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The Parenting Gap 
Richard V. Reeves and Kimberly Howard 


Introduction 


“The well Educating of Children is so much the Duty and Concern of Parents, and the Welfare and 
Prosperity of the Nation so much depends on it.” – John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education, 


1693 


The United States suffers from gaps in income, education and opportunity. The most 
important gap of all may be in parenting: a gap that harms wellbeing, limits social mobility, 
and ultimately damages our economy, too. If we want a better society, we need better 
parents.  


It is obvious that parents are huge contributors to the knowledge, skills and character of 
their children. We can argue about the size of the parenting effect, compared to genetics, 
economics, culture, schooling, and so on. There is no question, however, that the quality of 
parenting is one of the most—perhaps the most important contributor to a good, fair, 
responsible society. 


The central role of parenting in promoting opportunity is challenging too, since there are 
practical and moral limits to the reach of public policy. It is difficult enough to improve the 
quality of public schools, let alone the quality of private parents.  


There are also strong moral objections to heavy-handed interventions into the domain of 
parenting. In a free society, families operate as mostly private institutions. Except in extreme 
cases of neglect or abuse, parents are at liberty to do things their own way—even when their 
own way is hopeless. 


Parents, then, are mostly private agents whose actions have dramatic public 
consequences for education, crime, welfare, mobility and productivity. This does not mean 
that policymakers have no role to play. Even within the limits of practicality and philosophy, 
there is scope for the implementation of policies. The question is whether they work. 


Public policy to address the parenting gap falls into one of two broad camps: building the 
skills of parents, or providing services to supplement their efforts. The first set seeks to make 
parents better; the latter to make them less relevant.  


Skill-building approaches focus on improving parental styles and behavior and/or 
strengthening the relationship between parent and child. Most parenting programs fall into 
this first category of intervention. The goal is to help the parent do a better job, and so help 
the child to have a better life.  


Interventions that seek to supplement the efforts of parents typically take the form of 
extra educational investment (especially in the early years), mentoring schemes, scholarships, 
and so on. Most early childhood programs fall into this second category. As Frank Furstenberg 
puts it: “The main line of attack must involve better schools equipped with more skilled 
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teachers that provide a more extensive program of education with longer days and summer 
months…to compensate for skills not acquired in the home” (Furstenberg 2011). The goal is, in 
effect, to detach the opportunities of the child from the abilities of the parents. 


In recent years, greater emphasis has been placed on providing supplements to parenting 
than on improving parenting. In particular, significant investments have been made in early 
childhood programs. And some of the most high-profile school-based reforms, such as the 
KIPP program, have adopted a child-focused approach, with the longer school days and school 
terms that Furstenberg advocates. 


Many of these policy interventions have been successful, but not as successful as 
advocates hoped. A particular disappointment is that Head Start, a flagship early childhood 
program, appears to be having no measurable impact on academic performance through third 
grade (Puma et al. 2012). 


This is therefore an opportune moment to look again at the scope for interventions that 
tackle the problem of poor parenting more directly: in other words, parents themselves. On 
the face of it, helping parents do a better job seems a more time-consuming and complex task 
than simply supplementing their efforts. But it may in fact be the only way to properly address 
the parenting gap and its negative consequences.  


How much do parents matter? 


As achievement gaps between low income and high income children persist and grow 
(Reardon 2011), more attention has been paid to the differences in parenting behavior across 
socioeconomic classes. Affluent parents spend more time with their children than less affluent 
parents and they spend the time differently (Putnam 2012). High-income parents talk with 
their school-aged children for three hours more per week than low-income parents (Phillips 
2011). They also provide around four-and-a-half extra hours per week of time in novel or 
stimulating places, such as parks or churches, for their infants and toddlers.  


In a famous study, Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley (1995) found large gaps in the amount of 
conversation by social and economic background. Children in families on welfare heard about 
600 words per hour, working-class children heard 1,200 words, while children from 
professional families heard 2,100 words. By the age of three, Hart and Risley estimated, a poor 
child would have heard 30 million fewer words at home than one from a professional family. 
Moreover, Kalil, Ryan, and Corey (2012) found that highly educated mothers more 
appropriately tailor activities to the developmental stage of the child than those with only a 
high school education. 


Are these differences in parenting behavior a major factor behind differences in their 
children’s outcomes? This central question has provoked a considerable body of research.  


There are large correlations between the behavior of parents and outcomes for their 
children. Children with parents who score highly on both warmth and control – labeled 
‘authoritative parents’ – are more competent and happier (Baumrind and Black 1967; 
Baumrind 1991). Children with parents who read to them have larger vocabularies (Brooks-
Gunn and Markman 2005). Children with a secure attachment to their parents during infancy 
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are more socially skilled later in life than peers without secure attachments in infancy (Sroufe 
2002). 


The weakness of this correlational research is that the observed relationship could be the 
effect of parents on the child, the effect of the child on the parents, or the product of the two. 
It is also difficult to tease out the importance of parenting from the importance of genes, 
family income, and other traits of the parents. 


In The Nurture Assumption, Judith Rich Harris (1998) pointed out these flaws in 
interpreting the correlations between parent characteristics and child outcomes, and argued 
that parenting does not matter as much as we assume. More recently, Bryan Caplan, in Selfish 
Reasons to Have More Kids, argues that parents should worry less about their parenting 
because their children’s outcomes depend mostly on their genetic makeup in any case. Citing 
a series of twin studies and adoption studies, Caplan says that children of successful adults 
will also likely be successful adults - whether or not their parents force them to practice piano.  


But the more general conclusion from twin and adoption studies is that variance in child 
outcomes is explained by variance in genetic inputs, non-shared environment, and shared 
family environment - of which parenting is of course a piece. Bruce Sacerdote (2007) found 
that parental education and family size of adoptive families were better predictors of 
schooling and behavioral outcomes for adopted children than family income or neighborhood 
characteristics. In fact, children assigned to high education, small families were 16 percentage 
points more likely to graduate from college than children assigned to less educated, larger 
families. This suggests a strong impact from parental investment. Parenting may be especially 
important for those who are not born to successful adults. For example, among adopted 
children whose biological parents had a history of criminality, those who were placed in 
"dysfunctional homes" were three times more likely to engage in criminal behavior 
themselves than those who were placed in "stable, supportive environments" (Maccoby 
2002).  


Contemporary research typically addresses not whether parenting matters, but how much 
it matters as one of many factors that influence child outcomes. Waldfogel and Washbrook 
(2011) estimate that parenting behavior (including maternal sensitivity, reading to a child, out-
of-home activities, parenting style, and expectations) explains about 40 percent of the 
income-related gaps in cognitive outcomes for children at age four (as Figure 1 shows). Indeed, 
parenting behavior explained more of the gap between top income quintile children and 
bottom income quintile children than any other factor, including maternal education, family 
size, and race. Similarly, maternal sensitivity, measured when the child is six months and again 
at 15 months, explains one-third of the math and language skills gap at the beginning of 
kindergarten between black and white children (Murnane et al. 2006). 


An emerging wave of research that finds meaningful effects of parenting is in the field of 
brain development research. In his book How Children Succeed, Paul Tough cites a study 
finding that rats with nurturing mothers—those who licked and groomed them when they were 
stressed—were more brave and curious in their adulthood. Importantly, this difference in adult 
outcomes was linked to actual visible differences in the development of their brains as a result 
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of their mother’s nurturing (Meaney 2001). The effect of early years experiences on brain 
development is a young research field, but likely to be an increasingly important one.  


 


 


 


Some of the best evidence for the influence of parenting can be found in evaluations of 
programs specifically designed to make parents better. The ideal studies compare children 
whose parents are randomly assigned to receive parenting-focused training to those whose 
parents receive less or no training. The most robust findings available show that most 
parenting programs (if they do more than simply provide information to parents) positively 
affect at least one child outcome (Mbwana, Terzian, and Moore 2009). We review the most 
effective parenting intervention programs in a later section of the paper. 


The American parent: a status report 


“Parents have a moral responsibility to invest themselves in the proper upbringing of their children” --
Amitai Etzioni, 1993 


Parents matter a great deal, not least in terms of creating a more socially mobile society. 
So how are U.S. parents performing? The short answer is: it depends. Most parents are doing 


-0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0 0.1 0.2 0.3 


Care Arrangements 
Family Health and Well-Being 
Neighborhood and Possessions 
Parenting 
Mother's Age 
Family Structure 
Race/Ethnicity/Country of Origin 
Number of Children 
Maternal Education 
Unexplained Residual 


Standard Deviations 


Figure 1. Contributing Factors toward Income-Related Gaps in Children's Cognitive 
Outcomes 


Bottom Quintile - Middle Quintile Gap Middle Quintile - Highest Quintile Gap 


Source: Waldfogel, Jane and Elizabeth Washbrook.  "Income Related Gaps in School Readiness" in Persistence, 
Privilege, and Parenting , eds. Timothy Smeeding, Robert Erikson, and Markus Jantti (2011). Calculations using data 
from Early Childhood Longituindal Study-Birth Cohort (National Center for Education Statistics 2007). 
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well. Some are doing great. But a minority is performing badly by comparison. Gaps in 
parenting quality are wide.  


Measuring Parenting 
Of course, parenting is about much more than bedtime stories. A robust, stable measure is 


required upon which to base any plausible analysis. Our analysis employs the Social Genome 
Model (SGM) dataset (see Appendix A) which is based on the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 
Children of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 1979 (CNLSY). The CNLSY contains 
data on all children born to the mothers of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 
(NLSY79) beginning in 1986. Our sample therefore consists of 5,783 children who were born 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s.  


The CNLSY measures parenting using the well-validated HOME-SF scale (Home 
Observation for Measurement of the Environment- Short Form). The HOME scale consists of 
mother self-reports and interviewer observations on the emotional and learning environment 
of the home.1 We track HOME scores for mothers when their child is in infancy (age 0-2), early 
childhood (age 3-5), and middle childhood (age 10-15). Items in the HOME scale vary by age of 
the child, but the mother is asked questions such as how often she reads to the child or how 
she would respond to a tantrum. Interviewers assess items including whether the mother 
encourages a child to contribute to the conversation and whether the child’s play environment 
appears safe.2


The HOME-SF scale has been widely used (Mott 2004), and researchers have created 
subscales to measure specific aspects of parenting, such as parental warmth and parental 
verbal skills, which predict child outcomes (Linver, Brooks-Gunn, and Cabrera 2004). However, 
for the purposes of this paper we employ the entire HOME scale both for comparability across 
childhood stages and to most broadly measure the behavior and environment that parents 
provide for their children. 


  


An important caveat: any measure of parenting quality rests on a judgment of what 
constitutes quality. The HOME scale is one of the most widely used scales, but it contains 
items that could favor certain groups. One measure, for example, is whether or not there are 
toys in the home. This item could favor more advantaged parents, if the reason lower income 
parents do not supply toys is that they cannot afford them. 


In order to examine the impact of parenting quality, our research focuses on the ends of 
the distribution: in other words, on the strongest and weakest parents. The weakest parents 
score in the bottom 25% percent of parents on the HOME scale in two or more of the three 
stages of their child’s life; the strongest parents are those that score in the top 25 percent of 
parents on the HOME in two or more stages.3


                                                   
1 Data from the HOME scale are only currently available for the mother – a clear limitation of 
the dataset. 


 By looking at parenting over multiple years of a 


2 A full list of items on the HOME scale can be found at 
http://www.nlsinfo.org/site/childya/nlsdocs/guide/Appendixes/A-HOMEScales.htm. 
3 This categorizes 20.85 percent of parents as the weakest parents and 17.55 percent of 
parents as the strongest parents. 
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child's life, our research approach recognizes that parents can improve (or worsen) over time, 
and narrows our focus to parents who are consistently underperforming or excelling.  


Characteristics of strongest and weakest parents  
Parenting quality is not randomly distributed across the population. There are strong links 


between parenting quality and income, race, education, and family type. It is important for 
policymakers to understand the pattern of parenting quality in order to effectively design 
programs to reach those who might benefit most. Parents who have a low income, are poorly 
educated, are black, or are unmarried are more likely to fall into the weakest category (see 
Figure 2).  Almost half of all parents in the bottom income quintile fall into the category of 
weakest parents—and just three percent are among the strongest parents. Similarly, 45 
percent of mothers with less than a high school degree are among the weakest parents and 
four percent of them are among the strongest parents. Forty-four percent of single mothers 
fall into the ‘weakest’ parent category, with just three percent in the strongest group. At the 
other end of the scale, higher levels of income, education, and family stability all strongly 
contribute to better parenting. 


 


 


However, the predictive effect of income and education vary along their distributions. 
Parents in the bottom income quintile are 18 percentage points more likely than parents in the 
middle income quintile to score among the weakest parents on the HOME scale (see Figure 3). 
The effect of income at the top is much smaller: parents in the top income quintile are only 4 
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Figure 2. Percent of Parents Qualifying as the Strongest and Weakest Parents by 
Family Income, Mother's Education, Marital Status, Race, and Mother's Age 


% Who Are Among Strongest Parents  
% Who Are Among Weakest Parents 


Note: All parent characteristics are observed at the time of the child's birth. Income quintile is based on 
family income as a percentage of the federal poverty line.  
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percentage points less likely than parents in the middle income quintile to score among the 
weakest parents. Similarly, not having a high school degree varies more strongly with quality 
of parenting than does having a bachelor’s degree. In other words, the gap between the 
bottom and the middle is much larger that the gap between the middle and the top, in terms 
of the distribution of parenting quality. 


 


These results tell us which characteristics of the parents are most useful in identifying 
weak parents, but do not provide any insight into causal effects. For example, single or 
cohabiting mothers are significantly more likely to fall into the weakest parents category. But 
when we control for other variables, including income and education, the specific effect of 
being unmarried drops sharply, suggesting that it is the circumstances and traits that are 
associated with being an unmarried mother that are important, rather than the fact of being 
unmarried itself. 


The racial differences in parenting that we find are large but consistent with other 
findings. Black and Hispanic parents appear, for example, to spend less time reading and 
talking with their children than white parents (Brooks-Gunn and Markman 2005; Phillips 2011). 
Black mothers on average score over one standard deviation below white mothers on a 
measure of maternal sensitivity when their child is very young (Murnane 2006). But it is 
difficult to disentangle the influence of race from socioeconomic status. Among affluent 
parents (those in the top 40 percent of the income distribution and where the mother has at 
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Teen mother 


Unmarried mother 
Top Income Quintile (vs Middle) 
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Figure 3. Parenting Quality Gap, With and Without Controls; 
Difference in likelihood of being among the weakest parents by parent 


characteristics, in percentage points 


Gap With Controls 
Gap Without Controls 


Note: For each variable, "Gap With Controls" refers to gap in likelihood of being among the weakest 
parents controlling for all other variables listed. Results are similar when controlling for mother's AFQT. 
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least a high school degree) the vast majority of black (85 percent) and Hispanic (88 percent) 
parents qualify as average or above. 


It is also possible that the relationship between race and parenting quality is influenced by 
racial bias in CNLSY interviewer assessment of parents. Almost 75 percent of black mothers 
were interviewed by a white interviewer. This may mean that they were rated more harshly 
than if they had been interviewed by a black interviewer, an effect found by Berger, McDaniel, 
and Paxson (2006) in another large study from the 1990s.  


These findings dramatize the significance of quality of parenting for equality of 
opportunity. Children who already face higher hurdles to personal success in the form of 
poverty, worse schooling, or racism are also disadvantaged by the weaker performance of 
their parents in preparing them for the world. The parenting gap is a contributor to the 
opportunity gap. 


Parenting and Opportunity 
There is growing concern in the U.S. over low rates of intergenerational mobility, and in 


particular, sluggish rates of upward mobility from the bottom rungs of society. There is a 
unanimous non-partisan clamor for “more opportunity,” but little agreement on the steps 
necessary to create it. Few would disagree about the value of parenting in promoting mobility. 
But it is one thing to say it; quite another to show it.  


On track to the middle class: the influence of parents  
The SGM contains a series of success measures at each life stage (Sawhill, Winship, and 


Grannis 2012). These “on track” indicators provide a valuable benchmark for assessing the 
disparities in child outcomes by the quality of their parents.  


The relationship between parenting quality and a child’s chances of doing well comes 
through in our analysis loud and clear. Figure 4 shows that children of the strongest parents 
succeed in each life stage at much higher rates than children of the weakest parents. (Note 
that the data presented here are raw gaps, i.e., without controls for income, etc.) By the end 
of adolescence, three out of four children with the strongest parents graduate high school 
with at least a 2.5 GPA, while avoiding being convicted of a crime or becoming a teen parent. 
By contrast, only 30 percent of children with the weakest parents manage to meet these 
benchmarks. 
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Making the weakest parents better: impact on child outcomes  
Given the association between parenting and child outcomes, it is reasonable to believe 


that raising the performance of parents will lift the outcomes for their children.  


Predictions of the SGM are determined by the child’s circumstances at birth, demographic 
characteristics, and outcomes in each life stage, so we can simulate the effect of improving 
parenting while keeping other predictors of a child’s success constant. In order to 
demonstrate the impact of the parenting gap, we use the SGM to model the effects of a 
sizable improvement in parenting quality.  


For illustrative purposes, we model the effects of turning all the weakest parents into 
average parents by improving the total HOME score of all the weakest parents by the 
difference between the mean for the weakest parents and the mean for all parents. In each 
life stage, the weakest parents are roughly one standard deviation below average parents on 
the distribution of HOME scores, so the simulated improvement is big. But we should bear in 
mind some parenting programs have been shown to improve HOME scores by 0.37 standard 
deviations (Nurse Family Partnership) and 0.25 standard deviations (Early Head Start-Home 
Visiting).4


Unsurprisingly, improving the parenting of all the weakest parents has a sizable impact on 
child outcomes: nine percent more of their children would graduate from high school (raising 


 So our ‘what if’ simulation is idealistic, but not wildly utopian. 


                                                   
4 See ‘Home Visiting Evidence of Effectiveness’ from the Administration for Children and 
Families. 
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their graduation rate by 6 percentage points), six percent fewer would have a child by 19, and 
three percent fewer would have a criminal conviction by 19 (See Table 1).  Each year, this 
would mean roughly 54,000 more 18-year-olds in the U.S. graduating from high school. 


Table 1. Simulated Effects of Improving Parenting of All the Weakest Parents to 
Average Parenting 


  
Pre-


Intervention 
Post-


Intervention  Change 


Early Childhood       


Standardized Math Score -0.57 -0.54 0.03 


Standardized Reading Score -0.52 -0.52 0.00 
Standardized Antisocial Behavior 
Score -0.43 -0.34 0.09 


Standardized Hyperactivity Score -0.46 -0.39 0.07 


Middle Childhood       


Standardized Math Score -0.56 -0.48 0.08 


Standardized Reading Score -0.52 -0.48 0.05 
Standardized Antisocial Behavior 
Score -0.49 -0.34 0.15 


Standardized Hyperactivity Score -0.42 -0.29 0.13 


Adolescence       


Percent Graduating from High School 70% 76% 9% 


Percent Becoming Teen Parents 25% 24% -6% 


Percent Convicted of a Crime 24% 23% -3% 


High School GPA 2.59 2.69 0.10 
 


This exercise demonstrates that there are potentially big gains from improvements in 
parenting alone, but also that better parenting is very far, on its own, from being a magic cure. 
Parenting matters. But so do schooling, pre-K, community action, teen pregnancy campaigns, 
and so on. Children and young people develop in social and institutional environments, not as 
isolated factors in a regression table. “The family does not operate like a game of billiards,” 
writes Furstenburg, “where parents hold the cue and children are the balls to be placed in the 
far pocket” (p. 466-467). Quite right: it is not as simple as that. But while parents do not hold 
a cue, they do hold a portion of their children’s destiny in their hands. 


Reading or relating: which parental skills matter? 
Given the wide range of skills demonstrated by effective parents, it is important to focus 


on policies that will develop those that matter most in terms of child outcomes. In particular, 
there is a fairly clear theoretical distinction between the reading (learning) and relating 
(emotional) aspects of parenting – and there are policies to address each, or both. So it is 
important to know what matters most. The short answer: both. And you can’t separate them 
in any case. 
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Using subscales of the HOME scale, we can evaluate the importance of the learning 
environment versus the emotional environment provided by the child’s parents. The Cognitive 
Stimulation subscale consists of items such as the number of books in the home, and 
frequency of museum visits. The Emotional Support subscale consists of items such as how 
often the child eats a meal with both parents, and observed affection between mother and 
child.  


Table 2. Simulated effects of improving cognitive stimulation skills versus improving emotional 
support skills of the weakest parents to skills of average parents, holding the other constant 


Improving Cognitive Stimulation  
 


Improving Emotional Support 


  Pre Post 
 


Change 
 


  Pre Post 
 


Change 


Early Childhood       
 


Early Childhood       


Standardized 
Math Score 


-0.57 -0.57 0.00 
 


Standardized 
Math Score 


-0.57 -0.54 0.03 


Standardized 
Reading Score 


-0.52 -0.52 -0.01 
 


Standardized 
Reading Score 


-0.52 -0.51 0.01 


Standardized 
Antisocial 
Behavior Score 


-0.43 -0.38 0.05 
 


Standardized 
Antisocial 
Behavior Score 


-0.43 -0.39 0.05 


Standardized 
Hyperactivity 
Score 


-0.46 -0.43 0.03 
 


Standardized 
Hyperactivity 
Score 


-0.46 -0.42 0.05 


Middle Childhood       
 


Middle Childhood       
Standardized 
Math Score 


-0.56 -0.51 0.05 
 


Standardized 
Math Score 


-0.56 -0.51 0.05 


Standardized 
Reading Score -0.52 -0.48 0.04 


 


Standardized 
Reading Score -0.52 -0.50 0.02 


Standardized 
Antisocial 
Behavior Score -0.49 -0.39 0.09 


 


Standardized 
Antisocial 
Behavior Score -0.49 -0.41 0.08 


Standardized 
Hyperactivity 
Score -0.42 -0.34 0.09 


 


Standardized 
Hyperactivity 
Score -0.42 -0.35 0.07 


Adolescence       
 


Adolescence       
Percent 
Graduating from 
High School 


71% 75% 6.0% 
 


Percent 
Graduating from 
High School 


71% 74% 4.3% 


Percent Becoming 
Teen Parents 


25% 25% 2.4% 
 


Percent 
Becoming Teen 
Parents 


25% 21% -12.5% 


Percent Convicted 
of a Crime 


24% 24% 2.1% 
 


Percent 
Convicted of a 
Crime 


24% 22% -8.3% 


High School GPA 2.59 2.68 0.03 
 


High School GPA 2.59 2.64 0.02 
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For this analysis, the scores of the weakest parents on each of the cognitive and emotional 
subscales were artificially boosted to the level of average parents, while holding all other 
parents’ scores constant. We then simulated their children’s outcomes in each case.5


Improvements in children’s reading and math test scores at age 5 and 11 are small and 
similar between the two simulations, as are predicted improvements in behavioral scores at 
age 5 and 11. 


 


Adolescent outcomes, however, differ by simulation. The behavioral outcomes of 
adolescence are significantly predicted by the Emotional Support measure of parenting, but 
not the Cognitive Stimulation measure. We predict that if we could solely improve the 
emotional skills of the weakest parents, 12.5 percent fewer of their children would be teen 
parents and 8.3 percent fewer would be convicted of a crime by the age of 19 (see Table 2). In 
contrast, graduation from high school and high school GPA are both significantly predicted by 
the Cognitive Stimulation parenting measure.6


In terms of parental attributes, then, both reading (the cognitive environment) and 
relating (the emotional environment) affect child outcomes. Importantly, it also appears that 
improvements in the two aspects of parenting are not interchangeable. 


 


Current policy – a critical overview  
There is a strong prima facie case for developing policies to improve the performance of 


the weakest parents, and thereby the opportunities for their children. Of course we are not 
starting with a blank sheet of paper. There is a panoply of policies already in operation. The 
question is which, if any, are having any real effect.  


Parenting programs in the U.S. vary widely by time and intensity, focus (improving 
mother’s vocabulary, improving parent-child attachment, etc), intervention strategy 
(information, practice, etc), location (home-based, center-based, both), and qualifications of 
the program staff (nurses, paraprofessionals, etc), among other things. In practice, many 
parenting interventions are one part of a multi-faceted program, such as Incredible Years or 
Early Head Start.  


However, the parenting programs of most interest today are home visiting programs, in 
which services are delivered directly to the homes of participants. Collectively, state 


                                                   
5 This is done by improving the scores of all the weakest parents by the average amount that 
the weakest parents fall below the mean (roughly .6 to 1.1 standard deviations) on cognitive 
stimulation or emotional support in each stage of infancy, early childhood, and middle 
childhood. Although both simulations are based on ‘utopian’ improvements in parenting 
scores, the weakest parents are on average slightly worse at Cognitive Stimulation than 
Emotional Support and thus the Cognitive Stimulation simulation requires slightly larger 
improvements. In infancy, early childhood, and middle childhood, the difference in amount of 
improvement needed to get the weakest parents to average is .09, .16, and .01, respectively. 


6 Emotional support scores in infancy, early childhood, and middle childhood are jointly 
significant in predicting teen birth at the p<.01 level and jointly significant in predicting teen 
conviction at the p<.05 level. Cognitive stimulation scores in infancy, early childhood, and 
middle childhood are jointly significant in predicting high school graduation and GPA at the 
p<.01 level. 
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governments make around $1.4 billion available for home visiting programs (Pew Center on 
the States 2011). 


Most home visiting programs have shown disappointing results, however. Brooks-Gunn 
and Markman (2005) conclude that “few home-visiting programs have altered children’s 
school readiness” because most are not intensive enough; nor are home visitors well enough 
trained or supervised. Another hurdle for parenting programs is keeping families engaged; 
parenting programs will always be limited in their reach because they are voluntary and 
require a time commitment from the parents.  


However, certain programs, such as Nurse Family Partnership, have decades of 
evaluations showing positive effects. With the mixed evidence available, the right question is 
not whether parenting programs work but rather which parenting programs work for 
outcomes that we care about.  


The federal government has recently taken initial steps toward greater investments in 
effective home visiting programs. The Affordable Care Act allocates $1.5 billion over the next 
five years to the Maternal Infant Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV) program which will 
help states to establish early home visiting programs for at-risk parents. To this end, the 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) carefully reviewed eleven large-scale home 
visiting programs with the most available evaluations. Of these prioritized programs, HHS 
reports that seven meet their requirements for federal funding, meaning the programs show 
two or more significant favorable effects, with effects lasting at least one year after 
enrollment (see Table 3). 


This prioritizing of programs with proven effectiveness is not reflected in current policy, 
especially at the state and local level. Of the money spent by the states, 58 percent was given 
to local communities with few or no requirements to adhere to evidence-based models (Pew 
Center on the States 2011). Moreover, there is no monitoring of whether the programs in place 
are producing results. 
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Table 3. Evidence-Based Home Visiting Programs 


Program 
Target Population 


(Target Age) 
Description 


Number of 
Sites 


Early Head 
Start-Home 
Visiting 


Families at or below the 
federal poverty level 
(pregnancy to age 3) 


Weekly home visits and two group 
activities per month to improve 
health outcomes during 
pregnancy, child development in 
early years, and healthy family 
functioning 


Operating 
in all 50 
states, DC, 
and Puerto 
Rico 


Family Check-
Up 


Families with risk 
factors such as low 
income, child conduct 
problems, or academic 
failure (age 2 to 17) 


Three home visits followed by 
yearly check-ups to promote 
healthy development and tailored 
support for parents and children 


Oregon 
sites and 
trial sites 
elsewhere  


Healthy 
Families 
America (HFA) 


Parents at risk for 
abusing or neglecting 
their children (birth to 
age 5) 


Frequent visits (at least once per 
week) during the first six months 
followed by less frequent visits to 
strengthen parent-child 
relationships, promote healthy 
development, and enhance family 
functioning 


Operating 
in 13 states 


Healthy Steps Any family served by a 
participating medical 
practice (birth to age 3) 


Links families and clinicians to 
address physical, emotional, and 
intellectual growth of children 


Operating 
in 19 states 


Home 
Instruction for 
Parents of 
Preschool 
Youngsters 
(HIPPY) 


Low-income, low-
education families (age 
3 to 5) 


Biweekly home visits and group 
meetings to instruct and equip 
parents to be effective teachers 
for their children 


Operating 
in 21 states 
and DC 


Nurse Family 
Partnership 
(NFP) 


First-time, low-income 
mothers (pregnancy to 
age 2) 


Frequent home visits (weekly, 
biweekly, or monthly, depending 
on age of child) to encourage 
healthy prenatal behavior, 
provide life coaching for the 
mother including planning of 
future pregnancies, improve 
awareness of developmental 
milestones, and teach parenting 
techniques 


Operating 
in 43 
states and 
U.S. Virgin 
Islands 


Parents as 
Teachers (PAT) 


Families with risk 
factors such as low-
income, teen parents, 
first-time parents, or 
parents with mental 
health and substance 
abuse issues 
(pregnancy to age 3/5) 


Home visits, group meetings, 
health and development 
screenings, and a resource 
network to improve parent-child 
interaction, development-
centered parenting, and family 
well-being  


Operating 
in 33 
states 
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Good policy = better parents = more social mobility 
It is clear that greater investments in parenting programs in the name of social mobility 


will have to follow careful evaluation and assessment. Evidence is king.  


The SGM allows us to estimate the long term effects of parenting programs with proven 
short-term effects on children’s cognitive and behavioral outcomes. Since we are interested in 
the effects of parenting on mobility, we reviewed programs that intervened with the parents 
and measured outcomes of the child.  


For the purposes of this paper, we have chosen to model the effects of the Home 
Instruction for Parents of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) program, one of seven programs 
identified by HHS as an evidence-based model. The goal of the HIPPY program, offered when 
children are age 3 to 5, is to effectively train parents to be their child’s first teacher. Families 
enrolled in HIPPY receive biweekly home visits from a paraprofessional for 30 weeks out of 
the year, along with biweekly group meetings. Families are given books and toys, along with 
instruction on how to use the materials for teaching.  


In an RCT evaluation of the HIPPY program in New York, children of families enrolled in 
HIPPY scored 0.75 standard deviations above control students on reading assessments and 
0.68 standard deviations above control students on teacher assessments of classroom 
adaptation in the one-year follow-up when children were in first grade (Baker, Piotrkowski, 
and Brooks-Gunn 1998).7


From this evaluation, we know that training parents to teach their children using books 
and toys led to an improvement in their child’s reading scores and behavior in the classroom. 
This model is especially useful for examining the effects of parenting because the HIPPY 
home visitors worked with the parents, not the children, and for many home visits, children 
were not even present (Baker, Piotrkowski, and Brooks-Gunn 1999). Thus the evaluation of 
HIPPY demonstrates the potential for an approach that solely targets parenting. 


 Families enrolled in this study were low-income, roughly one third 
reported public assistance as their primary income, and two-thirds of families were non-white. 


We simulate how these short term effects can translate into effects for children later in 
life, up to and including high school. Our modeling predicts that if all low-income families were 
enrolled in HIPPY, three percent more low-income children would graduate from high school 
and six percent fewer would become teen parents. 


 


 


 


 


                                                   
7 These findings were not replicated in a later cohort in the same study and thus should be 
cautiously interpreted. Authors found no differences between cohorts that could explain the 
failure of replication (Baker, Piotrkowski, and Brooks-Gunn 1999).  
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Table 4. Simulated Effects of HIPPY for Low-Income Children 


  
Pre-


Intervention 
Post-


Intervention  Change 


Early Childhood       


Standardized Math Score -0.37 -0.37 0.00 


Standardized Reading Score -0.38 0.37 0.75 


Standardized Antisocial Behavior Score -0.20 -0.20 0.00 


Standardized Hyperactivity Score -0.24 0.44 0.68 


Middle Childhood       


Standardized Math Score -0.34 -0.16 0.19 


Standardized Reading Score -0.32 -0.02 0.30 


Standardized Antisocial Behavior Score -0.26 -0.18 0.07 


Standardized Hyperactivity Score -0.19 0.08 0.26 


Adolescence       


Percent Graduating from High School 75.4% 77.5% 3% 


Percent Becoming Teen Parents 21.1% 20.0% -6% 


Percent Convicted of a Crime 21.1% 20.9% -1% 


High School GPA 2.70 2.76 0.06 
Target population: Children in families under 200% of the federal 
poverty line. 


  


The fairest way to describe these results is as modest, but meaningful. The cost of HIPPY 
per child is around $3,500. On an individual level, the lifetime earnings of a high school 
graduate are estimated to be $260,000 more than earnings of a high school dropout (Rouse 
2007). A cost-benefit analysis of HIPPY by Steve Aos at the Washington State Institute for 
Public Policy found a return of $1.80 for every dollar invested, with the improvement in test 
scores resulting in a present-valued benefit of $2,120 for the program participant, and $1,193 
for society.  


HIPPY is of course not the only parenting program with positive evaluations. Evaluations 
of several other programs find similarly large effect sizes and thus promising long-term 
results. See Appendix B for a similar exercise using results from an evaluation of the Nurse 
Family Partnership (NFP) program. 


Conclusions 


Improving the life chances of children from disadvantaged backgrounds is a challenge of 
such vast scale and profound complexity that it is easy to lose heart. There is no policy, no 
investment, no single life stage, no piece of legislation, no reform that can, at a stroke, restore 
the American dream.  
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It will take concerted, determined, decades-long action on a whole range of fronts to move 
the mobility needle. Much of the necessary change is in any case beyond the reach of public 
policy.  


But there are things we can do, and therefore things we should do in order to improve the 
prospects for our least lucky children. Tackling the parenting gap is on that list. Not because it 
is quick or easy; it is slow, patient work.  


Currently, the U.S. spends significantly more on pre-K education than on parenting 
programs. In the last 5 years (2009-2013), the federal government has allocated $37.5 billion 
to Head Start, 25 times the $1.5 billion that it has allocated to evidence-based home visiting 
programs over the next five years. The Obama administration is proposing an increase in 
investments on both. But the relative weight of policy remains strongly on the side of 
supplementing parenting, rather than improving parenting. The analysis presented in this 
paper suggests that parenting may be worthy of a greater share of public investment. There is 
strong evidence that parenting influences child outcomes, and some evidence that good 
programs can improve parenting.  


We have to be honest. Programs to improve parenting are currently patchy in quality, at 
best. Many seem to be a waste of public money at a time when every dollar counts, and must 
be accounted for. But there are others proven to work: not as miracle cures, but as authentic 
contributions to a healthier and fairer society.  
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Appendix A: The Social Genome Model 


The Social Genome Model (SGM) is a microsimulation model of the life cycle that tracks 
the academic, social, and economic experiences of individuals from conception through middle 
age in order to identify the most important paths to upward mobility.  Equally important, it 
facilitates simulations to estimate the likely medium- and long-term effects of policy 
interventions to promote mobility.  The model divides the lifecycle into six stages, and 
establishes benchmarks of success for each stage.   


Benchmarks for Success at Each Life Stage 


 


The SGM provides a very explicit and useful life cycle framework for thinking more 
rigorously about pathways to the middle class. It is a much-needed complement to an 
emerging body of research on "what works" based on high-quality evaluations of individual 
programs because it will enable decision makers to compare and contrast the long-term and 
indirect effects of different programs to change the life prospects of less-advantaged children 
and youth. The model draws on the National Longitudinal Study of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) and 
the Children of the NLSY79 to create a data set that can be used to measure a child’s chances 
of success over the life cycle. 


Simulations Using the Social Genome Model 


Based on the best experimental or quasi-experimental evidence available, the Social Genome 
Model projects how interventions in a particular life stage affect later success and ultimately 
increase the proportion of individuals who become middle class by middle age.  


Our simulations begin with a real-world policy that has been rigorously evaluated. We specify 
a target population and one or more effects based on the evidence from the evaluations. We 
then simulate the effect of those changes through a sequential series of equations that relate 
later outcomes to earlier ones and to a range of background characteristics. By seeing how 
the evaluation-based first-order effects ripple through subsequent outcomes in our model, we 
can estimate longer-term effects of the policy beyond those that have been examined to date.  


While the model controls for many possibly confounding factors, our methodology does not 
remove the possibility that the unobserved characteristics of individual children may influence 
success at every life stage, likely biasing our estimates upward. At the same time, the system 
of equations we use is only capable of modeling a limited number of pathways, which, along 
with measurement error and data imputation, likely bias our estimates downward. Although 
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the model could be improved, and our estimates should be considered somewhat preliminary 
as a result, the model  provides  plausible estimates of how short-term treatment effects 
compound over time while avoiding the resource and time constraints of much longer-term 
randomized controlled trials. For more information about the model and how the simulations 
work, see “Guide to the Brookings Social Genome Model” (Winship and Owen 2013).  
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Appendix B: Modeling the NFP Program 


Nurse Family Partnership is a large, well-known program with decades of evaluations. The 
program consists of frequent home visits for first-time, low-income mothers, to encourage 
healthy prenatal behavior; provide life coaching for the mother, including planning of future 
pregnancies; improve awareness of developmental milestones; and teach parenting 
techniques.  


The Memphis, Tennessee trial of NFP found positive school outcomes for children of low-
income and low-resource mothers (mothers below the sample median on an index of 
intelligence, mental health, sense of mastery, and self-efficacy). Of this sample, children of 
mothers visited by NFP nurses on average were rated as less aggressive than children in a 
control group and scored higher on an arithmetic assessment in early childhood by 0.25 
standard deviations each (Olds et al. 2004). In a follow-up study at age nine, the NFP children 
on average also scored higher on reading and math achievement tests by 0.33 standard 
deviations (Olds et al. 2007). 


Our modeling suggests that the benefits of NFP remain, albeit at modest levels, through 
adolescence. In particular, the SGM modeling suggests that children of low-income, low-
resource mothers are three percent more likely to graduate from high school. This is not a 
dramatic increase, and given the nature of modeling, needs to be treated with caution in any 
case. But it does seem that NFP could still be having an effect on outcomes for this group of 
children many years later. 


Appendix Table 1. Simulated Effects of NFP for Children of Low-Income and Low-
Resource Mothers 


  Pre-Intervention Post-Intervention  Change 


Early Childhood       


Standardized Math Score -0.58 -0.33 0.25 


Standardized Reading Score -0.56 -0.56 0.00 


Standardized Antisocial Behavior Score -0.34 -0.09 0.25 


Standardized Hyperactivity Score -0.37 -0.37 0.00 


Middle Childhood       


Standardized Math Score -0.61 -0.22 0.39 


Standardized Reading Score -0.60 -0.24 0.36 


Standardized Antisocial Behavior Score -0.40 -0.30 0.10 


Standardized Hyperactivity Score -0.30 -0.25 0.04 


Adolescence       


Percent Graduating from High School 69.5% 71.4% 3% 


Percent Becoming Teen Parents 28.6% 28.4% -1% 


Percent Convicted of a Crime 28.6% 28.4% -1% 


High School GPA 2.57 2.62 0.05 


Target population: Children in families at or below 100% of the federal poverty line at birth with 
mothers with below average AFQT scores. 
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An Agenda for Reducing Poverty and Improving Opportunity 


Isabel Sawhill and Edward Rodrigue 


 


America’s lack of social and economic mobility is now well documented, and both parties 


acknowledge the need to expand opportunities for hardworking Americans of modest means. 


The next president, however, needs to offer more than rhetoric—he or she must propose and 


fight for policies that allow government to foster greater mobility. 


In an earlier analysis, Ron Haskins and Isabel Sawhill found three “norms” of American 


life—graduating from high school, belonging to a family with at least one full-time worker, and 


having children while married and after age 21—correlated closely with economic success. We 


call this the success sequence. Individuals who follow it almost never live in poverty. In Figure 1, 


we have updated this analysis. Only 2.4 percent of Americans who follow the success sequence 


live below the poverty line, while over 70 percent enjoy at least middle-class incomes, defined 


as 300 percent of the poverty line or more. For Americans who—for a host of reasons—don’t 


follow the sequence, the picture is reversed.  


 
How can a new set of policies give people a fair chance to succeed in the classroom, the 


workplace, and the home? Economic success requires people’s initiative, but it also requires us, 


as a society, to untangle the web of disadvantages that make following the sequence difficult for 


some Americans. There are no silver bullets. Government cannot do this alone. But government 


has a role to play in motivating individuals and facilitating their climb up the economic ladder. 


Here are the three arenas of mobility that candidates should focus on, and some suggestions to 


get them started. 


Education 


Improving High School Graduation and Achievement 


High school graduation rates, for the country as a whole, have improved in recent years 


and are now at reasonably high levels, as shown in Figure 2.i In the urban districts of the 



http://www.americaspromise.org/sites/default/files/legacy/bodyfiles/Cities_In_Crisis_Report_2009.pdf
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nation’s 50 largest metropolitan areas however, only 59 percent of students that started high 


school in 2005 graduated four years later; in the suburbs, the figure was 77 percent. Figure 3 


shows the urban-suburban graduation gap in the ten largest cities by population, plus Cleveland 


and Baltimore (two major cities with some of the largest gaps) for comparison. The next 


president will need to address these areas of concentrated poverty (which have migrated to the 


suburbs as well) to further improve educational achievement.  


 
 


 



http://www.americaspromise.org/sites/default/files/legacy/bodyfiles/Cities_In_Crisis_Report_2009.pdf
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A high school diploma is no guarantee that students have learned the skills needed for a 


career or for college. Twenty percent of all college freshmen in 2008 had to take at least one 


remedial course. Only 26 percent of ACT test-takers in 2014 met college readiness benchmarks 


in English, reading, math, and science.  


How do we help students complete high school with the skills needed to pursue their 


goals? Raising graduation rates will require not just new kinds of high schools, but investment in 


children at all stages of life: home visiting, early childhood education, and new efforts in the 


primary grades. ii Home visiting programs improve parenting and connect families to adequate 


medical care. The effects ripple well into adolescence.iii Similarly, research suggests that low-


cost interventions, like providing parents with books and texting them reminders to read to their 


children, can have substantial effects on child literacy skills. 


The evidence around preschool expansions is somewhat mixed, but we should 


experiment further and evaluate the results. Any successful initiative must pay for well-trained 


teachers, small classes, and proven curriculum; programs should target low-income children, 


who stand to benefit most.  


Sustaining early gains requires renewed investment in elementary and middle schools. 


Success for All (SFA) and Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) are examples of proven models that 


improve elementary school performance through greater individual attention and innovative 


curriculum. 


With respect to high school, several reforms have proven effective. Specific examples 


include Small Schools of Choice and Career Academies. Small Schools of Choice (SSC) was 


an initiative started in 2002 in New York City to replace large, troubled public schools with 


schools that have about 100 students per grade. Using a lottery-based evaluation, the research 


group MDRC found that SSCs increased average graduation rates by almost 10 percentage 


points, from 62 to 72 percent—at lower cost per graduate. That’s equivalent to 44 percent of the 


graduation gap between white students and students of color in New York. 


Career Academies (CA) is a model developed nearly 40 years ago that has been 


adopted by more than 8,000 schools today. It gives students smaller classes and more 


personalized instruction, but it combines these elements with technical curriculum and 


apprenticeship opportunities with local employers. MDRC studied nine CA programs across the 


country. Eight years after graduating from high school, participating young men earned an 


average of $361 more per month relative to the control group men. 


Expanding these kinds of effective programs would substantially narrow the opportunity 


gap and,  based on increased tax revenue and reduced use of the social safety net, would 


almost surely pass a cost-benefit test from the perspective of the taxpayer. The next president 


should expand these programs, or similar ones, with rigorous evidence of effectiveness. 


Improve Post-Secondary Education 


Although our analysis suggests that high school graduation combined with full-time work 


can keep most people out of poverty, some postsecondary education is increasingly vital for 


employment and earnings. Presidential candidates should present ideas on how to help young 


people from poor families attend and graduate from post-secondary institutions. An initial 


problem is that the nation’s tax-based educational financing programs are not focused on the 


neediest. The Pell program, which provides grants to low-income post-secondary students, on 


the other hand, is relatively well targeted; most spending goes towards students who would 



http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2013/2013013.pdf

http://www.act.org/research/policymakers/cccr14/pdf/CCCR14-NationalReadinessRpt.pdf
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otherwise struggle to attend college. A new president could reduce education-related tax breaks 


for the well-off and use the savings to increase the maximum Pell grant, which covers 30 


percent of the average cost of attending a public 4-year college, a record-low share. Similarly, 


the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) form is unnecessarily complicated; it 


could be reduced to two questions—adjusted gross income and attendance status—to radically 


simplify the process and to provide cash-strapped families with an immediate estimate of the aid 


they can expect.  


Finally, if we’re going to increase income-targeted aid and participation, we need to 


spend smarter; college financial assistance could be tied to performance both in high school 


and in college. The principle is to provide assistance conditional on an individual’s willingness to 


study hard, and some research suggests this would have a modest effort-inducing effect as 


well. In most Northern European countries (whose high school students routinely out-score U.S. 


students on international assessments), college attendance is more heavily subsidized than in 


the U.S. but also more conditional on a student’s academic performance and college readiness.  


Another option is to give more generous state and federal funding to schools with higher 


graduation rates and greater enrollment of low-income students. Ohio, Indiana, and Tennessee, 


among other states, have moved in this direction.iv In a similar vein, institutions could be made 


to pay part of their students’ defaulted federal loans back to the government—another way to 


hold schools accountable for poor student outcomes.v 


Working Full Time 


Of the three pillars (education, work, family), working full-time is by far the most 


important for reducing poverty, and every candidate needs to have concrete jobs proposals. 


Closing the jobs gap (the difference in work rates between lower and higher income 


households) has a huge effect on the number of people in poverty, even if the new workers hold 


low-wage jobs. An analysis by Sawhill and Karpilow shows that nearly a fifth of nonelderly 


household heads in the bottom third of the income distribution did not work at all in 2011. When 


asked why they weren’t working, male household heads gave a variety of answers, but only 31 


percent said it was because they couldn’t find work. Among female household heads, that 


proportion was 20 percent. Nearly a third of non-working heads lived in households with no 


reported income that year (suggesting that they had savings or received help from others), while 


58 percent relied mostly on government programs such as unemployment insurance and public 


assistance. Using simulations based on the March Current Population Survey, we found that 


work-based interventions had the largest effect on income for families in the bottom-third of the 


income distribution. 


At the individual level, work connects people to mainstream institutions, helps them learn 


new skills, provides structure to their lives, and provides a sense of self-sufficiency and self-


respect.  


At the aggregate level, work is one of the most important engines of economic growth. 


The addition of immigrants and of women to the labor force over the past half-century has 


fueled GDP growth and the rise in our collective standard of living.   


Much of the recent decline in labor force participation can be attributed to the aging of 


the population (see Figure 4). Another portion is due to a lack of adequate demand (cyclical 


effects). The third element is a residual that may reflect growing structural unemployment 



http://trends.collegeboard.org/student-aid

http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2007/02/education-dynarski

http://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/pbs_what_have_we_learned.pdf

http://www.brookings.edu/views/papers/sawhill/20010522.pdf

http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2013/07/01assisting-low-income-families-sawhill
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related to the deterioration of skills and experience or the failure of education and training to 


keep pace with the rising demand for skilled workers. 


 
Source: Executive Office of the President, “The Labor Force Participation Rate Since 2007: 


Causes and Policy Implications” (Washington: EOP, July 2014). 


 


Here are four ways the presidential candidates might propose to get more people 


working. First, nothing is more important for reducing poverty than maintaining full employment. 


Using data from 1979 to 2011, Jared Bernstein of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, 


and Dean Baker of the Center for Economic and Policy Research, find that workers at the 20th 


percentile of the wage distribution receive a 10 percent wage increase for every 10 percent 


decrease in the unemployment rate. Many of these lower-wage workers are marginally attached 


to the labor market. A full employment economy pulls them into jobs and allows them to build 


work histories and skills.  


There is considerable uncertainty about the “natural rate of unemployment”—the rate 


beyond which stimulative monetary or fiscal policy would only create more inflation. The 


experience of the late 1990s—when wages rose at the bottom of the distribution in response to 


a falling unemployment rate—suggests how much could be achieved with a more stimulative set 


of labor market policies. 


On monetary policy, the Federal Reserve should not undermine the recovery out of a 


misplaced fear that inflation is just around the corner. Inflation creates some inefficiencies, can 


feed on itself, and harms creditors and those on fixed incomes. However, the risks of too little 


stimulus are greater than the risks of too much, because in the face of a new recession both 


monetary and fiscal policy would have little leeway to restore economic growth in today’s low-


interest and high debt environment.  


On the fiscal front, most economists agree that we need short-run stimulus when the 


unemployment rate is high and longer-term restraint aimed at reducing the ratio of debt to GDP. 


Today’s low-interest environment represents a rare opportunity for government to borrow 



http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/03/getting-back-to-full-employment
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cheaply and invest in physical capital projects, like a smarter energy grid, that would boost 


employment and provide other social returns. Similarly, the president should invest in the 


nation’s human capital and in basic research, after decades of falling investment (see Figure 5).  


 
A second set of policies the presidential candidates could propose would be making 


work pay. Perhaps the most important policy here is to raise the minimum wage and increase 


the EITC. A proposal by Sawhill and Karpilow would raise the EITC for families with very young 


children, eliminate the marriage penalty, and redirect some benefits from larger to smaller 


families and to single individuals. These provisions both incentivize work and encourage 


marriage and responsible child bearing. A reform with these elements—combined with an 


increase in the minimum wage to $10.10—would reduce poverty by seven percentage points at 


virtually no cost to the government because a higher minimum wage reduces reliance on public 


programs. We could also provide an EITC bonus to those who work full-time as a way to 


encourage more hours of work; the UK has done this with some success. 


A second-earner deduction would also make work more rewarding by softening the blow 


of child care costs and other work-related expenses that affect two-earner households, while 


encouraging marriage.  


A third policy for getting more people working is to make it easier for Americans to work 


and raise families. The next president needs to provide more childcare assistance and paid 


leave. For the average single mother with a child under age 5, out-of-pocket childcare expenses 


constituted 16 percent of family earnings over the period from 2012 to 2013. When these costs 


are mitigated, many mothers respond by entering the labor force.  


Currently, our tax system tries to cover some child care expenses through the Child and 


Dependent Care Tax Credit (CDCTC). But because the credit is non-refundable, much of the 


money goes towards families with incomes between $100,000 and $200,000 (see Figure 6). 


Making the CDCTC refundable and capping it at $100,000 in income would make the program 


more equitable and facilitate low-income parents’ labor force participation at little to no cost 


above current spending on the CDCTC.  



http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Projects/BPEA/Spring%202012/2012a_DeLong.pdf

http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Projects/BPEA/Spring%202012/2012a_DeLong.pdf

http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/01/30-raising-minimum-wage-redesigning-eitc-sawhill

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/329203/ifs-laboursupply.pdf

http://www.hamiltonproject.org/files/downloads_and_links/child_care_credit_ziliak.pdf

http://research.upjohn.org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1086&context=up_workingpapers

http://www.taxpolicycenter.org/briefing-book/key-elements/family/child-care-subsidies.cfm
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Meanwhile, the U.S. is the only advanced country that does not provide paid family leave 


as a matter of national policy. In 2011, only 11 percent of private-sector workers had access to 


paid family leave. The three states that have shown the way here—California, New Jersey, and 


Rhode Island—can serve as models for the rest of the country. Critics contend that paid leave 


will impose costs on employers, impede hiring, and reduce women’s incentive to work. Yet 90 


percent of employers surveyed after California’s paid family leave law was implemented said it 


had either a positive or neutral effect on productivity, profit, morale, and costs. Subsequent  


research found that women were more likely to take leave during the first 6 months after birth, 


but by nine months the law increased the probability that a new mother worked by 5 to 6 


percentage points, because some California mothers were less likely to quit their jobs and more 


likely to return to their old employer after giving birth. 


 
 Finally, there will always be some people who want to work and can’t find jobs—even 


when the economy is at full employment. They may have a prison record, the wrong skills, or be 


new entrants to the job market. For people who can’t find a job on their own, the presidential 


candidates should consider transitional job programs that provide subsidized low-wage work in 


either the public or the private sector. 


Evaluations of these programs have a mixed record of success, but some promising 


models stand out. Florida’s “Back to Work” program, for example, employed roughly 5,600 low-


income people (mostly parents) from 2009 to 2010, by placing them directly into subsidized jobs 


in the private sector. A quasi-experimental study found that these individuals earned an average 


of $2,000 more in the year after the program ended than a comparison group.  


And earnings are only one metric of success; a 2004-2005 work program for ex-convicts 


in New York City reduced recidivism among recently released individuals by 16 to 22 percent. 


Because incarceration is so expensive, the program more than paid for itself, even though the 


employment effect faded after the intervention period. 



http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/work-family/expecting-better.pdf

http://www.dol.gov/asp/evaluation/reports/PaidLeaveDeliverable.pdf

http://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/opre/tj_09_paper_embed.pdf

http://economicmobilitycorp.org/uploads/stimulating-opportunity-full-report.pdf

http://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/alfresco/publication-pdfs/1001362-Transitional-Jobs-for-Ex-Prisoners.PDF
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These jobs also provide a way to identify which of the currently jobless are “truly 


unemployed” and how many are not interested in work. A transitional job offer could be tied to 


applications for extended unemployment insurance, for example, to reveal who has the greatest 


need for such assistance, while simultaneously screening out those who refuse to work and 


reducing program costs.  


Marriage or a Stable Relationship before Childrenvi 


The third prerequisite to forging an opportunity society is stable families. Too many 


young adults are having children before they have formed enduring ties with another adult and 


some are parenting children with more than one partner. Increasingly, it takes two paychecks to 


join the middle class; those who have children too soon and without a committed partner 


frequently end up not just with less education and job experience, but also without sufficient 


means to support a child on their own.vii They end up experiencing less social mobility and more 


poverty as a result; their children have poorer outcomes as well.  


The solutions here are often nongovernmental and involve changing social norms 


around the importance of responsible, two-person parenthood.viii  Nonprofit and faith-based 


organizations have a role to play. Some have called for a new generation of government-


sponsored marriage or relationship programs and for reducing marriage penalties in tax and 


benefit programs. But with some exceptions, these do not appear to be a cost-effective way to 


bring back the two-parent family.ix More promising are efforts to make the most effective forms 


of birth control (IUDs and implants) more widely available at no cost to women. IUDs and 


implants provide a virtually fool-proof way for couples to delay parenthood until they are 


committed to each other for the long term and feel ready to be parents.   


Conclusion 


 The poverty rate in the U.S. has been stuck at around 15 percent for years. For the 


most part, politicians don’t like to talk about poverty but they do recognize the importance of 


helping low-income families climb the ladder into the middle class. Mobility rates out of poverty 


are not high. About 40 percent of children born into the bottom quintile remain there as adults—


double the rate you would expect from chance alone.    


Lack of access to quality education, joblessness, and family structure are three cause of 


poverty that the candidates need to address. Of the three, joblessness is the most urgent, but 


the others are critical to the nation’s long-term health. We’ve suggested some steps that could 


be taken to improve opportunities for the poor in each of these three areas.   


Many of our proposals would not only improve the life prospects of less advantaged 


children; they would pay for themselves in higher taxes and less social spending. The 


candidates may have their own blend of responses, but we need to hear less rhetoric and more 


substantive proposals from all of them.  


                                           
i
 Readers should take these graduation statistics with a grain of salt; see long version of this paper and the following 
for more:  
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/06/09/412939852/high-school-graduation-rates-the-good-the-bad-and-the-
ambiguous 
http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/06/12/411751159/the-story-behind-the-record-high-graduation-rate    
ii
 Karl Alexander, Doris Entwisle, and Linda Olson, The Long Shadow (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2014). 


iii
 For a review of studies, see the Department of Health and Human Service’s “Home Visiting Evidence of 


Effectiveness” website: http://homvee.acf.hhs.gov/models.aspx   
iv
 Matthew Crellin, Darrell Aaron, David Mabe, and Courtney Wilk, “Catalyst for Competition: Performance-Based 


Funding in Higher Education: A case study of three states” (Boston: New England Board of Higher Education, 2011). 



http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2015/01/improve-child-life-chances/improving_childrens_life_chances_through_better_family_planning_sawhill.pdf

http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/06/09/412939852/high-school-graduation-rates-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ambiguous

http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/06/09/412939852/high-school-graduation-rates-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ambiguous

http://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2015/06/12/411751159/the-story-behind-the-record-high-graduation-rate

http://homvee.acf.hhs.gov/models.aspx
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v
 For more on these “skin in the game” proposals, see Micheal Stratford, 2015. Risk Sharing, Yes. But How?, 


https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2015/05/21/bipartisan-agreement-risk-sharing-concept-only  
vi
 For more details, see Isabel V. Sawhill, Generation Unbound (Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2014).  


vii
 I estimate that the growth of single parent families since 1970 has increased the child poverty rate by 25 percent; 


Sawhill, Generation Unbound. 
viii


 Sawhill, Generation Unbound, ch. 3. 
ix
 Ron Haskins, “The Family Is Here to Stay—or Not,” Future of Children 25, no. 2 (2015): 129–53. 
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Marriage and Child Wellbeing Revisited: 
Introducing the Issue


Sara McLanahan and Isabel Sawhill


Marriage is on the decline. 
Men and women of the 
youngest generation 
are either marrying in 
their late twenties or not 


marrying at all. Childbearing has also been 
postponed, but not as much as marriage. 
The result is that a growing proportion of 
children are born to unmarried parents—
roughly 40 percent in recent years, and 
over 50 percent for children born to women 
under 30.


Many unmarried parents are cohabiting 
when their child is born. Indeed, almost all 
of the increase in nonmarital childbearing 
during the past two decades has occurred 
to cohabiting rather than single mothers.1 
But cohabiting unions are very unstable, 
leading us to use the term “fragile families” 
to describe them. About half of couples 
who are cohabiting at their child’s birth will 
split by the time the child is five. Many of 
these young parents will go on to form new 
relationships and to have additional children 
with new partners. The consequences of 
this instability for children are not good. 
Research increasingly shows that family 


instability undermines parents’ investments 
in their children, affecting the children’s 
cognitive and social-emotional development 
in ways that constrain their life chances.2


Previous Research 
With these trends as background, the 
Future of Children first addressed the issue 
of marriage and its effects on children a 
decade ago, in 2005. Then, we found that 
children raised in single-parent families 
didn’t fare as well as those raised in two-
parent families, that the rise of single 
parenthood was contributing to higher 
rates of poverty, and that children raised 
by same-sex couples fared no better or 
worse than those raised by opposite-sex 
parents (this last conclusion was tentative, 
given the lack of good research at the 
time). The issue went on to consider a 
variety of ways that government policy 
might encourage marriage or enhance the 
quality of parents’ relationships. Marriage 
education programs promoted and funded 
by the Bush administration received special 
attention, although at the time there were 
no findings from strong evaluations to 
tell us what those programs might have 
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accomplished. We also reviewed financial 
incentives in tax and benefit programs 
and found that they create some penalties 
for marriage, although the effect of those 
penalties on behavior and the feasibility of 
altering them, given the budgetary costs, 
were unclear. After reviewing the evidence, 
the editors concluded that marriage was 
important for child wellbeing but that 
policymakers shouldn’t focus on marriage 
to the exclusion of other strategies aimed at 
the same goal, such as alleviating poverty, 
reducing unintended pregnancies, and 
encouraging fathers’ monetary and emotional 
involvement.


A Decade of Change
Although many of the findings and 
conclusions of the earlier issue remain 
relevant, the past decade has produced 
a number of developments and research 
findings that made it worthwhile to revisit 
marriage and child wellbeing.


Whereas most scholars now agree that 
children raised by two biological parents in 
a stable marriage do better than children 
in other family forms across a wide range 
of outcomes, there is less consensus about 
why. Is it the quality of parenting? Is it the 
availability of additional resources (time and 
money)? Or is it just that married parents 
have different attributes than those who 
aren’t married? Thus a major theme we 
address in this issue is why marriage matters 
for child wellbeing. Although definitive 
answers to these questions continue to 
elude the research community, we’ve seen 
a growing appreciation of how these factors 
interact, and all of them appear to be 
involved.


While marriage is declining, new forms of 
partnership are emerging, giving rise to a 
second theme of this issue. The number 


of cohabiting parents with children, for 
example, has increased dramatically during 
the past two decades. How should we 
view these partnerships? Are they just 
marriages without a piece of paper, or are 
they something else? We know that such 
relationships are, on average, less stable or 
durable than marriage, and they seem to 
entail less commitment. But cohabitation can 
be short- or long-term; it can be a precursor 
to marriage or to single motherhood; it 
can involve two biological parents, or 
only one parent plus an unrelated male or 
female partner; and it can involve a second 
parent who is either very engaged or very 
uninvolved in the child’s life. Repartnering 
and serial cohabitation are common, often 
leading to half siblings and creating a shifting 
set of members in a child’s household. 


In addition to an increase in cohabiting 
parent families, we’ve seen much greater 
acceptance of families formed by same-
sex partners. The data on married same-
sex couples and their children are still not 
robust. Since marriage was prohibited among 
such couples until very recently, most of 
what we know about how children fare in gay 
or lesbian households is based on children 
born to heterosexual couples who later split 
up. This fact makes it difficult to directly 
compare children raised in stable, same-sex 
households with children raised in stable 
heterosexual households. In the future, more 
children will be raised by same-sex couples 
from birth, which should create additional 
advantages for them.


A third theme associated with the decline 
in marriage is the growing divide in family 
formation patterns by class and by race 
and ethnicity. The best-educated third 
of the population is continuing to marry 
before having children, while the rest of the 
population is not. However, the decline in 
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marriage and the rise of cohabiting unions 
have crept up the socioeconomic ladder 
and are increasingly found not just among 
the poor but among the middle class as 
well. The United States also shows striking 
racial and ethnic differences in marriage 
patterns, even after adjusting for differences 
in education. Compared to both white 
and Hispanic women, black women marry 
later in life, are less likely to marry at all, 
and have higher rates of marital instability. 
Many people believe that these disparities 
by both class and race/ethnicity are related 
to the decline in stable, well-paying jobs for 
men, along with women’s enhanced ability 
to support themselves outside marriage. 
Others argue that changes in social norms 
and expectations are responsible for 
the trends. The relative importance of 
economics versus culture continues to be 
debated, but most experts believe that both 
have played a role.


Finally, and perhaps most important, we 
now have new research on the efficacy 
of various policy options for increasing 
marriage, and stable marriages in particular. 
Careful evaluation of marriage education 
programs suggests that they do little or 
nothing to change behavior, although they 
may have modest effects on the quality 
of parents’ relationships. Some analysts 
believe that this means we should improve 
rather than abandon such efforts.  Others 
argue that the costs versus the benefits of 
such programs make them a poor choice 
compared to alternative policies.


One such alternative is to improve 
disadvantaged young adults’ educational 
and economic prospects, thereby making 
them more “marriageable.” New research 
prepared for this volume (see the article 
by Daniel Schneider) suggests that this 
strategy may be less effective than often 


assumed. Although some programs, such 
as Career Academies, have both improved 
young men’s earnings and increased their 
likelihood of marrying, these programs 
appear to be outliers. Most experimentally 
induced improvements in the education 
or earnings of disadvantaged men have 
had little or no effect on their entry into 
marriage.


Still another alternative would be to reduce 
so-called “marriage penalties” in tax and 
benefit programs, especially the latter. 
One article prepared for this issue, by Ron 
Haskins, suggests that these penalties are a 
less serious problem than some people have 
assumed. A final policy option is to reduce 
the large number of unplanned pregnancies 
that so often lead to unwed childbearing and 
highly unstable cohabitations. One way to 
do this is to offer effective forms of long-
acting contraception at no cost to women 
who are not planning to have a child. Where 
this has been tried, it has produced large 
declines in unintended pregnancy and saved 
taxpayer dollars at the same time.


Summary of the Articles
The first two articles in this issue explore 
the link between marriage and child 
wellbeing. In “Why Marriage Matters for 
Child Wellbeing,” David Ribar theorizes 
that, all else equal, marriage should produce 
advantages that can improve children’s 
wellbeing, such as better coordination 
between parents and economies of scale 
that make limited resources go further. 
Digging more deeply, he then examines 
specific mechanisms through which 
marriage appears to improve children’s 
lives. Some of these have been well studied, 
including family income, parents’ physical 
and mental health, and parenting quality. 
Others have received less attention, 
including net wealth, borrowing constraints, 
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and informal insurance through social 
networks. Ribar argues that although many 
of these mechanisms could be bolstered by 
public programs that substitute for parental 
resources—greater cash assistance, more 
generous health insurance, better housing, 
more help for caregivers, etc.—studies of 
child wellbeing that attempt to control for 
the indirect effects of these mechanisms 
typically find that a direct positive association 
remains between child wellbeing and 
marriage, strongly suggesting that marriage 
is more than the sum of these particular 
parts. Thus, Ribar argues, the advantages of 
marriage for children are likely to be hard to 
replicate through policy interventions other 
than those that bolster marriage itself.


In “The Evolving Role of Marriage: 1950–
2010,” Shelly Lundberg and Robert Pollak 
offer a new perspective on why marriage 
is associated with increases in parental 
investments and child wellbeing. They argue 
that the sources of gains from marriage have 
changed in such a way that couples with high 
incomes and high levels of education have 
the greatest incentives to maintain long-
term relationships. As women’s educational 
attainment has overtaken that of men, and 
as the ratio of men’s to women’s wages 
has fallen, they write, traditional patterns 
of gender specialization in household and 
market work have weakened. The primary 
source of gains from marriage has shifted 
from the production of household services to 
investment in children. For couples whose 
resources allow them to invest intensively in 
their children, Lundberg and Pollak argue, 
marriage provides a commitment mechanism 
that supports such investment. For those 
who lack the resources to invest intensively 
in their children, on the other hand, marriage 
may not be worth the cost of limited 
independence and potential mismatch.


The next two articles describe new family 
forms and their implications for children’s 
wellbeing. In “Cohabitation and Child 
Wellbeing,” Wendy Manning writes that 
cohabitation has become a central part of 
the family landscape in the United States—
so much so that by age 12, 40 percent of 
American children will have spent at least 
part of their lives in a cohabiting household. 
Cohabitation, Manning notes, is associated 
with several factors that have the potential 
to reduce children’s wellbeing, including 
lower levels of parental education and 
fewer legal protections. Most importantly, 
cohabitation is often a marker of family 
instability, which is strongly associated with 
poorer outcomes for children. Children 
born to cohabiting parents see their parents 
break up more often than do children born 
to married parents; in this way, being born 
into a cohabiting parent family sets the 
stage for later instability. On the other hand, 
stable cohabiting families with two biological 
parents seem to offer many of the same 
health, cognitive, and behavioral benefits 
that stable married biological parent families 
provide. Overall, the link between parental 
cohabitation and child wellbeing depends 
on the type of cohabiting family and age 
of the child when he or she is exposed to 
cohabitation.


In “Marriage and Family: LGBT Individuals 
and Same-Sex Couples,” Gary Gates notes 
that although estimates vary, as many as 2 
million to 3.7 million U.S. children under 
age 18 may have a lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
or transgender parent, and about 200,000 
are being raised by same-sex couples. After 
carefully reviewing the evidence presented 
by scholars on both sides of the issue, 
Gates concludes that same-sex couples 
are as good at parenting as their different-
sex counterparts. Any differences in the 
wellbeing of children raised in same-sex and 







Marriage and Child Wellbeing Revisited: Introducing the Issue


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  7


different-sex families can be explained not 
by their parents’ gender composition but by 
the fact that children being raised by same-
sex couples have, on average, experienced 
more family instability, because most 
children being raised by same-sex couples 
were born to heterosexual parents, one of 
whom is now in a same-sex relationship.


Gates notes that although same-sex couples 
today are less likely to be raising children 
than same-sex couples a decade ago, those 
who are doing so are more likely to be 
raising their child since birth. This change 
should be associated with less instability 
and better outcomes for children. Gates 
also writes that whereas in the past, most 
same-sex parents were in a cohabiting 
relationship, this situation is changing 
rapidly. As more and more same-sex couples 
marry, we have the opportunity to consider 
new research questions that can contribute 
to our understanding of how marriage and 
parental relationships affect child wellbeing.


The next two articles examine disparities 
in marriage and review the evidence for 
economic and cultural explanations for 
these disparities. In “The Growing Racial 
and Ethnic Divide in U.S. Marriage 
Patterns,” Kelly Raley, Megan Sweeney, 
and Danielle Wondra review the role 
of structural factors, such as declining 
employment prospects and rising 
incarceration rates for unskilled black men, 
in accounting for the decline in marriage. 
Such factors clearly play a role, the 
authors write, but they don’t fully explain 
the divergence in marriage patterns. In 
particular, they don’t tell us why we see 
racial and ethnic differences in marriage 
across all levels of education, not just among 
the unskilled. The authors argue that the 
racial gap in marriage that emerged in the 
1960s, and has grown since, is due partly 


to broad changes in ideas about family 
arrangements that have made marriage 
optional. As the imperative to marry 
has fallen, the economic determinants 
of marriage have become increasingly 
important. Race continues to be associated 
with economic disadvantage, and thus 
as economic factors have become more 
relevant to marriage and marital stability, 
the racial gap in marriage has grown.


In “One Nation, Divided: Culture, Civic 
Institutions, and the Marriage Divide,” 
Brad Wilcox, Nicholas Wolfinger, and 
Charles Stokes provide another look at the 
causes of the retreat from marriage and 
the growing class divide in marriage. These 
include growing individualism and the 
waning of a family-oriented ethos, the rise 
of a “capstone” model of marriage, and the 
decline of civil society.


The authors argue that these cultural 
and civic trends have been especially 
consequential for poor and working-class 
American families. Yet if we take into 
account cultural factors like adolescent 
attitudes toward single parenthood and the 
structure of the family in which they grew 
up, the authors find, the class divide in 
nonmarital childbearing among U.S. young 
women is reduced by about one-fifth. For 
example, compared to their peers from 
less-educated homes, adolescent girls with 
college-educated parents are more likely to 
hold marriage-friendly attitudes and to be 
raised in an intact, married home, factors 
that reduce their risk of having a child 
outside of marriage. Wilcox, Wolfinger, and 
Stokes conclude by outlining public policy 
changes and civic and cultural reforms that 
might strengthen family life and marriage 
across the country, especially among poor 
and working-class families.
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The last two articles discuss policies that 
might increase marriage. In “The Family 
Is Here to Stay—or Not,” Ron Haskins 
makes five points. First, he writes, we might 
encourage marriage by reducing marriage 
penalties in means-tested benefits programs 
and expanding programs like the Earned 
Income Tax Credit to supplement the 
incomes of poorly educated men. Second, 
we have strong evidence that offering 
long-acting, reversible contraception and 
other forms of birth control to low-income 
women can reduce unintended pregnancies 
and nonmarital births. Third, although the 
“couples relationship programs” piloted 
by the Bush administration produced few 
positive results, there were some bright 
spots that could form the basis for designing 
and testing a new generation of such 
programs. Fourth, we could create more 
opportunities for disadvantaged young 
men to prepare for employment, and we 
could reduce their rates of incarceration. 
And, fifth, we could do more to help single 
mothers raise their children, for example, by 
expanding child-care subsidies.


In the final chapter, “Lessons Learned 
from Non-Marriage Experiments,” Daniel 
Schneider reviews evidence from social 
experiments to assess whether programs 
that successfully increased the economic 
wellbeing of disadvantaged men and women 
also increased the likelihood that they 
would marry. Included here are programs 
such as early childhood education, human 
capital development, workforce training, 
and income support. These programs were 
not designed to affect marriage. But to 
the extent that they increased participants’ 
economic resources, they could have had 
such an effect. Schneider argues that these 
programs tell us how much we might 
be able to shift the economic wellbeing 
of either men or women using actual 


as opposed to hypothetical policy tools, 
and thus shift marriage rates in the real 
world. Overall, he finds little evidence that 
manipulating men’s economic resources 
increases the likelihood that they will marry, 
though there are exceptions. For women, on 
the other hand, there is more evidence of 
positive effects. 


Implications for Policy
Marriage education programs haven’t had 
much success. They were launched with 
high hopes more than a decade ago, but 
they have had little impact on marriage 
rates, which continue to fall. That doesn’t 
necessarily mean we shouldn’t continue 
to look for ways to improve relationships 
among young adults, including decision-
making or interpersonal skills. These skills 
are not only important to a successful 
marriage; they also help with negotiating the 
labor market and other aspects of life.


In the long run, nothing could be more 
important than improving the human capital 
and economic prospects of less-skilled 
men and women. Even if such efforts don’t 
lead more of them to marry, they will be 
in a better position to support themselves 
and any children they have. And the fact 
that most well-educated adults are still 
marrying in large numbers suggests that 
education is critical. It motivates people to 
delay childbearing until an age when more 
stable relationships, including marriage, are 
more likely. It also means that these parents 
will have more resources to invest in their 
children.


The past decade has seen legislative action 
to reduce marriage penalties, especially in 
the Earned Income Tax Credit, one of the 
largest antipoverty programs in the federal 
arsenal. It’s questionable whether further 
efforts along these lines are warranted, 
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given the high costs to the federal budget 
and a lack of clear evidence that any 
penalties that remain are changing people’s 
behavior.


One promising way to reduce the proportion 
of children raised in single-mother families 
is to prevent unintended pregnancies by 
improving access, lowering costs, and 
training providers to offer the most effective 


forms of contraception to women who don’t 
want to get pregnant.3 Whether this would 
restore marriage as the standard way of 
raising children by enabling more people to 
form stable relationships before childbirth 
is uncertain. But it would at least mean less 
poverty and dependence on government 
benefits and more parents ready to take on 
the most important task that any adult ever 
undertakes.
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Why Marriage Matters for Child Wellbeing


David C. Ribar


Summary
Marriage between two parents, compared with other family living arrangements, appears, on 
average, to enhance children’s wellbeing and development. Some of the positive association 
between marriage and children’s wellbeing comes from positive associations between 
marriage and other things that also contribute to children’s wellbeing. David Ribar first sets 
up a standard economic rational-choice model to show that, all else equal, marriage should 
produce advantages that can improve children’s wellbeing, such as better coordination 
between parents and economies of scale that make limited resources go further. 


Digging more deeply, he then examines specific mechanisms through which marriage 
may operate to improve children’s lives. Some of these have been well studied, including 
income, fathers’ involvement, parents’ physical and mental health, parenting quality, social 
supports, health insurance, home ownership, parents’ relationships, bargaining power, 
and family stability. Others have received less attention, including net wealth, borrowing 
constraints, and informal insurance through social networks. Many of these mechanisms 
could be bolstered by public policy; that is, when they are lacking in children’s lives, public 
policy could potentially provide substitutes—greater cash assistance, more generous health 
insurance, better housing, more help for caregivers, etc. 


Yet studies of child wellbeing that control for the indirect effects of these mechanisms 
typically find that direct positive associations remain between children’s wellbeing and 
marriage, strongly suggesting that marriage is more than the sum of these particular parts. 
Thus, Ribar argues, the advantages of marriage for children’s wellbeing are likely to be hard 
to replicate through policy interventions other than those that bolster marriage itself.


www.futureofchildren.org


David Ribar is a professorial research fellow at the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, University of 
Melbourne, Australia.


Alexandra Killewald of Harvard University reviewed and critiqued a draft of this paper. Ribar thanks Ron Haskins, Sara McLanahan, 
Richard Rothstein, Isabel Sawhill, Jon Wallace, Anna Zhu, and participants in the Future of Children’s Marriage and Child Wellbeing 
Revisited conference for helpful comments.







David C. Ribar


12  THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


Reams of social science and 
medical research convincingly 
show that children who are 
raised by their married, 
biological parents enjoy better 


physical, cognitive, and emotional outcomes, 
on average, than children who are raised in 
other circumstances.1 Because nearly all of 
this research (necessarily and rightly!) uses 
data from surveys and interviews rather than 
experiments in which children are randomly 
assigned to one group or the other, social 
scientists have vigorously debated whether 
the results reflect mere associations between 
marriage and wellbeing or causal effects 
of marriage on wellbeing. Increasingly, 
however, using statistical methods that 
mimic key aspects of experimental designs, 
researchers have been able to make a strong 
case that marriage has causal impacts on 
outcomes such as children’s schooling, their 
social and emotional adjustment, and their 
employment, marriage, and mental health 
as adults.2 Thus the intriguing research 
and policy questions are focusing less on 
whether than on why marriage between 
biological parents improves children’s 
wellbeing.


Social scientists have identified numerous 
household characteristics that contribute 
to child wellbeing, including economic 
circumstances, parental skills and 
ability, stability, social supports, and 
neighborhoods, among others.3 Just as 
empirical research has linked family 
structure to many child outcomes, it has 
also linked family structure to many of these 
other characteristics.4 These relationships 
immediately suggest pathways—or more 
formally, mediating mechanisms—through 
which marriage may affect child wellbeing.


Empirical researchers recognize the 
importance of these mediating mechanisms, 


and many researchers have adjusted their 
analyses to account for them—especially 
household economic resources or 
socioeconomic status. However, studies have 
seldom examined more than a few at a time. 
This article takes a more comprehensive view 
and catalogs a wider range of mechanisms, 
working from a general theoretical model of 
how families produce child wellbeing and 
using that model to trace how marriage might 
work through those pathways. 


Conceptual Framework
To frame my analysis, I begin with a relatively 
straightforward theoretical economic model 
of how different types of families produce 
child wellbeing. Models are abstractions 
that necessarily simplify processes, but they 
let us focus on potential mechanisms for 
the impacts of family structure and, most 
importantly, explain relationships that we 
observe in the data. The first simplification 
involves the main outcome we’re interested 
in, child wellbeing, which we will consider 
as a single developmental outcome, rather 
than as separate domains such as physical, 
emotional, social, or intellectual wellbeing. 
This simplification makes analysis easier 
but risks glossing over processes that are 
specific to these narrower domains. Another 
simplification is the economic approach 
itself, which starts from an assumption that 
parents make rational choices to maximize 
the outcomes they value, subject to the 
constraints that they face. Despite these 
simplifications, the model is able to point to 
many reasons why marriage would affect child 
wellbeing. 


Following a theoretical approach developed 
by economist Robert Willis, let’s first consider 
how wellbeing is produced for children 
whose mother never married and whose 
father is not involved their upbringing; then 
we’ll consider different forms of fathers’ 
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involvement.5 Initially focusing on lone 
motherhood lets me introduce many of the 
general mechanisms for producing child 
wellbeing and provides a critical point of 
comparison to married-couple parenthood. 
From a policy perspective, this strategy 
also identifies mechanisms that are relevant 
to lone motherhood and could possibly be 
affected by policy. As I introduce family 
structures with other forms of paternal 
involvement, I will discuss their implications 
through the mechanisms identified for lone 
mothers and also discuss how the conceptual 
model needs to be altered.


A Lone Mother
Consider a mother raising a child whose 
father is wholly uninvolved with the child’s 
upbringing. Let’s put aside any behavior or 
decision-making by the child and instead 
focus on the mother’s behavior. Assume that 
the mother values both her child’s wellbeing 
and her own consumption of other goods 
in the present, and also assume that she 
considers and values these outcomes in 
the future. Combining elements from 
economists’ frameworks for household 
production and health production, let’s 
assume that the level of child wellbeing 
in each period depends on the level of 
wellbeing from the previous period and is 
augmented or maintained through inputs of 
the mother’s time and of goods and services 
she can purchase.6 Further assume that 
present wellbeing depends on the history 
and stability of wellbeing over the child’s 
lifespan and is subject to shocks such as 
illness, injury, or other crises. The mother 
has only so much time available, and the 
time that she can devote to investing in her 
child’s wellbeing is reduced by the time that 
she spends at work, earning an income. In 
a given period, she can also spend only so 
much on goods or services for the child and 
herself; in particular, she cannot spend more 


than the total of her earnings, the returns 
on her net savings (or carrying cost on her 
net debt), any other unearned or transferred 
income, and the amount of her borrowing 
or savings. In each period, the mother 
presumably chooses to allocate her time 
(for example, for child care and work) and 
goods (for example, for the child and for her 
own consumption) to maximize her lifetime 
valuation of the child’s wellbeing and her 
own consumption, subject to the constraints 
on the production of child wellbeing, on her 
time, and on her budget. 


This model suggests a number of ways that 
a mother’s characteristics and circumstances 
might contribute to better outcomes for her 
child:


• More economic resources or greater 
economic flexibility in the form of a 
higher income; more assets or wealth; 
larger private or social assistance 
payments; better access to health 
insurance and child care; availability 
of employment; access to goods and 
services; and opportunities to save and 
borrow, which allow her to purchase 
more goods that can benefit the child.


• More nonmarket resources, including 
more time to spend with the child and 
deeper social networks.


• Greater efficiency in the form of higher 
market productivity from better work 
skills and better health, leading to higher 
wages, as well as greater productivity 
at home, which allows the mother to 
produce better child outcomes with fewer 
resources.


• Increased family and residential stability 
and reduced susceptibility to shocks that 
can directly affect the production of child 
wellbeing.
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The model’s dynamic structure has further 
implications. In particular, children’s 
developmental outcomes in a given period 
depend not only on conditions and behaviors 
in that period but also on the conditions and 
behaviors in previous periods. In addition, 
the mother’s decisions and behaviors depend 
on her expectations of future conditions.


A Father Living Apart
Now consider a father who doesn’t live with 
the mother and child but acknowledges 
paternity. We look at the father individually 
because he and the mother are both 
decision-makers. Let’s assume that, like 
the mother, the father values his child’s 
wellbeing and his own consumption now 
and in the future. We can modify the 
process for producing child wellbeing so 
that it depends on inputs of both parents’ 
time and purchased goods, instead of just 
the mother’s. We also assume that the 
father faces constraints on his time and 
on his budget in each period. Although 
the father has distinct preferences and 
constraints, we still assume that he chooses 
to allocate his own time and goods to 
advance his preferences, subject to the 
constraints he faces.


Under the assumptions we’ve made so far, 
this father’s availability should never reduce 
the child’s wellbeing and would more likely 
improve it. The reason is simple: any goods 
or time the father contributes add to the 
economic and time resources that would 
have been available in his absence. Thus, his 
availability, or more precisely involvement, 
produces more opportunities. Along the 
same lines, the availability and involvement 
of a second parent also increase the chances 
that at least one of the parents will have 
access to resources such as health insurance, 
other types of insurance, and a social 
network.


A wrinkle in this framework is that the 
child’s wellbeing is what economists call a 
“public good” in the sense that the mother 
cannot exclude the father from benefiting 
from good outcomes for the child, nor can 
the father exclude the mother. Assuming 
that the father remains involved and 
can observe the mother’s inputs and 
the child’s wellbeing, this fact has some 
positive implications for the stability of 
investments in the child, because the 
father’s contributions of goods and time 
should move inversely to the mother’s. 
Thus, if the mother suffers an economic 
shock, such as losing a job, getting a pay cut, 
or losing government benefits, the father 
would contribute more, partially mitigating 
the shock and providing a form of insurance. 
Similarly, mothers would be expected to 
partially compensate for shocks that affect 
the father. However, there are also negative 
implications. For one thing, positive changes 
to either parent’s contributions to the child’s 
wellbeing would cause the other parent 
to reduce his or her support, so the child 
wouldn’t benefit fully from one parent’s 
good fortune. More generally, because of 
the public goods problem, uncoordinated 
contributions from the parents would lead 
to less investment in the child’s wellbeing 
than we would see if the contributions 
were coordinated. On the whole, however, 
in the framework we’ve considered so far, 
an involved father who lives apart from 
the mother and child adds to, rather than 
subtracts from, the child’s wellbeing. Note, 
though, that these beneficial outcomes 
stem from assuming that the parents have 
benevolent or altruistic preferences (that is, 
we assume that each parent positively values 
the child’s wellbeing) and that the parents’ 
contributions are helpful (that is, we assume 
that each parent’s inputs of goods and time 
add to the production of wellbeing).
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The child’s wellbeing is what 
economists call a ‘public good’ 
in the sense that the mother 
cannot exclude the father 
from benefiting from good 
outcomes for the child, nor 
can the father exclude the 
mother.


The involvement of a father who doesn’t 
live with the mother and child becomes 
more ambiguous once we modify the 
model to allow for conflict or harmony 
between the parents, which can affect the 
child’s development. Conflict and negative 
interactions between the parents could 
offset or swamp the resources and other 
potential contributions from the father. 
The implications of the model also become 
more ambiguous if the father is not able to 
observe the mother’s contributions to child 
wellbeing.7 


A Coresident Father
Based on the model, having a father who 
lives with the mother and child will confer 
several additional advantages for child 
wellbeing relative to having a father who 
lives apart. Many of these advantages 
can be considered “efficiencies” in the 
context of our earlier list of mechanisms. 
The first efficiency is that it costs less for 
family members to live together than apart, 
assuming the same standard of living in 
each home. We can view these economies 
of scale in living costs as increases in 
nonmarket productivity—the mother and 
father can each enjoy more consumption 


and better child wellbeing for a given 
set of time and goods inputs. Second, 
living together reduces the access costs 
associated with the father’s inputs of time 
and goods. It also reduces the cost of access 
to the father’s private insurance and social 
networks, enhancing the value of those 
mechanisms. Third, when parents live 
together, it should be easier to coordinate 
household decision-making.8 Moreover, 
each parent could have greater say in how 
the other parents’ resources are allocated. 
In particular, mothers might play a bigger 
role in allocating fathers’ resources and 
expenditures toward children. Fifth, living 
together makes it easier for the couple 
to support and reinforce each other’s 
parenting.


Having a long-term coresident father, as 
is likely to be the case if the parents are 
married, could help in other ways. First, a 
long-term cooperative arrangement between 
the parents could encourage each one to 
specialize in different types of productive 
activities—for example, one parent could 
specialize in caring for the child at home 
and the other in working outside the 
home—leading to higher overall household 
productivity and better child outcomes.9 
Second, a long-term arrangement would 
also encourage each parent to invest 
more in “marriage-specific capital,” that 
is, in goods that have near-term costs 
but pay off in the long term within their 
marriage. Third, of course, a long-term 
coresidential relationship implies a stable 
family. More generally, however, married 
relationships tend to be more stable than 
other relationships. A stable relationship 
contributes to stability not only in the child’s 
family arrangements but also in the family’s 
economic and housing circumstances. 
Fourth, long-term relationships, and 
marriage specifically, could have other 
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benefits for the parents, such as better 
physical or psychological health and greater 
happiness, that could help them produce 
better outcomes for children.10


As we’ve seen in the case of fathers who live 
apart from their children, several of these 
benefits from coresidential relationships 
depend on positive interactions and the 
absence of conflict between the parents. 
Conflict between coresidential parents 
might harm a child more than conflict 
between parents who don’t live together; 
the child’s proximity to the conflict makes it 
difficult to shield the child from it. Similarly, 
when one of the parent’s actions might be 
harmful to the child, coresidence puts the 
child closer to that harm and may make it 
harder to protect the child. 


This conceptual discussion has highlighted 
many ways that marriage might improve 
children’s development. We’ve identified 
mechanisms that are usual suspects in this 
sort of investigation, such as economic 
resources, specialization, coordination, 
father involvement, relationship quality, 
and stability, and that have been considered 
before. However, we’ve also turned up 
some new leads, such as borrowing ability 
and market access, that might be worth 
pursuing. 


Some Empirical Challenges
Before running down our leads, we need 
to consider some formidable challenges in 
developing the empirical evidence. A central 
methodological challenge in analyzing 
mechanisms empirically, as in the analysis 
of the total impacts of marriage, is known 
as selection. Our theoretical discussion 
provides many reasons that marriage might 
improve children’s wellbeing. However, we 
have to remember that marriage itself is a 
behavioral outcome and that many of the 


favorable characteristics and mechanisms 
that we discussed as consequences of 
marriage might themselves cause people to 
marry or to remain married. In discussing 
the net impacts of marriage, the selection 
question comes down to whether marriage 
leads to good or successful parenting or 
whether people with the traits of good 
parents are more likely to marry. Similarly, 
when we consider particular mechanisms, 
such as efficiency or stability, we have 
to ask whether marriage enhances these 
attributes, the attributes enhance marriage, 
or some combination of the two. Because 
the mechanisms have been studied less 
extensively than the net impact of marriage, 
much of the empirical evidence is indirect 
and associational. In particular, the evidence 
typically tells us that there are associations, 
first, between marriage and the attributes 
and, second, between the attributes and 
child wellbeing. But associational evidence 
can’t prove that marriage directly causes 
the attributes or that the attributes directly 
affect child wellbeing. 


Another methodological challenge is the 
possibility of reverse causality—namely, 
that problems in children’s development 
or other characteristics of children might 
cause stresses on parents that either keep 
them from marrying or lead them to 
divorce. Indeed, this argument has been 
used to suggest that the gender of a couple’s 
first-born child can affect the likelihood 
of divorce and predict other parental 
behaviors.11


The dynamic nature of child development 
and wellbeing presents another challenge to 
research. If a child’s current developmental 
attainments depend on previous attainments 
and on the child’s developmental history, 
then the child’s entire history of family 
status also becomes relevant. Far too 
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frequently, empirical research simply 
examines the association between family 
structure at one point in time and child 
outcomes at either that point or some later 
point. Such analyses can miss long periods 
during which the child might have been 
exposed to different family structures. 
Starting with a pioneering 1993 study 
by sociologists Lawrence Wu and Brian 
Martinson, several studies have tried to 
account for the dynamic nature of child 
development and wellbeing; however, such 
studies have tended to be exceptions.12


Indirect Evidence on Mediating 
Mechanisms
With these methodological caveats in mind, 
we can now discuss evidence regarding 
the hypothesized pathways through which 
marriage might affect children’s wellbeing. 
The evidence in this section is indirect 
and mostly takes the form of empirical 
associations between family structure and 
the hypothesized mediating mechanisms, 
but does not go on to consider whether 
these associations actually lead to mediating 
effects.


Economic Resources
Income. Income differences between 
married-couple families and other families 
have been studied extensively.13 These 
differences appear whether or not income is 
adjusted for family size. For example, Adam 
Thomas, an economist, and Isabel Sawhill, 
a senior editor of Future of Children, 
reported that the average annual incomes 
of lone-mother households in 2003 were 
only 37 percent of the incomes of married-
parent households, and that the annual 
incomes of cohabiting parent households 
were only 61 percent of the incomes of 
married-parent households. Even when 
they adjusted for taxes, social assistance 
benefits, work expenses, and family size, 


Thomas and Sawhill found that lone-mother 
and cohabiting families had 55 and 64 
percent, respectively, of the incomes of 
married-couple households.14 More recent 
analyses indicate that these disparities 
likely widened during and after the Great 
Recession.15 Disparities in income between 
married couples and other family structures 
appear in other countries besides the United 
States.16


Average annual incomes of 
lone-mother households … 
were only 37 percent of the 
incomes of married-parent 
households, and … annual 
incomes of cohabiting parent 
households were only 61 
percent of the incomes of 
married-parent households.


Although much of the evidence regarding 
income differences is associational, several 
studies have examined incomes and marital 
status for the same families over time. These 
longitudinal analyses compare changes in 
each family’s incomes with changes in that 
same family’s marital status, which helps to 
control statistically for characteristics, such 
as skills and attitudes, that are specific to 
the family and might otherwise contribute 
to the observed association between income 
and marriage. Most notably, economists 
Marianne Page and Ann Huff Stevens have 
compared family incomes for children for 
several years before and after family status 
changes. They found that U.S. children who 
were born into two-parent, married families 
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suffered a 41 percent decline in family 
incomes in the year following divorce, 
and that children born into single-parent 
families enjoyed a 68 percent increase in 
their family incomes in the year following 
a marriage. These income differences were 
largely sustained in later years following the 
family structure changes.17


Assets and wealth. Incomes are an important 
economic resource for households, but 
they are not the only one. Researchers have 
found that married-parent households have 
more financial assets and are wealthier 
than other types of households, and that 
lone mothers and cohabiting parents 
have substantially fewer assets than other 
households.18 There is also evidence that 
divorce is associated with a greater risk of 
personal bankruptcy.19


Researchers have paid particular attention 
to one type of asset—home ownership. 
Studies inside and outside the United States 
indicate that married parents transition 
sooner from renting to home ownership 
than do other types of parents.20 Although 
home ownership typically costs more than 
renting on a month-to-month basis, it has 
generally been a means for households 
to build wealth through equity and 
appreciation, with homeowners being able 
to tap into that equity through lines of credit 
and other financial mechanisms.


Borrowing and savings constraints. 
Borrowing and saving allow households to 
move money from one period to another. 
These tools help households deal with 
emergencies and unexpected expenditures. 
More generally, they let households 
smooth and stabilize consumption across 
time. Although there are informal ways to 
borrow and save, banks and other financial 
institutions are especially reliable and 


effective. Research has found that married 
adults are much more likely to be “banked,” 
in the sense of having access to a checking 
or savings account, than are their unmarried 
counterparts.21 Access to financial accounts 
provides indirect evidence that people have 
the ability to borrow or save. 


One set of studies has asked people directly 
whether and from whom they could raise 
money in an emergency, but the results have 
been equivocal. For example, an Australian 
study reported that married adults were more 
likely than others to report being able not 
only to raise money but also to do so from 
various sources; however, a similar analysis 
for U.S. households did not find significant 
differences between married-couple and 
other households.22


Health insurance. Insurance, particularly 
health insurance, also helps protect families 
against unexpected expenditures and acts 
to stabilize consumption. Unlike countries 
with universal health coverage, the United 
States has substantial numbers of people who 
lack health insurance, and studies frequently 
find that marital status is a predictor for this 
condition. In particular, nonelderly divorced 
and never-married women are much more 
likely to be uninsured than married women 
are. However, because poor mothers can 
enroll in Medicaid, these differences are 
concentrated among women with moderate 
and high household incomes.23 Other studies 
have similarly found that U.S. women’s risk 
of losing health insurance rises following 
a divorce, especially for women who were 
initially included as dependents on their 
husbands’ policies.24 These coverage 
differences extend to children—those in 
married-couple families are more likely 
to have insurance, and especially private 
insurance, than are those living in other types 
of households.25
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Nonmarket Resources
Time availability. In principle, coresidence 
should increase parents’ total time 
availability and let them spend more time 
caring for children. There is evidence of this 
benefit for both younger and older children. 
A comparison of the total time that U.S. 
children aged 0–14 spent with household 
caregivers revealed that those who lived 
with two coresident biological parents 
spent more time with caregivers than those 
who lived in single-parent or married or 
unmarried stepparent families.26 Similarly, 
studies have found that teenagers in single-
parent households, and especially teenage 
boys, spent more time in unsupervised 
activities than did teenagers in two-parent 
households, and, more generally, that in 
single-parent households, teenagers’ time 
was less structured.27


Social networks. Besides increasing the time 
available for children within a household, 
the presence and involvement of a second 
parent may also increase access to time and 
other resources that are available through 
that parent’s social network of friends and 
relatives. Research that has investigated 
individual mothers’ access to financial, 
child-care, and residential support over 
time has found that mothers’ transitions into 
coresidential relationships strengthened 
these social supports and that exits from 
such relationships weakened them.28


Efficiencies
Economies of scale. Economists have long 
investigated how households’ consumption 
needs vary with household size, and their 
analyses of consumption data regularly find 
that coresidence offers sizeable economies 
of scale.29 Indeed, the evidence is so firm 
that the government takes economies of 
scale into account when it sets measures 
of families’ needs, such as the U.S. poverty 


thresholds and the Thrifty Food Plan (a 
minimum-cost budget developed by the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture for purchasing 
nutritionally adequate meals). For example, 
the annual poverty threshold in 2014 for two 
adults living with a child was $19,055, while 
the threshold for a single, nonelderly adult 
and child was $16,317 and the threshold 
for a single, nonelderly adult was $12,316. 
That is, the threshold for two adults living 
apart plus one child was $28,633 altogether, 
or 50 percent higher than the threshold 
for a coresiding family of three, thanks to 
economies of scale that the coresiding family 
can take advantage of.30 Effectively, every 
study that adjusts income by the poverty 
threshold implicitly takes some account of 
economies of scale.


Specialization. In addition to reducing 
the costs of living, coresidence should 
create incentives for couples to alter how 
they spend their time to maximize the 
household’s total output. In particular, 
parents who live together can specialize in 
the activities in which each is relatively more 
productive. Specialization brings rewards 
in the form of increased productivity in 
the chosen activity, but it can also bring 
risks in the form of forgone productivity or 
growth of skills in other activities. Because 
of these trade-offs, we would expect the 
incentives for specialization to be stronger 
the longer the coresidential relationship 
is expected to last. However, empirical 
studies of elements of specialization have 
reached mixed conclusions. One research 
approach has compared household 
behaviors for new married couples across 
U.S. states that relaxed their divorce 
laws in the 1970s. Consistent with the 
specialization hypothesis, this approach 
indicates that wives in states with unilateral 
divorce laws, and thus presumably greater 
risks to marriage, were more likely to 
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work than wives in other states; couples 
in unilateral divorce states were also less 
likely to engage in other couple-specific 
investments.31 Although marriage might 
change how couples allocate market 
labor, such changes might not necessarily 
benefit children. Evidence across several 
decades indicates that the amount of time 
U.S. mothers spend with their children 
hasn’t changed much, despite the fact that 
mothers today are much less likely to be 
married and much more likely to be in the 
work force than mothers in earlier years.32 
Also, a study that used rigorous statistical 
techniques to account for selection’s effect 
on family structure (see the discussion of 
empirical challenges) found that married 
U.S. mothers devoted less daily time to 
either market labor or child care than did 
single mothers. 33


The amount of time U.S. 
mothers spend with their 
children hasn’t changed 
much, despite the fact that 
mothers today are much 
less likely to be married and 
much more likely to be in the 
work force than mothers in 
earlier years.


Parental stress. An alternative measure of 
household efficiency, albeit indirect and 
inversely proportional, is the amount of 
parental stress reported by the mother. 
Research has compared mothers’ reports of 
parenting-related stress at different points 
in their lives. These studies have found that 


mothers reported more such stress when 
they transitioned into single parenthood 
and into new relationships with men who 
weren’t their children’s biological fathers. 
Some results also indicated that mothers 
reported less stress when they transitioned 
into coresidential arrangements with their 
children’s biological fathers.34


Stability and Better Processes
Family instability. Some exceptional 
circumstances aside, a child who is living 
with both of his or her biological parents 
has grown up with a stable family structure. 
Conversely, a child whose parents have 
divorced or remarried has likely experienced 
instability. So some family structures 
involve less stability than others. Beyond 
these crude differences, children could 
experience very different numbers of 
transitions from one family structure to 
another or have different degrees of risk 
for instability. An analysis of the Fragile 
Families and Child Wellbeing Study, which 
has followed children over time since 
1998, found that children who were born 
to unmarried mothers experienced many 
more transitions than did children born to 
married mothers. Children born to mothers 
in noncoresidential romantic (for example, 
dating) relationships and to mothers who 
were not in relationships with the fathers 
had a high number of transitions, but so 
did children of mothers in cohabiting 
relationships.35 Another analysis found that 
by age 10 children born to cohabiters were 
twice as likely to have had their parents 
separate as children born to married 
parents.36


Complex arrangements. Living in a family 
structure other than with married biological 
parents also increases the risk that a child 
will be raised in a complex arrangement 
involving other biologically related or 
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unrelated adults and partly related or 
unrelated children. About a quarter of 
children living apart from one of their 
biological parents in 2009 were estimated 
to be living with a stepparent, and nearly 
a third of children living apart from one 
of their biological parents were estimated 
to be in a family arrangement involving 
sibling complexity.37 Children’s wellbeing 
tends to be worse in more complex family 
arrangements, although the evidence is 
mixed when it comes to a few particular 
arrangements, such as three-generation 
families.38


Changes in bargaining power. Marriage 
may alter the parents’ relationship by giving 
the mother more bargaining power over 
the distribution of the couple’s resources. 
Mothers tend to direct more resources to 
children than do fathers; thus a change in 
bargaining power could mean that children 
get a larger share of resources. For example, 
analyses of household spending have found 
that single-father families spend a greater 
share of their money than do married-
parent families on food away from home, 
alcohol, and tobacco, and a smaller share on 
fruits, vegetables, and children’s toys and 
education.39


Evidence about changes in bargaining 
power is indirect. It comes primarily from 
analyses of young adults who grew up in 
states or countries with different divorce 
laws. Economists have hypothesized that 
unilateral divorce laws weaken marriages by 
making it easier for husbands and wives to 
dissolve them. They have also hypothesized 
that these laws may weaken mothers’ 
bargaining position within marriages 
because mothers’ traditional specialization 
in childrearing and marriage-specific 
activities leaves them more economically 
vulnerable than fathers in the event of 


a divorce. When researchers compared 
young adults’ education, health, and 
other outcomes in the United States and 
Europe, they found that these outcomes 
were worse for children who were exposed 
to unilateral divorce laws than for those 
who grew up with more restrictive divorce 
laws. Although some of the differences in 
outcomes could be attributed to an increase 
in the divorce rate, the changes in divorce 
were too small to explain all of them, 
suggesting that changes in bargaining power 
were also responsible.40 The interpretation 
that changes in bargaining power caused 
some of the differences in these studies is 
controversial. It hinges on the assumption 
that unilateral divorce reduces women’s 
bargaining power, an assumption that is 
undercut by evidence that most divorce 
filings are initiated by women rather than 
men and that unilateral divorce laws are 
associated with reductions in domestic 
violence, female suicide, and murders of 
wives by their husbands.41


Dysfunction and conflict. The subject of 
domestic violence reminds us that not all 
marital processes are positive or beneficial. 
Some marriages are characterized by 
problems, such as dysfunctional family 
processes and high levels of conflict, that 
can harm children’s wellbeing. Pathbreaking 
research in 1991 by sociologist Andrew 
Cherlin and several colleagues compared 
children’s school achievement and 
behavioral problems before and after some 
of them were exposed to their parents’ 
divorce.42 A novel feature of the study was 
that the researchers could measure the 
levels of dysfunction and conflict in the 
families before divorce. They found that 
these preexisting conditions explained a 
substantial portion of the harm to children’s 
wellbeing from divorce. More recent studies 
have continued to find that conflict harms 
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children’s wellbeing and that the benefits of 
marriage occur mainly in families with low 
levels of conflict.43


Direct Evidence
Empirical researchers who investigate 
the effects of marriage on child wellbeing 
frequently discuss certain mechanisms as 
explanations for why marriage might affect 
child wellbeing, and sometimes researchers 
try to account for these mechanisms directly 
in their analyses. Typically, the researchers’ 
statistical models include measures of family 
structure along with one or two mediating 
mechanisms. The researchers usually find 
that the mechanisms they’ve chosen to study 
explain some but not all of the relationship 
between family structure and the selected 
measure of wellbeing. 


For example, a recent study hypothesized 
that household income and access to health 
insurance might explain the associations 
between various family structures and 
children’s general health, activity-limiting 
health conditions, and mental health. The 
authors confirmed that family structure was 
associated with income and insurance, and 
that income and insurance were in turn 
associated with children’s health; however, 
the inclusion of measures of income and 
insurance in the statistical analysis did 
little to reduce the remaining associations 
between family structure and children’s 
health.44 Thus, they found support for their 
hypothesis that differences in income and 
insurance produced differences in children’s 
health, but they also found that family 
structure had other associations with health 
beyond these mechanisms. This pattern of 
partial explanation is repeated across many, 
many studies.


The principal exception to this pattern 
involves studies that have focused on family 


stability. Starting with Wu and Martinson’s 
pioneering article (discussed above in 
the section on empirical challenges), 
researchers with access to children’s entire 
histories of family living arrangements 
have found that instability, as measured 
by the simple number of transitions in 
family arrangements, often accounts for 
most if not all of the associations between 
family structure and children’s outcomes. 
Wu and Martinson found that the number 
of family transitions that young women 
experienced increased the chances that 
they would give birth before marriage. 
Other researchers have uncovered similar 
findings in analyses of young children’s 
problem and social behaviors and young 
women’s early transitions to either 
marriage or cohabitation.45 Such findings 
aren’t universal; some studies report that 
children’s wellbeing is associated with both 
the number of family structure transitions 
and their exposure to a nonmarital family 
structure at a given point in time.46 Also, 
these results are subject to an important 
qualification. Because the studies measure 
stability by counting the number of family 
structure changes, the results could indicate 
that this particular measure of family 
structure explains children’s wellbeing 
outcomes better than other measures of 
family structure. That is, it could be that the 
studies haven’t really explained why family 
structure matters, they’ve just found the 
best way to measure it. 


Conclusions
Researchers have offered numerous causal 
explanations for the observed empirical 
association between marriage among 
biological parents and children’s wellbeing. 
Their theoretical analyses almost always 
consider several of these explanations but 
frequently discuss only enough of them 
to justify a general empirical analysis of 
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the relationship between family structure 
and child wellbeing or to justify analyses 
of the available measures of potential 
mechanisms. I have attempted to enumerate 
a more comprehensive set of outcomes, at 
least as predicted by a standard rational-
choice model of household investments 
in children’s wellbeing. My analysis 
includes many mechanisms that have been 
investigated in previous studies, including 
economic resources, specialization, father 
involvement, parents’ physical and mental 
health, parenting quality and skills, social 
supports, health insurance, home ownership, 
parental relationships, bargaining power, 
and family stability. However, it also points 
to many others that have received less 
attention, including net wealth, borrowing 
constraints, informal insurance through 
social networks, and inefficiencies associated 
with parents living apart.


Also, even though studies often mention 
many explanations for the relationship 
between family structure and child 
wellbeing, the studies rarely include 
measures corresponding to the full set of 
offered explanations and even more rarely 
test these explanations rigorously enough 
to distinguish among them. The exceptions 
to this rule, such as Wu and Martinson’s 


careful analysis of how family histories 
can affect child wellbeing, remain notable 
because of their rarity. Clearly, we need 
more comprehensive empirical tests of 
specific mechanisms. The fact that many 
studies have directly examined and found 
evidence of selected mechanisms yet have 
also found remaining associations from 
family structure suggest that much remains 
to be explained.


The other implication from the long list of 
nonexclusive candidate mechanisms, the 
indirect evidence indicating the association 
of these mechanisms with marriage and 
children’s outcomes, and the associations 
between marriage and children’s outcomes 
that remain in studies that also directly 
examine mechanisms, is that the likely 
advantages of marriage for children’s 
wellbeing are hard to replicate through 
policy interventions other than those 
that bolster marriages themselves. While 
interventions that raise incomes, increase 
parental time availability, provide alternative 
services, or provide other in-kind resources 
would surely benefit children, these are 
likely to be, at best, only partial substitutes 
for marriage itself. The advantages of 
marriage for children appear to be the sum 
of many, many parts.
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Summary
Since 1950, marriage behavior in the United States has changed dramatically. Though 
most men and women still marry at some point in their lives, they now do so later and are 
more likely to divorce. Cohabitation has become commonplace as either a precursor or an 
alternative to marriage, and a growing fraction of births take place outside marriage.


We’ve seen a retreat from marriage within all racial and ethnic groups and across the 
socioeconomic spectrum. But the decoupling of marriage and parenthood has been much 
less prevalent among college graduates. Why are college graduates such a prominent 
exception?


Some scholars argue that marriage has declined furthest in low-income communities because 
men with less education have seen their economic prospects steadily diminish, and because 
welfare and other social programs have let women rear children on their own. Others 
contend that poor women have adopted middle-class aspirations for marriage, leading them 
to establish unrealistic economic prerequisites. The problem with these explanations, write 
Shelly Lundberg and Robert Pollak, is that they focus on barriers to marriage only in very 
poor communities. Yet we’ve seen a retreat from marriage among a much broader swath of 
the population.


Lundberg and Pollak argue that the sources of gains from marriage have changed in such a 
way that families with high incomes and high levels of education have the greatest incentives 
to maintain long-term relationships. As women’s educational attainment has overtaken that 
of men, and as the ratio of men’s to women’s wages has fallen, they write, traditional patterns 
of gender specialization in household and market work have weakened. The primary source 
of gains from marriage has shifted from production of household services to investment in 
children. For couples whose resources allow them to invest intensively in their children, 
marriage provides a commitment mechanism that supports such investment. For couples 
who lack the resources to invest intensively in their children, on the other hand, marriage 
may not be worth the cost of limited independence and potential mismatch.
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boom in the 1950s—just over 20 for women, 
and about 23 for men. A modest delay 
in first marriages during the 1960s was 
followed by a rapid increase in marriage age 
that continued for the next four decades.3 
Additional years in school explain part of 
this delay: among both young men and 
women, college attendance rose steadily 
until the 1980s, when improvements in 
men’s educational attainment stalled while 
women’s continued to rise. The proportion 
of young adult women with college degrees 
equaled, and then exceeded, that of men 
in the 1990s.4 Beginning in the 1980s, 
increases in premarital cohabitation by 
young couples became another important 
force behind marriage timing; the age 
at which households were first formed 
remained roughly constant while first 
marriages were further delayed.5 


Marriage delay reduced the fraction of 
young men and women who were currently 
married (or ever married) while in their 
twenties. But in the 1970s, the prevalence 
of marriage began to decline even for 
older men and women. Figure 1 shows this 
decline for men and women ages 30 to 44, 
much of it accounted for by an increase in 
cohabitation. Data from the National Survey 
of Family Growth, which has conducted 
in-home interviews with national samples 
of 15- to 44-year-old women since 1973, 
show an eight percentage point drop in 
the fraction of women who were currently 
married between 1982 and the most recent 
wave of data collection, in 2006–10. That 
decline, from 44 to 36 percent, was exactly 
offset by the increase in the proportion 
who were cohabiting, which rose from 3 
to 11 percent, leaving the prevalence of all 
coresidential unions (that is, marriage and 
cohabitation combined) unchanged.6


The gap between the proportion of 30- to 
44-year-olds currently married (now about 


A“quiet revolution” in American 
women’s careers, education, 
and family arrangements 
began in the 1970s.2 During 
the prosperous years of the 


post-war baby boom, couples married after 
leaving school, and most young mothers 
stayed at home with their children. Many 
mothers returned to the labor force when 
their children were grown, but their 
educational and career aspirations were 
shaped by domestic responsibilities. As 
fertility rates fell and women’s intermittent 
employment turned into lifetime 
commitments to market work and careers, 
the terms of the marital agreement changed. 
People increasingly delayed marriage to 
attend college or because they expected 
smaller families, and divorce rates rose. 
Marriage as a social institution appeared to 
be endangered.


By the turn of the century, the state and 
future of marriage in the United States 
had become the focus of considerable 
scholarly and public attention. More men 
and women than ever, though still a small 
minority, do not marry at all. Cohabitation, 
both as a precursor and an alternative to 
marriage, has become commonplace. A 
growing fraction of births take place outside 
marriage. Though this overall retreat from 
marriage can be observed among all major 
racial and ethnic groups and across the 
socioeconomic spectrum, there has been a 
pronounced divergence between marriage 
and childbearing trends at the top and 
the bottom of the income distribution. 
In particular, the apparent decoupling of 
marriage and parenthood that has caused so 
much concern among policy makers and the 
public has been much less prevalent among 
college graduates. 


The median age at first marriage hit a 
historic low during the height of the baby 
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Figure 1. Proportion of Men and Women Ever Married and Currently Married, Ages 30 – 44
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Sources: U.S. Census 1950–2000, American Community Survey 2010.
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60 percent) and the proportion who have 
ever been married (80 percent for women, 
74 percent for men) has widened due to 
increases in divorce (figure 1). The annual 
divorce rate (the number of divorces per 
thousand married couples) more than 
doubled between 1960 and 1980, from less 
than 10 to more than 20. The divorce rate 
stabilized after 1980, though it continued to 
rise among certain age groups.7


In recent decades, the social and legal 
significance of marriage has eroded. The 
costs of exiting marriage fell as unilateral 
divorce regimes, in one form or another, 
were adopted across the United States. 
Children born out of wedlock acquired 
greater rights to financial support and 
inheritance through a series of Supreme 
Court decisions in the 1960s and 1970s.8 
Marriage also became less important 
for determining fathers’ child support 
obligations when, during the 1990s, the 
states (following a federal mandate) 
introduced in-hospital, voluntary programs 
that reduced the costs of establishing legal 
paternity.9 Changes in social norms have 
also played a role: the stigmas associated 
with nonmarital sex, cohabitation, 


nonmarital fertility, and divorce have 
declined dramatically.10 As the boundaries 
blurred, spells of cohabitation became 
longer and more likely to involve children.11


Rising rates of nonmarital fertility in the 
United States have received a great deal 
of attention from researchers and policy 
makers. The median age at first marriage 
for women has been rising more rapidly 
than the median age at first birth. In 1991, 
the two trends crossed, and they continue 
to diverge. In 2010, the median age at 
first birth (25.3) was nearly one year lower 
than the median age of women at first 
marriage (26.1).12 The circumstances in 
which nonmarital births take place have 
been changing. For women who reached 
childbearing age in the 1950s through 
the mid-1960s, the primary cause of 
rising premarital births was an increase in 
premarital pregnancies that were brought 
to term (and, in all probability, an increase 
in premarital sex). During the following two 
decades, the principal factor driving the 
upward trend in premarital childbearing 
was that people became less likely to marry 
following a premarital conception—that 
is, the prevalence of so-called “shotgun 
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Figure 2. White Men and Women Ages 30 – 44 Currently Married, by Education


Sources: U.S. Census 1950–2000, American Community Survey 2010.
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weddings” has declined.13 At the same 
time, the proportion of nonmarital births 
to lone mothers has also been decreasing: 
52 percent of nonmarital births now occur 
within cohabiting unions, many of them 
“shotgun cohabitations.”14 


Compared with other wealthy countries, 
the United States is an outlier in many 
dimensions of family dynamics. The level 
of fertility that occurs outside any union—
marital or cohabiting—is relatively high 
here, and both marital and cohabiting 
unions are very unstable.15 In many 
northern European countries, cohabitation 
has progressed further in the direction of 
becoming a replacement for marriage: a 


much smaller proportion of the population 
ever marries, rates of cohabitation and 
proportions of births within cohabiting 
unions are much higher, and these unions 
are much more durable.16 Like the 
United States, most countries in Europe 
show a socioeconomic gradient in family 
structure—people with less education are 
more likely both to cohabit and to have 
children outside of marriage—but these 
discrepancies are less pronounced there.17


The different trends in marriage behavior 
across socioeconomic groups are most easily 
seen by focusing on a single racial group. 
Among whites, the retreat from marriage 
has been much more rapid for men and 
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women with less education (figure 2). 
We place people into three groups: college 
graduates, those with some college, and 
those with a high school education or 
less. The proportion of men ages 30 to 
44 who are currently married (reflecting 
both marriage and divorce behavior) has 
decreased for men with a college degree, 
but it has declined substantially more for 
men with less education. Until 1990, women 
without college degrees were more likely 
to be married than were female college 
graduates, but since then the opposite 
has been true. Rates of both marriage and 
remarriage have risen for women with 
college degrees relative to women with less 
education.18 Long-term marital stability has 
a steep education gradient: the predicted 
probability that a first marriage will remain 
intact for 15 years is sharply higher for white 
women with a college degree (80 percent) 
than for white women with some college 
(57 percent) or those with a high school 
diploma (53 percent).19


The prevalence of cohabitation sharply 
decreases as education rises (table 1), 
and cohabitation tends to play different 
roles for women with high and low 
levels of education. For highly educated 
women, cohabitation usually precedes 
marriage—a part of courtship or a trial 


marriage that rarely includes childbearing. 
Serial cohabitation (that is, multiple 
premarital cohabiting relationships) is 
much more prevalent among economically 
disadvantaged men and women. And, among 
poorer and less-educated people, cohabiting 
unions are more likely to end in dissolution 
than in marriage.20


Compared with other 
wealthy countries, the 
United States is an outlier 
in many dimensions of 
family dynamics.


The growing divergence in marriage, 
cohabitation, and fertility behavior 
across educational groups may have 
important implications for inequality and 
the intergenerational transmission of 
economic advantage and disadvantage. In 
her presidential address to the Population 
Association of America in 2004, Princeton 
sociologist Sara McLanahan (the editor-in-
chief of Future of Children) showed how 
the rise in single-parent families, along 
with widening gaps in divorce rates and 
the age at which women have children, 


Table 1. Current Union Status by Percentage among Women Aged 15–44 Years, 2006–10


  Second    
 First marriage  Never in Formerly
 marriage or higher Cohabiting a union married


No high school diploma or GED 36.6 7.7 20.2 19.1 16.5


High school diploma or GED 39.5 9.2 15.5 20.3 15.6


Some college 42.1 7.4 11.6 26.4 12.6


Bachelor’s degree 58.3 3.3 6.8 25.5 6.1


Master’s degree or higher 63.0 4.4 5.5 20.1 7.0


Source: Casey E. Copen, Kimberly Daniels, Jonathan Vespa, and William D. Mosher, “First Marriages in the United States: 
Data from the 2006 –10 National Survey of Family Growth,” National Health Statistics Reports 49 (2012): 1–22.
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clearly reinforced the retreat from marriage, 
but the evolution of these norms has also 
been shaped by behavioral responses to 
market forces.26


Since the 1970s, many young 
men, particularly those with 
low levels of education, have 
found it increasingly hard to 
establish a stable career with 
earnings above the poverty 
line, and this seems to have 
been an important factor in 
delaying marriage.


Economists view marriage as a choice made 
by individuals who evaluate the expected 
gains from a specific marriage compared 
with other marriages or with living alone. 
The potential gains from marriage fall into 
two broad categories: joint production and 
joint consumption. Production gains arise in 
a household that produces domestic goods 
such as home-cooked meals and child care. 
The advantages of a two-adult household 
come either from economies of scale (cooking 
meals for two people is usually cheaper, on 
a per capita basis, than cooking separately) 
or from a division of labor that allows one 
partner to specialize in market work and 
the other in domestic labor. Consumption 
gains come from the joint consumption of 
household public goods—goods that can be 
consumed by one person without diminishing 
the enjoyment of these goods by another. 
Housing and children are the standard 
examples of public goods in a family context. 
University of Michigan economists Betsey 
Stevenson and Justin Wolfers expanded 


were leading to growing disparities in the 
parental resources, both time and money, 
that children of more- and less-educated 
mothers receive.21 Young men and women 
today whose mothers attended college are 
more than twice as likely to graduate from 
college as are children with less-educated 
mothers.22 Johns Hopkins sociologist 
Andrew Cherlin has emphasized the costs 
to children, and particularly the children 
of people without a college education, of 
the instability in living arrangements and 
parental ties inherent in what he calls the 
American “marriage-go-round.”23 


Understanding the Retreat 
from Marriage
Social scientists examining the general 
decline in the prevalence and stability of 
legal marriage have focused on two forces: 
decreasing economic opportunities for many 
men and increasing economic opportunities 
for women. Steady employment and high 
earnings are strongly correlated with men’s 
marital status, probably because a stable 
income lets them fulfill a traditional role 
as family breadwinner. Since the 1970s, 
many young men, particularly those with 
low levels of education, have found it 
increasingly hard to establish a stable career 
with earnings above the poverty line, and 
this seems to have been an important factor 
in delaying marriage.24 Proponents of an 
alternative “independence hypothesis” have 
argued that, as women get more education 
and work and earn more, their increased 
economic independence should reduce their 
need for marriage. But most studies have 
found that women who earn more are more 
likely to marry, so empirical support for the 
independence hypothesis is limited.25 (See 
the article in this issue by Daniel Schneider 
for further discussion of the independence 
hypothesis.) Changing social norms about 
divorce, cohabitation, and gender roles have 
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the joint consumption category to include 
shared leisure activities as well as household 
public goods. They coined the phrase 
“hedonic marriage” to describe modern 
marriages in which there is little gender-
based division of labor and consumption 
benefits are paramount.27 Children can 
enhance the gains to marriage in two ways: 
because children provide joint consumption 
benefits to their parents, they are themselves 
household public goods, and coresidence 
lets their parents efficiently coordinate child 
care and investment in children.28


Though the most recent increases in age 
at first marriage can largely be attributed 
to increases in premarital cohabitation, the 
pronounced delay in marriage between 1970 
and 1990 was associated with an extended 
period of living alone. In this earlier period, 
then, marriage became less attractive 
and living alone became more attractive. 
Advances in contraceptive technology, 
changes in state laws in the 1970s regarding 
access to oral contraceptives, and the 
legalization of abortion made reliable 
fertility control readily available to young 
single women.29 These changes in technology 
and law, together with the weakening 
of norms that stigmatized premarital 
sex, reduced the risk and increased the 
availability of sex outside marriage or 
cohabiting unions. As a result, delaying 
“union formation” no longer required 
choosing between abstinence and the risk 
of an unplanned pregnancy. These changes 
in technology and law accelerated women’s 
entry into the labor force and particularly 
into careers that required extended periods 
of postsecondary education.30


Greater availability of market substitutes for 
goods and services that used to be produced 
in the household, as well as improvements in 
household technology, also made living alone 


more attractive. Market substitutes let people 
outsource functions such as cooking and child 
care that had traditionally been regarded 
as central to the family. Improvements 
in household technology, such as electric 
washing machines and microwaves, reduced 
not only the time people needed to perform 
household tasks but also the level of skill they 
required to clothe and feed themselves.31 
These market substitutes and household 
technologies were, to a considerable extent, 
a market response to the growing number 
of single-person households as well as to 
increased market work by women. 


As the potential quality of life for one-
adult households improved and women 
entered the work force, the value of 
specialization and exchange in two-person 
households fell. Gender specialization in 
married couple households has decreased 
dramatically during the past 60 years.32 The 
labor force participation rate for women 
ages 25 to 54 increased from 37 percent to 
75 percent between 1950 and 2010, while 
the participation rate for prime-age men 
fell from 97 percent to 89 percent. Though 
married women still spend more time than 
married men doing housework, women’s 
housework time has fallen by 10 hours per 
week since 1965 and men’s has increased 
by about four hours per week.33 As women’s 
educational attainment, wages, and hours of 
market work have risen relative to men’s, the 
opportunities for gains from trade within a 
household, which depend to a large extent 
on the segregation of men and women in 
separate home and market sectors, have 
diminished—and so have the potential gains 
to marriage.


The increased social acceptance of 
cohabitation, with or without children, has 
substantially changed the state of marriage. 
Since 1987, the proportion of women 
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who are currently cohabiting has more 
than doubled, and the increase has been 
particularly rapid among women with a 
high school education or some college.34 
Indeed, much of the decline in marriage 
during the past two decades involved 
substitution of cohabitation for legal 
marriage. Cohabitation provides many of 
the economic benefits of marriage, since 
a cohabiting couple can benefit from both 
joint production (for example, specialization 
and the division of labor, and economies 
of scale) and joint consumption (for 
example, shared leisure and household 
public goods, including children). What 
distinguishes marriage from cohabitation in 
an economically meaningful way?


For one thing, marriage is more costly 
to exit than cohabitation, and the costs 
of divorce are legal, social and, for most 
people, psychological. The legal costs of 
divorce have fallen as states have replaced 
fault-based or mutual-consent grounds 
for divorce with laws permitting unilateral 
divorce, and the social costs have also fallen 
as divorce has become commonplace. 
However, many sociologists note that people 
have come to see divorce as a terrible 
personal failure to be avoided, if necessary 
by delaying or avoiding marriage.35 The 
institution of marriage retains considerable 
cultural significance in America, and the 
public commitment to a permanent and 
exclusive relationship that marriage entails 
distinguishes it from cohabitation, which 
often begins informally and without an 
explicit discussion of terms or intentions.36 


These costs of divorce mean that marriage 
serves as a commitment mechanism 
that fosters cooperation and encourages 
marriage-specific investments, and 
economic models of marriage emphasize the 
relatively high cost of exit.37 Commitment 


devices let people lock themselves into 
courses of action that are desirable in 
the long term, but from which they may 
be tempted to deviate in the short term. 
Willingness to enter into a marriage from 
which it is costly to exit also signals to a 
mate a desire for long-term commitment. 
A plausible theory of marriage, however, 
must explain why such a long-term marital 
commitment is valuable, and this requires 
that we specify the types of gains that long-
term commitment can foster.


In a traditional marriage, in which the 
wife works exclusively in the household 
and the husband works exclusively in the 
market, long-term commitments support 
the production benefits of specialization and 
exchange.38 This pattern of specialization 
leaves the wife vulnerable because she 
fails to accumulate market skills that 
would increase her wages if she were to 
enter the labor market. Marriage and, in 
particular, the costs of divorce protect her. 
Specialization and vulnerability plausibly 
described most marriages in the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, but they are 
less and less plausible as a rationale for 
contemporary American marriage in the 
face of men’s and women’s converging 
economic lives. With the production gains 
attributable to marriage declining, why do 
couples continue to marry?


Hedonic/consumption theories of marriage 
focus on shared leisure and household 
public goods. Although two-person living 
arrangements may have advantages over 
living alone, they don’t provide a rationale 
for long-term commitment unless they 
require investments in physical capital 
or in the stock of skills that economists 
call human capital. Shared leisure may 
involve the purchase of physical capital 
(for example, ski equipment) or investment 
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in activity-specific human capital (for 
example, skiing lessons), but this seems too 
insubstantial to provide a plausible account 
of marriage in the absence of production 
gains from specialization. In this sense, 
children differ from other household public 
goods both because parents tend to be 
extremely attached to their own children, 
whether defined by birth or adoption, 
and because stability and consistency in 
parenting enhances children’s wellbeing. 
Among its many functions, marriage is a 
legal and social institution that can help 
parents make a long-term commitment to 
invest in their children.


One of the most striking 
aspects of the trends in 
marriage behavior is the 
relative stability of traditional 
patterns of marriage and 
childbearing among the 
highly educated.


One of the most striking aspects of the 
trends in marriage behavior is the relative 
stability of traditional patterns of marriage 
and childbearing among the highly 
educated, compared with the pronounced 
retreat from marriage and marital 
childbearing among men and women with a 
high-school diploma or less and, to a lesser 
extent, among those with some college. 
Social scientists have identified three 
factors that may contribute to or cause the 
unevenness of the retreat from marriage: a 
decline in the marriageability of men with 
low levels of education; incentives created 
by government policies (for example, 
welfare benefits and the Earned Income 


Tax Credit); and the increasing cultural 
significance of marriage to women in low-
income communities.


The marriageability explanation attributes 
the decline in marriage to a pronounced 
deterioration in the economic prospects 
of men with low levels of education. This 
hypothesis is related to the relative wage 
hypothesis that we have already discussed 
(that is, the decline in the ratio of men’s 
wages to women’s wages, which drastically 
reduced the gains from the traditional 
pattern of gender specialization). But unlike 
the change in relative wages, the decline 
in marriageability applies only to men at 
the bottom of the earnings distribution. 
Many men who live in inner cities earn 
so little that they are likely to be a net 
drain on household resources.39 Harvard 
sociologist William Julius Wilson argues 
that the decline in inner-city industrial 
jobs has caused a shortage of marriageable 
men; among blacks, this shortage has 
been exacerbated by rising incarceration 
rates.40 Falling wages and employability 
made these men less able to contribute to a 
joint household and, hence, reduced their 
attractiveness as cohabiting partners or 
husbands. Marriage to or cohabitation with 
less-employable men may carry additional 
costs, to the extent that these men are at 
risk for incarceration or prone to substance 
abuse or violence. Outside of extremely 
disadvantaged groups, however, income-
pooling by unmarried mothers and the 
unmarried fathers of their children would 
lift many families above the poverty line.41 


In two books published almost three 
decades apart, American Enterprise 
Institute political scientist Charles Murray 
has argued that government welfare benefits 
and welfare policy caused the retreat from 
marriage.42 In the first, he contended 
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that both the value of welfare benefits 
and the fact that receiving benefits was 
conditioned on not having a man in the 
house caused poor women to substitute 
welfare dependency for marriage to provide 
for their children. More recently, he argued 
that welfare benefits have sapped the moral 
fiber of the working poor and triggered a 
cascade of bad behaviors. Murray’s socio-
psychological version of the marriageability 
hypothesis, however, applies only to those 
eligible or almost eligible for welfare 
benefits, and so it does not account for the 
breadth of the retreat from marriage.


Studies of how government tax and transfer 
programs affect marriage, cohabitation, 
and lone parenthood generally focus on the 
incentives created by a particular means-
tested program (for example, the Earned 
Income Tax Credit, food stamps, or 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) 
and how individuals and couples respond 
to these incentives. Most empirical studies 
find that, individually, these programs have 
had little or no effect.43 A study of how 
all means-tested programs taken together 
affect family structure and incentives to 
marry and cohabit would need to take 
into account state-specific rules and the 
complex interactions among the various 
programs.44 One of the few studies to 
investigate the effect of the marriage 
penalties and bonuses in the tax system 
on marriage and cohabitation by couples 
not eligible or almost eligible for welfare 
found that cohabiting couples are more 
likely to marry when they have positive tax 
incentives for doing so, but that the size of 
the effect is small.45


Based on their ethnographic work, 
sociologists Kathryn Edin and Maria 
Kefalas offer a cultural explanation of 
the decline in marriage among women in 


low-income communities, arguing that these 
women have unrealistically high aspirations 
for marriage.46 In these communities, 
they write, marriage is no longer closely 
connected to parenting. Rather, it’s about 
“the white picket fence dream”: good stable 
jobs and maturity are prerequisites. They 
focus, however, on severely disadvantaged 
women; thus, like the marriageability 
explanation, their work can’t account for 
the breadth of the retreat from marriage. 
Cherlin asserts more broadly that as the 
“practical significance” of marriage has 
diminished, its “cultural significance” has 
grown.47 


Culture does a better job explaining 
persistent similarities or differences 
in behavior across groups than it does 
explaining change. The rapid changes in 
cohabitation, marriage, and nonmarital 
fertility since 1960 are more easily explained 
as responses to changing incentives, rather 
than as responses to cultural changes in the 
significance of marriage. One could argue 
that the continuity in family life among white 
college-graduate men and women reflects 
their commitment to traditional cultural 
norms and values, but this argument assumes 
that college-graduate men and women are 
more committed to traditional norms and 
values than those with less education. We 
think it is more likely that the persistence 
of marriage patterns among this better-off 
group results from offsetting changes in 
incentives—specifically, the decrease in 
returns to traditional patterns of gender 
specialization and the increase in the 
returns to investment in children’s skills and 
capabilities, perhaps reinforced by a cultural 
script that emphasizes intensive investments 
in children.
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Marriage and Investments 
in Children
We’ve seen that the dramatic changes in 
women’s economic status since 1950 have 
led to wholesale redefinitions of men’s and 
women’s roles in the household, rendering 
obsolete the commitments between wage-
earning men and their stay-at-home wives 
that were central to marriage in the first half 
of the 20th century.48 Changes in family law 
and social norms weakened the marriage 
commitment by making divorce easier to 
obtain and blurring the social distinction 
between cohabitation and marriage. Once 
cohabitation became a legally and socially 
acceptable way to achieve the benefits 
of coresidential intimacy and economic 
cooperation, the advantages of living in a 
two-adult household no longer provided a 
rationale for marriage.


In our view, long-term commitment is 
valuable in early 21st century America 
primarily because it promotes investment 
in children. Thus differences across 
socioeconomic groups in how people 
perceive the returns to the joint project 
of investing in children can explain the 
unevenness of the retreat from marriage 
over the past three decades. This explanation 
is speculative, but it is consistent with 
emerging evidence on patterns of parental 
investment, and we find competing 
explanations unpersuasive.


Investment in children is clearly not the 
only reason couples have ever made long-
term commitments, nor do we claim it 
is the only reason couples do so now. In 
particular, not all women of childbearing 
age who marry intend to have children, 
and women who marry after menopause 
generally don’t intend to have additional 
children. For many older couples, the marital 
commitment may be to provide care for each 


other in old age. The debate over same-sex 
marriage is best understood as a contest 
over social recognition and acceptability, 
where considerations involving children 
play a secondary role. Despite these caveats, 
however, the link between marriage and 
childrearing remains fundamental.


Long-term commitment is 
valuable in early 21st century 
America primarily because 
it promotes investment in 
children. Thus differences 
across socioeconomic groups 
in how people perceive the 
returns to the joint project 
of investing in children can 
explain the unevenness of the 
retreat from marriage over 
the past three decades.


Couples may be much less likely than they 
were in the past to need marital commitment 
to support a sharply gender-specialized 
division of labor, but, among college-
graduate couples, marriage has persisted as 
the standard context for childrearing. Among 
the well-educated and well-off, intensive 
investment in children is a characteristic 
parenting pattern, and their investments 
have been increasing both in absolute 
terms and relative to the investments 
made by those with less education and 
fewer resources. Couples with low levels 
of education are more likely to choose 
cohabitation or lone parenthood as a context 
for rearing children, and their parenting 
practices are systematically different.
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Rising returns to human capital have 
contributed to increasing inequality and 
have increased parental incentives for 
intensive investment in children. Parents 
with limited resources and lower levels 
of skill, however, may expect the returns 
from early investments in children to be 
low, particularly if they are uncertain about 
their ability to make later investments that 
foster upward mobility. Poverty and/or 
uncertain employment prospects may also 
hamper investments in children through 
the demands they impose on parents’ 
mental and emotional resources. Finally, 
high-income, high-education parents may 
have better access to information about the 
payoffs to early child enrichment activities, 
and their actions may be reinforced by 
evolving class-specific social norms. 


For the best-off women, the decoupling of 
marriage and childbearing has simply not 
occurred. Single or cohabiting motherhood 
remains uncommon among non-Hispanic 
white college graduates, although these are 
the women most likely to have the earnings 
and employment benefits that would let 
them support a child alone (see table 2). 
Patterns of marriage, childbearing, and 
childrearing across education and income 
groups are consistent with the existence of 
a close connection between the decision to 
marry and childrearing practices. Within 
each racial and ethnic group, the rate of 
nonmarital childbearing declines sharply as 


mothers’ educational attainment rises. Vital 
statistics data reveal additional evidence 
that highly educated women postpone 
childbearing and wait for marriage until 
the biological clock has almost run out—for 
college-graduate women in their early 40s, 
the rate of nonmarital childbearing rises to 
10 percent.


Direct evidence on parental investments 
in children also shows pronounced and 
increasing inequality, and one key reason 
that parenting practices are diverging is 
likely to be the dramatic divergence in the 
resources of high- and low-income families 
since 1980. Data indicate that parents with 
more education spend more time with 
children and that parents with more income 
spend more money on children. The time 
parents spend with children has increased 
in recent decades despite rising rates of 
maternal employment.49 And despite their 
higher rates of employment, mothers with 
a college education spend about 4.5 hours 
more per week with their children than do 
mothers with a high-school degree or less.50 
Our own analysis shows that, among parents 
whose youngest child is under five, the 
widening gap in child-care time by parents’ 
education is particularly pronounced for 
fathers.51


Inflation-adjusted expenditures on children 
have increased over time, and these 
increases have been especially pronounced 
for high-income households.52 To a large 


Table 2. Nonmarital Births as a Proportion of All Births by Mother’s Education, 2010


 Non-Hispanic White Black Hispanic


High School or Less 53.6 83.5 59.6


Some College 31.0 68.7 45.3


College Graduate or More 5.9 32.0 17.4


Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, VitalStats  
(http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/vitalstats.htm).
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extent, spending inequality across income 
groups has been driven by the increase in 
income inequality. But expenditures on 
children as a percentage of income have 
also been rising overall, particularly in the 
1990s and especially for people in the top 
20 percent of the income distribution. A 
study of expenditures on child “enrichment 
items” by income finds that parents’ spending 
on education and child care, trips and 
recreation, and books and computers rises 
with total expenditures, and that many such 
expenditures rise more rapidly than income, 
particularly for parents of older children.53 


The differences in time and money that 
parents spend on childrearing are reflected 
in parenting practices and attitudes. In 
her ethnographic research, University of 
Pennsylvania sociologist Annette Lareau 
documented pronounced class differences 
in childrearing practices that reflect parents’ 
“cultural repertories” for childrearing.54 
The “concerted cultivation” of middle-class 
children, consistent with the advice their 
parents receive from experts, is designed to 
foster children’s cognitive and social skills. 
This intensive investment includes parental 
involvement in recreational and leisure 
activities as well as school and schoolwork, 
and it is one source of the large gaps in skills 
and behavior that we see when children 
enter school.55 Psychologists have found 
significant differences in both vocabulary 
and language processing at 18 months. By 
24 months, toddlers from better-off families 
are six months ahead of more disadvantaged 
children. Infants’ exposure to what 
psychologists call child-directed speech is 
associated with early language acquisition.56 
In Lareau’s framework, working-class and 
poor families see successful parenting as 
consistently providing food, shelter, and 
other basic support, but not as the concerted 
cultivation practiced by middle-class parents. 


Edin and Kefalas conclude that in the face of 
economic hardship, poor mothers “adopt an 
approach to childrearing that values survival, 
not achievement.”57


In the rational-choice framework that 
economists and many other social scientists 
use, parents who have full information about 
children’s developmental needs and the 
relationship between parents’ actions and 
children’s outcomes might choose different 
child investment strategies because they 
have different preferences or perceived 
opportunities. One possible source of class 
differences in parenting that falls outside 
this framework is gaps in knowledge about 
children’s developmental needs and the 
relationship between parents’ actions and 
children’s outcomes. If parents in general 
don’t realize that talking with or reading to 
their children can increase their children’s 
vocabularies, then the class gradient 
in children’s vocabularies could be an 
unintended by-product of following different 
class-specific cultural norms, and not the 
result of parents deliberately choosing 
different investment strategies. Alternatively, 
highly educated parents may have better 
information about the returns to time and 
activities with children. Time-use data 
provide some support for the information 
hypothesis: highly educated mothers not 
only spend more time on child care than 
less-educated mothers do, but they also 
adjust time and activities as their children 
age in ways that are more developmentally 
appropriate.58 In either of these scenarios, 
teaching parents about the effects of 
alternative parenting practices could affect 
their behavior and, hence, their children’s 
development. 


Preferences regarding outcomes for children 
or activities with children seem unlikely 
to differ systematically with income or 
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education. If all parents love and are 
attached to their children, then they 
will want their children to be happy and 
economically successful. One possible 
source of difference could be rooted in 
parents’ desires for their children to remain 
emotionally (and possibly physically) close 
and to share their social and cultural values. 
For highly educated and well-off parents, 
these objectives are more or less consistent; 
economically successful children are likely 
to accept their family’s culture and values. 
For less-educated and poorer parents, these 
objectives may conflict: children who are 
economically successful might reject their 
family’s culture and values. For this reason, 
these parents may be ambivalent about their 
aspirations for their children. 


Alternatively, parents may have direct 
preferences when it comes to childrearing 
practices. To the extent that they do, these 
preferences will affect the investments 
they make in their children. Preferences 
for engaging in some activities rather than 
others (called “process preferences”) may 
also contribute to the class differences in 
children’s outcomes.59 Parents who enjoy 
reading to or verbally interacting with their 
children are more likely to do so than are 
parents who don’t enjoy these activities.


Even if parents with different levels of 
education have identical aspirations for their 
children and identical process preferences, 
however, differences in their resources and 
in the productivity of their time will produce 
differences in parenting practices. To the 
extent that money makes a difference to 
children’s wellbeing, greater household 
income will lead to better outcomes 
for children, and the growth in income 
and wealth inequality will accentuate 
the class divide in parental investments 
and in child outcomes. The productivity 


of parents’ time with children may also 
increase with parents’ education—at least 
for outcomes such as success in school 
and at work—because more-educated 
parents possess academic skills that they 
can impart to their children and may 
also have better information about how 
children learn.60 Theory can’t tell us how 
both higher parental wages and increased 
productivity of parental time would affect 
the amount of time parents allocate to 
their children. But we know that, in fact, 
more-educated parents spend more time 
with their children, and that the gaps are 
increasing. Moreover, although rational 
choice analysis seldom recognizes the 
problem, poverty and insecure employment 
can lead to levels of household stress that 
harm children’s development.61 The extent 
to which economic and other household 
stress has long-term effects beyond severely 
disadvantaged families is unclear.


Recent work on the dynamics of child 
development suggests another source of 
variation in the productivity of parental 
time. In a series of papers, Nobel Prize-
winning economist James Heckman and 
his collaborators have established that early 
investment in children’s human capital 
plays a crucial role in their long-term 
outcomes. Heckman’s research has focused 
on estimating the relationship between 
parental, school, and community inputs 
and children’s human capital, including 
both cognitive skills and noncognitive or 
socio-emotional skills, and on identifying 
nonfamily interventions (such as early 
childhood education) that can help 
disadvantaged children.62 One of his key 
findings is that a strong positive relationship 
exists between younger children’s stocks 
of human capital and the productivity of 
later investment in those children. That 
is, the returns to investments in older 
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children are greater if investments were 
made when the children were young.63 Thus 
child development is a cumulative process 
that depends on the full history of parental, 
school-based, and other investments.64 
This dynamic reinforcement suggests 
that both later parental investments and 
formal schooling will be more productive 
for children who have early cognitive and 
health advantages, whether these advantages 
come from genetic endowments, the 
prenatal environment, or early childhood 
investments.65 The increasing evidence that 
“skill begets skill” implies that even if the 
time highly educated, wealthier parents 
spend with their children is not inherently 
more productive, payoffs to parental 
investments are highest for these children.66


The reinforcing effect of early investments 
on later ones also suggests that parents’ 
beliefs and expectations about later 
investments by schools, by the children, 
and by the parents themselves will affect 
the expected returns to early investments. 
Because the children of less-educated and 
less-affluent parents go to schools and live in 
neighborhoods that make later investments 
from outside the family less likely, their 
parents may be less likely to make early 
investments than parents with more 
education and more resources. Furthermore, 
compared with parents with more education, 
those with less education often face greater 
uncertainty about their own future incomes 
and, therefore, about their own ability to 
make later investments.67 


A two-stage conceptual framework 
captures the essential point. In the 
first stage, the children are passive and 
the parents are the decision makers. 
In the second stage, the children are 
active decision makers exposed to an 
environment that includes neighborhood 


and school. Parents of young children 
understand that their authority will 
diminish and that nonfamily influences 
and the child’s own choices will play an 
increasing and, eventually, a dominant role: 
adolescence marks a predictable shift in 
decision-making power away from parents 
and toward children. The returns to 
parental investments made in the first stage 
depend on the environment their children 
will face and the choices their children will 
make in the second stage, including their 
willingness to remain in school and limit 
participation in risky behaviors. It also 
depends on the parents’ expectations of 
their own future income and their ability to 
make further investments.


A strong positive relationship 
exists between younger 
children’s stocks of human 
capital and the productivity 
of later investment in 
those children. That is, the 
returns to investments in 
older children are greater if 
investments were made when 
the children were young.


The wage premium for people who enter the 
labor market with a college degree has risen 
substantially in the last 30 years, increasing 
the incentives for all parents to invest in 
their children’s human capital. However, 
the returns to completing some college 
are substantially less than the returns to 
graduating from college, and the returns to 
attending college without receiving at least 
an associate degree are very low.68 Even a 
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large earning premium for college graduates 
may have little effect on the returns that 
poorer, less-educated parents expect from 
early childhood investments if they regard 
the probability that their children will 
eventually graduate from college as small.


The differences in childrearing practices 
among parents at different education 
and income levels can be explained by 
differences in information, differences in 
parents’ resources and the productivity of 
their time, and differences in preferences, 
perhaps reflecting different cultural 
norms. The expected returns to intensive 
parenting may also depend on school and 
neighborhood environments, and on societal 
investments in children. These differences 
affect parents’ motivation to make intensive 
investments in their children’s human capital 
and, hence, in their willingness to enter into 
the long-term, cooperative joint parenting 
arrangement that marriage encourages. If 
marriage is a mechanism by which parents 
support a mutual commitment to invest 
intensively in their children’s human capital, 
then parents who expect low returns from 
their early investments will see the benefits 
of marriage as substantially lower than do 
parents who expect high returns and intend 
to pursue an intensive investment strategy.


Conclusions
Since 1950, the sources of gains that 
people can expect from marriage have 
changed rapidly and radically. As women’s 
educational attainment surpassed that of 
men and the ratio of men’s to women’s 
wages fell, the traditional pattern of gender 
specialization and division of labor in the 
household weakened. The primary source 
of gains to marriage shifted from production 
of household services to investment in 
children. As a result, the gains from 
marriage fell sharply for some groups and, 


despite the weakening of traditional sources 
of gains from marriage, may actually have 
risen for others.


For some people, the decline in the male-
female wage ratio and the erosion of 
traditional patterns of gender specialization 
meant that marriage was no longer worth 
the costs of limited independence and 
potential mismatch. Cohabitation became 
a socially and legally acceptable living 
arrangement for all groups, but it serves 
different functions among the poor and less 
educated than among the affluent and highly 
educated. The poor and less educated are 
much more likely to bear and rear children 
in cohabitating relationships. Among college 
graduates, marriage and parenthood remain 
more tightly linked. College-graduate men 
and women have delayed marriage and 
typically cohabit before marriage, but their 
children are seldom conceived before they 
marry and their marriages are relatively 
stable. This class divergence in patterns 
of marriage and parenthood is associated 
with class differences in childrearing, with 
college-graduate mothers and fathers 
engaged in “concerted cultivation” of their 
children.


How do we understand these class 
differences and the class divergence in 
marriage, parenthood, and childrearing? 
Over the past 50 years, rising returns to 
human capital combined with diverging 
parental resources across the education, 
income, and wealth distribution have 
increased the expected gains to investing 
in children, especially for more-educated, 
wealthier parents. The importance of joint 
investment in children has increased, 
while the importance of other reasons for 
making long-term marital commitments has 
diminished. We have argued that different 
patterns of childrearing are the key to 
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The appropriate policy responses to 
increasing inequality depend on what has 
caused the socioeconomic divergence in 
child investments, and research here is 
at an early stage. Evidence of parenting’s 
important role in child development and 
of socioeconomic gaps in cognitively 
stimulating caregiving has led many 
countries to develop intervention programs 
that teach parents about child development 
and help them build parenting skills.69 If 
low-income parents are dissuaded from 
intensive early investments by uncertain 
future payoffs, then increased public 
investments in their children may spark the 
optimism that generates greater preschool 
investments. Children whose development 
is compromised by poverty and high levels 
of stress in early childhood may be helped 
by interventions that improve the incomes, 
health, and living situations of poor families. 
Improved prospects for investments in their 
children may, in turn, lead more parents to 
consider marriage.


The large and growing gulf in opportunities 
and outcomes that we have described is 
not simply between severely disadvantaged 
children who live below the poverty line and 
children who live above it. The “diverging 
destinies” that McLanahan has highlighted 
are now dividing children whose parents are 
college graduates from those whose parents 
have less education. Although the disparities 
in child outcomes are often partly attributed 
to the retreat from marriage and the rise 
in nonmarital fertility, we have argued that 
causation may run in the opposite direction: 
parents who are able to adopt a high-
investment strategy are those most likely to 
get married and stay married, using marriage 
as a commitment device to support joint 
investments in their children. If our analysis 
is correct, equality of opportunity will be a 
major challenge in the 21st century.


understanding class differences in marriage 
and parenthood, not an accidental or 
unintended by-product of these differences. 
Marriage is the commitment mechanism 
for the joint project of childrearing, and this 
implies that marriage is more valuable for 
parents whose resources and expectations 
lead them to invest intensely in their 
children’s human capital.


Policy recommendations should reflect 
beliefs about causal effects. Policies to 
encourage marriage rely on the observed 
correlation between marriage and positive 
outcomes for children. If the only reason 
that marriage and positive outcomes 
for children are correlated, however, is 
that parents who marry are those with 
the resources, skills, and desire to make 
intensive investments in their children, then 
this correlation is not causal but entirely 
due to selection. To the extent that policies 
to promote marriage encourage parents to 
marry who would not otherwise have done 
so, these policies will have little effect on 
their parenting practices or on outcomes for 
their children.


Our argument linking marriage and 
parents’ willingness and ability to invest 
in children’s human capital does not let us 
make predictions about the future trajectory 
of marriage. Other wealthy countries have 
progressed further down a path in which 
nonmarital childbearing and relatively stable 
cohabitation have become the norm for 
college-graduate men and women. A future 
in which the tide turns and traditional links 
among marriage, fertility, and childrearing 
reassert themselves seems unlikely. We do 
believe that the future will depend, at least 
in part, on parents’ willingness to invest in 
their children, and that their willingness to 
do so will depend on the expected returns to 
these investments.
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Summary
In recent decades, writes Wendy Manning, cohabitation has become a central part of the 
family landscape in the United States—so much so that by age 12, 40 percent of American 
children will have spent at least part of their lives in a cohabiting household. Although many 
children are born to cohabiting parents, and cohabiting families come in other forms as well, 
the most common cohabiting arrangement is a biological mother and a male partner.


Cohabitation, Manning notes, is associated with several factors that have the potential to 
reduce children’s wellbeing. Cohabiting families are more likely than married families to be 
poor, and poverty harms children in many ways. Cohabiting parents also tend to have less 
formal education—a key indicator of both economic and social resources—than married 
parents do. And cohabiting parent families don’t have the same legal protections that married 
parent families have.


Most importantly, cohabitation is often a marker of family instability, and family instability is 
strongly associated with poorer outcomes for children. Children born to cohabiting parents 
see their parents break up more often than do children born to married parents. In this way, 
being born into a cohabiting family sets the stage for later instability, and children who are 
born to cohabiting parents appear to experience enduring deficits of psychosocial wellbeing. 
On the other hand, stable cohabiting families with two biological parents seem to offer many 
of the same health, cognitive, and behavioral benefits that stable married biological parent 
families provide.


Turning to stepfamilies, cohabitation’s effects are tied to a child’s age. Among young 
children, living in a cohabiting stepfamily rather than a married stepfamily is associated 
with more negative indicators of child wellbeing, but this is not so among adolescents. Thus 
the link between parental cohabitation and child wellbeing depends on both the type of 
cohabiting parent family and the age of the child.
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Cohabitation has become a 
typical pathway to family 
formation in the United 
States. The share of young 
and middle-aged Americans 


who have cohabited has doubled in the 
past 25 years.1 Today the vast majority 
(66 percent) of married couples have lived 
together before they walk down the aisle. 
In 2013, about 5 million (or 7 percent) of 
children were living in cohabiting parent 
families.2 By age 12, 40 percent of children 
had spent some time living with parents 
who were cohabiting.3 In other words, 
cohabitation has become a central part 
of the family landscape for both children 
and adults, so much so that my colleague 
Pamela Smock and I have characterized 
this development as a “cohabitation 
revolution.”4


In this article, I update our understanding 
of parental cohabitation and child 
wellbeing by reviewing population-based 
research in the United States over the past 
decade (2005 to the present). Population-
based research is important because 
it studies a representative sample of a 
specific population (for example, five-
year-old children, mothers ages 20–24, 
or all children born in 2000), making 
it possible to generalize the findings. I 
focus on family structure defined by the 
biological relationship of adults to children 
(biological parents and stepparents) as 
well as parents’ marital status (cohabiting 
or marital unions). My review is limited 
to different-sex parent families because 
to date no researcher has contrasted 
the wellbeing of children in same-sex 
cohabiting and same-sex married parent 
families (see Gary Gates’s article in this 
issue for more on same-sex couples, 
marriage, and children’s wellbeing).


Types of Cohabiting Parent Families
Cohabiting unions are becoming an 
increasingly common family context for 
having and raising children. In the early 
1980s, 20 percent of cohabiting unions 
included children; by the early 2000s, this 
figure had risen to 40 percent.5 Yet children 
are still more often part of marital than 
cohabiting unions.


Two basic pathways into cohabiting parent 
families exist: children are either born into 
a cohabiting parent family (a two biological 
parent family) or they live with their mother 
or father and her or his cohabiting partner 
(a stepfamily). Although “stepfamily” 
formally refers to married-parent families, 
I’ll be using the term to describe all families 
(marital and cohabiting) where at least one 
adult is not the biological parent of one 
or more of the children. For the sake of 
brevity, I will also include cohabiting families 
with adoptive children in one of these 
two categories, depending on whether the 
children were adopted by both cohabiting 
parents together or live with an adoptive 
parent and a cohabiting partner.


A growing proportion of children are born to 
cohabiting parents, increasing from 6 percent 
in the early 1980s to about one-quarter 
today.6 At least one-quarter of children will 
spend some of their childhood living with 
a cohabiting stepparent. Another way to 
look at these patterns is to take a snapshot 
of children living with cohabiting parents: 
in 2013, 43 percent of these children were 
living with two biological cohabiting parents 
and 56 percent with a biological parent (in 
most cases, the mother) and a cohabiting 
partner (that is, in a stepfamily).7 Children 
in cohabiting stepfamilies were older on 
average than children living in cohabiting 
biological parent families.
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Cohabiting parent families are more 
complex than married parent families. 
Children in cohabiting stepfamilies not only 
live with stepparents, but 37 percent live 
with step or half siblings. Cohabiting parent 
families more often include half or step 
siblings than do married parent families.8


Parents’ Pathways into 
Cohabitation and Marriage
Single women who get pregnant make 
decisions about whether to continue living 
alone, or to begin cohabiting or marry 
before their child is born. In the early 1970s, 
30 percent of unmarried single pregnant 
women got married before their child was 
born to ensure that the child was born into 
a married couple family. Today, only 5 
percent do so, and single pregnant women 
are increasingly likely to begin cohabiting 
(rather than marry) before their children 
are born.9 Nearly one-fifth of pregnant 
single women begin cohabiting before 
their child is born, and only 13.5 percent of 
these cohabiting pregnant mothers go on to 
marry before the child’s birth.10 Patterns of 
cohabitation and marriage differ according 
to social class, however; better-off pregnant 
women tend to move into marriage, and 
more disadvantaged pregnant women tend 
to remain single or cohabit. Thus parents 
with few economic resources are more likely 
to form cohabiting parent families rather 
than marriages. Cohabitation in general is 
less stable than marriage, and the cohabiting 
relationships that occur in response to 
pregnancy are quite fragile and unstable.11


Children born to unmarried mothers, 
whether single or cohabiting, rarely 
experience their biological parents’ 
marriage; only 20 percent of unmarried 
mothers married the biological father 
by the child’s fifth birthday.12 However, 
children born to parents who are already 


cohabiting experience their parents’ 
marriage more often than do children born 
to single mothers; in fact, nearly half of such 
children will see their biological parents get 
married.13


In the early 1980s, 20 percent 
of cohabiting unions included 
children; by the early 2000s, 
this figure had risen to 
40 percent.


Unplanned births are associated with 
later family instability in both marital and 
cohabiting unions.14 Thus, one way to 
judge whether a family type is a preferred 
setting for having and raising children 
is by the likelihood that children who 
are born into that family type will be 
planned or unplanned. Single mothers 
(neither cohabiting nor married) report 
that their child was unplanned more often 
than do mothers who are cohabiting, but 
cohabiting parents report that their child 
was unplanned more often than do parents 
who are married.15


How Do Children Fare in 
Cohabiting Parent Families?
Cohabiting and married parent families 
are similar in terms of their basic family 
structure; two adults are present and 
available in the home to help raise 
children. But although some cohabiting 
parent families feature two biological 
parents, the most common arrangement 
is a biological mother and a stepfather. 
Despite the parallel family structure in 
married and cohabiting parent families, 
children in cohabiting parent families may 
not receive the same social and institutional 
supports that children in married parent 
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families receive.16 For example, cohabiting 
parent families don’t have the same legal 
protections that married parent families 
have. Further, cohabiting stepparent 
families must navigate the challenges 
presented both by life as a stepfamily 
and by the lack of a formally recognized 
relationship.17


Family stability is a major 
contributor to children’s 
healthy development. A 
fundamental distinction 
between cohabiting and 
marital unions is the 
duration or stability of the 
relationship.


Family stability is a major contributor 
to children’s healthy development.18 A 
fundamental distinction between cohabiting 
and marital unions is the duration or 
stability of the relationship. Overall, 
cohabiting unions last an average of 18 
months.19 From a child’s perspective, more 
children born to cohabiting parents see their 
parents break up by age five, compared to 
children born to married parents.20 Only 
one out of three children born to cohabiting 
parents remains in a stable family through 
age 12, in contrast to nearly three out of 
four children born to married parents.21 
Further, children born to cohabiting parents 
experience nearly three times as many 
family transitions (entering into or dissolving 
a marital or cohabiting union) as those born 
to married parents (1.4 versus 0.5).22 My 
work with Susan Brown and Bart Stykes 
shows that the number of family transitions 
experienced by children in cohabiting 


unions has changed relatively little over the 
past 20 years. 


Children raised in cohabiting parent 
families have fewer economic resources 
than do children in married parent 
families.23 Cohabiting families are more 
likely to be poor; 20.7 percent of cohabiting 
stepparent families and 32.5 percent of 
cohabiting biological parent families live at 
or below the poverty line, compared to 10.6 
percent of married stepparent families and 
11.2 percent of married biological parent 
families.24 The median income of cohabiting 
parent households is about 50 percent lower 
than that of married parent households, and 
cohabiting mothers of young children have 
lower incomes than do married mothers.25 
Cohabiting parents are also slightly 
less likely to be employed than married 
parents.26 Further, married parent families 
are much more likely to own a home, a 
substantial asset.27 Children in cohabiting 
parent families are slightly more likely to be 
uninsured, and they rely more heavily on 
public health insurance (56 percent) than 
do children living in married parent families 
(19 percent).28


One key indicator and source of both 
economic and social resources is education. 
Having better educated parents may 
translate to better wellbeing for children 
through income, access to formal and 
informal resources, social skills, relationship 
options, and social support. Cohabiting 
mothers have lower levels of education than 
married mothers do. This is partly tied to 
the mothers’ age, as cohabiting parents are 
on average younger than married parents. 
Forty-one percent of children in married 
biological parent families have a mother 
with a college degree, compared to 23 
percent of children in married stepparent 
families, 9 percent of children in cohabiting 
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biological parent families, and 13 percent 
in cohabiting stepparent families.29 We see 
a similar pattern of educational attainment 
for fathers and male partners in married and 
cohabiting parent families. 


How adults interact with their children—
that is, their parenting style and skills—is 
another key indicator of how well their 
children will fare. The bulk of the evidence 
shows that cohabiting and married parents 
are similar in their reports of parenting. 
As we’ve seen, married parent families are 
better off socioeconomically than cohabiting 
parent families, so to assess differences 
in parenting requires that we account for 
socioeconomic differences. Married and 
cohabiting parents are similar in many ways, 
including the quality of their relationships 
at the time of their child’s birth, levels of 
engagement and caregiving, the amount 
of time mothers spend with their children, 
and mothers’ involvement with their 
children at ages five and nine.30 Married 
and cohabiting biological parents share 
similar parenting behaviors when it comes 
to parental involvement, engagement, and 
aggravation.31 A key distinction appears to 
be among stepfathers: cohabiting stepfathers 
spend less time actively engaged with young 
children then do married stepfathers.32


Recent Findings
In the past 10 years, researchers have 
published at least 30 studies that use 
population-based sample data to assess 
cohabitation and child wellbeing in the 
United States. The outcomes they’ve 
examined include physical health (for 
example, overall health, obesity, and 
asthma), behaviors (for example, aggression, 
anxiety, delinquency, antisocial behavior, 
and sexual activity), and cognitive indicators 
(for example, scholastic aptitude tests 
such as the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 


Test or the Woodcock-Johnson test; 
literacy, math, and reading test scores; and 
grades). The data sets these researchers 
have used constitute a varied set of 
population-based sources. A few of them 
are cross-sectional (for example, the 
National Survey of Family Growth and the 
National Survey of American Families), 
meaning that they provide a snapshot of 
children’s family life at one point in time. 
Others are longitudinal, meaning that they 
follow the same individuals over time, 
allowing researchers to directly link family 
experiences to children’s outcomes over 
the course of the child’s life. Some of the 
longitudinal data sources began following 
children at birth, thus capturing early family 
life (for example, the Early Childhood 
Longitudinal, Birth Cohort Study, and 
the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
Study), while others didn’t begin following 
their subjects until kindergarten (for 
example the Early Childhood Longitudinal, 
Kindergarten Cohort Study) or the 
adolescent years (for example, the National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 
and the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth 1997). Another set of longitudinal 
studies has focused on parents (for example, 
the National Survey of Families and 
Households and the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics). Each data source has strengths 
and weaknesses, but taken together, they 
provide a pretty good picture of how 
children fare in a variety of types of families. 


To show how children fare in cohabiting 
parent families, it’s important to be 
clear about which family type will be the 
benchmark or reference group to which 
all other types will be compared. In most 
studies, families with two married biological 
parents constitute the reference group. 
There may be sound theoretical reasons 
for this approach, but relying on married 
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biological parent families as the comparison 
group doesn’t give us information about 
the wellbeing of children in cohabiting 
stepparent families, as it doesn’t separate 
stepparenthood from cohabitation. To 
accurately assess how children in cohabiting 
parent families fare, we need to distinguish 
those living with two biological parents from 
those living with stepparents, and only then 
make direct comparisons to married parent 
families.


Assessments of cohabiting parent families 
and child wellbeing focus on different 
points in a child’s life. Some consider family 
structure at birth, while others consider 
family structure at a specific age (for 
example, age 5) or among groups of children 
in a specific age range (for example, 12 –17). 
To get a complete picture, it’s important 
to consider family experiences over the 
course of an entire childhood, because we 
otherwise miss a large part of children’s 
lives.33 Children’s developmental stages 
are important: the outcomes that are most 
important for teenagers aren’t the same as 
those for infants. And, as we’ve seen, family 
instability is a critical measure of wellbeing, 
so many researchers account for levels of 
family instability or change when assessing 
child outcomes. A further complication is 
that not all family changes are alike (for 
example, a change from marriage to divorce 
may affect children differently than a 
change from cohabitation to marriage). 


Researchers also account for the differences 
between cohabiting and married parent 
families when it comes to socioeconomic 
circumstances and parental resources, 
because children’s outcomes aren’t 
determined solely by their parents’ union 
status or family stability; in fact, social 
and economic factors influence the types 
of families that people form. Similarly, 


children’s behavior and temperament 
may also affect the types of families that 
are formed. For example, mothers whose 
children have behavior problems may find 
it harder to attract a spouse and may be 
more likely to cohabit than marry. Thus, 
cohabiting parent families may be more 
likely to have children with behavioral 
problems not because cohabitation causes 
behavioral problems, but because children’s 
behavioral problems lead to cohabitation 
rather than marriage. How families are 
formed may also be affected by parents’ 
characteristics, such as psychological 
resources, that aren’t observed, or 
measured, in surveys. It’s hard to establish 
whether unobserved differences between 
cohabiting and marital families result from 
characteristics that affect people’s decisions 
about marriage versus cohabitation, or 
whether they are a benefit of marriage 
itself. Most researchers have tried to deal 
with this problem by including an extensive 
set of measured characteristics in their 
analysis, employing sophisticated statistical 
methodologies, and/or using longitudinal 
data to control for factors that preceded 
family formation.


Table 1 summarizes the research findings, 
with distinctions based on children’s age 
(0 –12 versus 13 –17) as well as family 
structure at birth and contemporaneous 
family structure (measured at the time of 
the interview). The contrast is between 
cohabiting and married parent families. 
Below I describe the research in some 
detail, but table 1 provides a general 
overview of recent studies of cohabitation 
and child wellbeing. It is important 
to acknowledge that there are a few 
exceptions to the findings reported in 
table 1 depending on the data source, which 
outcome we’re looking at, or key family 
factors included in analysis.
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Children Ages 0–12
The research indicates that family structure 
at birth makes a difference for young 
children’s health outcomes (table 1). 
At birth, children born into cohabiting 
parent families are more likely to have low 
birth weight than are their counterparts 
born to married parents.34 This health 
disadvantage extends to age five; children 
born to cohabiting parents more often 
experience asthma, obesity, and poor 
health than do children born to married 
parents.35 In contrast, when family structure 
is measured at older ages, children living 
with cohabiting and married parents have 
similar levels of overall health, asthma, and 
obesity.36 The family experience that has 
a consistent and negative implication for 
child health in both cohabiting and married 
parent families is family instability.37 Family 
instability encapsulates experiences at the 
time of birth as well as subsequent family 
change. Children raised in stable married 
families have better overall health than 
children raised in stable cohabiting families, 
but similar rates of obesity and asthma. 
In contrast, children raised in unstable 


cohabiting and unstable married families 
are similar when it comes to asthma, 
overall health, and obesity.38 If cohabiting 
parents marry, this appears to be positively 
associated with child health. For example, 
at age one, children raised by cohabiting 
parents who marry have rates of asthma 
similar to those of children whose parents 
have not married. But by age five, children 
raised by cohabiting parents who later 
married fare better in overall health than do 
children raised in stable cohabiting unions.39 
Even when cohabiting parents eventually 
marry, however, their children don’t achieve 
the same levels of health as children with 
stably married parents.40


To see whether marriage versus cohabitation 
affects young children’s cognitive skills, 
internalizing behaviors (negative or 
problematic behaviors directed at the self), 
or externalizing behaviors (negative or 
problematic behaviors directed at others), 
we can focus either on an early indicator 
of family structure (at the time of birth) 
or on a more contemporaneous (current) 
measure. Family structure at birth sets the 


Table 1: Summary of Research on Associations between Cohabitation and Child Wellbeing


Note: NA = data not available; 82 percent of adolescents in cohabiting parent families live with stepparents.


Children 0–12 Children 13–17


Physical Health
Psychosocial/


Cognitive Physical Health
Psychosocial/


Cognitive


Family Structure at Birth


Cohabiting  
vs. Married


Negative 
association


Negative 
association


Negative 
association


Negative 
association


Current Family Structure


Two Biological Parents: 
Cohabiting vs. Married


No  
significant 


association


No  
significant 


association
N/A N/A 


Stepparents: 
Cohabiting vs. Married


Negative 
association


Negative 
association


No  
significant  


association


No  
significant  


association
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stage for subsequent instability, as children 
born to cohabiting parents experience more 
family transitions than do children born to 
married parents. Indeed, family structure 
at birth appears to have enduring negative 
implications for children’s psychosocial 
wellbeing at later ages. Children born to 
cohabiting parents have more problems 
with peers, more aggressive behaviors, more 
internalizing problems, and more negative 
teacher assessments than do children born 
to married parents. Instability, then, appears 
to harm psychosocial wellbeing.41


In contrast, how contemporaneous 
(current) family structure affects children’s 
psychosocial wellbeing depends on 
whether the married or cohabiting parent 
family consists of two biological parents (a 
stable family) or a biological parent and a 
stepparent (indicating family transitions). 
Generally, young children living in two 
biological parent cohabiting families fare as 
well as children residing in two biological 
parent married families, but young children 
living in cohabiting stepfamilies fare 
worse than their counterparts in married 
stepfamilies (table 1). After accounting for 
parenting, parent’s depressive symptoms, 
parental involvement, and socioeconomic 
resources, this pattern holds true for many 
psychosocial outcomes, such as aggression, 
anxiety and depression, as well as cognitive 
outcomes.42 Further, studies that focus just 
on low-income children (the targets of many 
public policies) also show that for most 
behavioral and cognitive outcomes, children 
in cohabiting two-biological-parent families 
fare as well as children in married two 
biological parent families. 43


Young children who live with cohabiting 
stepparents don’t appear to fare as well as 
children who live in a married stepparent 
family. Thus, among children in stepparent 


families, marriage is associated with more 
positive outcomes than cohabitation. For 
instance, children in cohabiting stepparent 
families have lower literacy scores at age 
four and poorer academic outcomes at age 
five than do children in married stepparent 
families.44 A similar pattern exists when we 
look at the entire range of children from 
birth to 12 years old: children who live with 
married stepparents have higher academic 
achievement and fewer behavior problems 
than do children who live with cohabiting 
stepparents.45


Adolescents
Generally, adolescents fare as well in 
cohabiting stepparent families as they 
do in married stepparent families (table 
1). And the vast majority (82 percent) of 
adolescent children living with cohabiting 
parents are, in fact, living in cohabiting 
stepparent families. By adolescence, most 
children who were born into cohabiting two 
biological-parent families have experienced 
either their parents’ marriage or breakup. 
After accounting for sociodemographic 
characteristics, as well as parents’ 
own health and psychological distress, 
adolescents living in cohabiting and married 
stepparent families have similar overall 
physical health.46 Their eating behaviors 
(consumption and skipping meals) are also 
similar, as is their emotional wellbeing, 
and teenagers show similar levels of 
depressive symptoms when they move into 
both cohabiting and married stepparent 
families.47 However, one recent study 
found more depressive symptoms among 
adolescents living in cohabiting stepparent 
families than among those in married 
stepfamilies.48


Most indicators of behavior, relationships, 
and academic achievement are similar 
among adolescents in cohabiting and 
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married stepparent families (table 1).49 
Adolescents in cohabiting and married 
stepparent families are comparable across 
a range of problem behaviors: drinking, 
marijuana use, delinquency, smoking, and 
externalizing behaviors. 50 They also have 
similar levels of teenage fertility, early sex, 
and relationship conflict. Although high 
school graduation and college enrollment 
rates are similar among adolescents in 
cohabiting and married stepparent families, 
adolescents in cohabiting stepfamilies report 
lower grades, lower school engagement, and 
more school suspensions.51 


By definition, adolescents in stepparent 
(cohabiting and married) families 
have experienced at least one family 
transition, and they have entered into 
stepparent families in a variety of ways. 
In adolescence, family transitions are 
associated with delinquency, drug use, 
depressive symptoms, earlier age at 
first sex, teenage motherhood, lower 
school engagement, poorer grades, 
and lower graduation rates.52 Because 
there are so many potential pathways in 
and out of families, it is hard to simply 
explain and generalize the implications 
of family transitions. For example, high 
school graduation rates are lower among 
teenagers born to single mothers who 
subsequently cohabited than among 
those whose mothers married. But among 
teenagers who have experienced divorce, 
mothers’ cohabitation and remarriage 
are associated with similar graduation 
levels.53 A mother’s marriage provides 
a physical health benefit in adolescence 
only when the mother stays married to the 
child’s biological father.54 Further, when 
cohabiting stepparents marry, teenagers’ 
levels of school engagement, delinquency, 
and depressive symptoms don’t improve.55 


Some researchers have tried to refine 
their analyses by considering the age at 
which children experienced biological or 
step cohabiting parent families, as well as 
how long they spent in cohabiting parent 
families. Neither age or amount of time 
spent in cohabiting parent families has 
been shown to be related to adolescents’ 
wellbeing, but further research using more 
recent data sets may reveal important 
distinctions.56  


Next Steps
As we’ve seen, the link between parental 
cohabitation and child wellbeing depends 
on the type of cohabiting parent family and 
the age of the child. Children who are born 
to cohabiting parents appear to experience 
enduring negative outcomes. Yet stable 
cohabiting two biological parent families 
seem to offer many of the same health, 
cognitive, and behavioral benefits that 
stable married biological parent families 
provide. Cohabiting rather than married 
stepparent families are associated with 
more negative indicators of child wellbeing 
among young children, but not among 
adolescents.  Certainly, there are exceptions 
to these conclusions. Further study that 
focuses on recent birth cohorts of children is 
warranted.


Cohabitation has become especially 
prominent in the lives of minority children. 
About half (54 percent) of black children, 
two-fifths (43 percent) of Hispanic children, 
and one-third (35 percent) of white children 
are expected to live in a cohabiting parent 
family at some point.57 Researchers find 
racial and ethnic differences in the role 
that family instability and family structure 
play in child wellbeing, but largely haven’t 
considered whether cohabiting parents 
influence child wellbeing in similar or 
different ways for blacks, whites, and 
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Hispanics. Further, researchers typically 
haven’t assessed variation in the role of 
cohabitation within racial or ethnic groups. 
(For an exception see Paula Fomby and 
Angela Estacion’s 2011 study.58)


Cohabiting parent families’ influence on 
child wellbeing could also vary according 
to social class. Cohabitation is more 
common among women with lower levels 
of education, and women with modest 
levels of education more frequently have 
children in cohabiting parent families.59 
A study that examined the effect of family 
structure solely among low-income families 
found that family structure was not strongly 
related to child outcomes among this 
group.60 A practical issue is that population-
based studies often don’t include sufficient 
sample sizes to study disadvantaged 
cohabiting parent families only.


Another source of variation that researchers 
studying cohabitation and child wellbeing 
have largely overlooked is the gender of 
the child. A few studies indicate that family 
transitions are more strongly associated 
with some outcomes for boys than for 
girls, but we don’t have much research on 
this topic. 


I’ve focused on two pathways into parental 
cohabitation: a) being born to two biological 
parents who are cohabiting or b) living 
with a parent and his or her cohabiting 
partner who is not biologically related to 
the child. Additional exposure to parental 
cohabitation is possible, but I haven’t 
directly addressed it here: for example, 
children may also live in a cohabiting 
family part-time, depending on custody 
arrangements, when their nonresident 
biological mother or father starts living 
with a cohabiting partner. A comprehensive 
portrait of family life needs to include the 


full range of family experiences, including 
varying custody arrangements.


Policy has been inconsistent 
in its treatment of cohabiting 
parent families.


One type of cohabiting family that didn’t 
receive much attention until recently is the 
same-sex parent family. Ten years ago in the 
Future of Children, when William Meezan 
and Jonathan Rauch reviewed the state 
of knowledge on same-sex marriage and 
parenting, same-sex marriage was legal in 
only one state.61 Recently, public acceptance 
of same-sex marriage has skyrocketed, 
and the legal climate has shifted such that 
same-sex marriage is legally recognized 
nationwide (see Gary Gates’s article in 
this issue for an excellent discussion of 
same-sex parent families). To date, no 
researchers have used population-based 
data to empirically evaluate child wellbeing 
specifically among children with married 
same-sex parents. Same-sex marriage may 
be associated with greater child wellbeing in 
terms of family stability, legal protections, 
and improved economic wellbeing through 
full access to state and federal benefits and 
insurance.62 Yet same-sex parent families, 
regardless of marital status, may face 
heightened stress and challenges because 
of barriers to acceptance and support. New 
research assessing the wellbeing of children 
with married, cohabiting, and single lesbian 
and gay parents will be on the horizon.


As children spend increasing shares of 
their lives with parents who are cohabiting, 
policy has been inconsistent in its treatment 
of cohabiting parent families. Public 
programs face challenges in terms of 
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whether to include cohabiting partners and 
their income when determining eligibility 
for services and benefit levels.63 Some 
programs, such as the Affordable Care Act, 
base eligibility on the “tax-filing unit,” and 
cohabiting partners and their incomes are 
not part of that unit.64 Other programs, such 
as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP), base decisions about 
eligibility on the “consuming unit,” which 
includes cohabiting partners. Further, 
whether cohabiting partners and their 
income are included in eligibility criteria 
for some programs, such as Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families, can vary 
from state to state.65 


Another way the government ensures 
children’s wellbeing is through the 
enforcement of child support orders. 
Child support policy requires nonresident 
parents to provide economic resources to 
their children, and these most often must 
be paid whether or not the parent cohabits 


with a new partner or remarries. However, 
a nonresident parent may petition the court 
to adjust the level of support based on 
the new cohabiting partner’s provision of 
children’s expenses. Relatively recently, the 
federal government has attempted to help 
support low-income families by investing 
considerable resources in initiatives to help 
couples, parents, and families maintain 
healthy relationships (see the article in this 
issue by Ron Haskins for more about these 
programs). At the outset, these initiatives 
treated participants as simply married or 
unmarried, but some have moved toward 
recognizing a broader spectrum of family 
experiences, including cohabitation. 


Certainly, cohabitation is here to stay, and 
it should be integrated into programs and 
policies dedicated to improving the lives 
of children. Policies and programs need to 
keep pace with family change to best serve 
the needs of children and their parents. 







Wendy D. Manning


62 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


ENDNOTES


 1. Wendy D. Manning and J. Bart Stykes, “Twenty-Five Years of Change in Cohabitation in the U.S., 
1987–2013” (National Center for Family and Marriage Research, Bowling Green State University, 
2015).


 2. Krista K. Payne, “Children’s Family Structure, 2013” (National Center for Family and Marriage 
Research, Bowling Green State University, 2013).


 3. Sheela Kennedy and Catherine A. Fitch, “Measuring Cohabitation and Family Structure in the United 
States: Assessing the Impact of New Data from the Current Population Survey,” Demography 49 
(2012): 1479–98, doi: 10.1007/s13524-012-0126-8; Susan L. Brown, J. Bart Stykes, and Wendy D. 
Manning, “Trends in Children’s Family Instability, 1995–2010” (paper presented at the Population 
Association of America Annual Meeting, San Diego, CA, April 30–May 2, 2015). 


 4. Pamela J. Smock and Wendy D. Manning, “New Couples, New Families: The Cohabitation Revolution 
in the United States,” in Families as They Really Are, first edition, ed. Barbara Risman (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 2010): 131–39.


 5. Esther O. Lamidi, Wendy D. Manning, and Susan L. Brown, “Are Cohabiting Unions Lasting 
Longer? Two Decades of Change in the Duration of Cohabitation” (paper presented at the Population 
Association of America Annual Meeting, San Diego, CA, April 30–May 2, 2015).


 6. Wendy D. Manning et al., “Trends in Births to Single and Cohabiting Mothers, 1980–2009” (National 
Center for Family and Marriage Research, Bowling Green State University, 2014).


 7. Kennedy and Fitch, “Measuring Cohabitation.”


 8. Jessica A. Cohen, “Children in Cohabiting Unions” (National Center for Family and Marriage Research, 
Bowling Green State University, 2011); Kennedy and Fitch, “Measuring Cohabitation”; Jonathan 
Vespa, Jamie M. Lewis, and Rose M. Krieder, America’s Families and Living Arrangements: 2012 
(Washington, DC: U.S Census Bureau, 2013).


 9. Paula England, Lawrence L. Wu and Emily Fitzgibbons Shafer, “Cohort Trends in Premarital First 
Births: What Role for the Retreat from Marriage?” Demography 50 (2013): 2075–104; Daniel T. 
Lichter, Sharon Sassler, and Richard N. Turner, “Cohabitation, Post-Conception Unions, and the Rise 
in Nonmarital Fertility,” Social Science Research 47 (2014): 134–47.


 10. Lichter, Sassler, and Turner, “Cohabitation”; Wendy D. Manning, “Childbearing in Cohabiting Unions: 
Racial and Ethnic Differences,” Family Planning Perspectives 33 (2001): 217–23, doi: 10.2307/2673785.


 11. Karen Benjamin Guzzo and Sarah R. Hayford, “Unintended Fertility and the Stability of Coresidential 
Relationships,” Social Science Research 41 (2012): 1138–51; Heather Rackin and Christina M. Gibson-
Davis, “The Role of Pre- and Postconception Relationships for First-Time Parents,” Journal of Marriage 
and Family 74 (2012): 526–39.


 12. Christina Gibson-Davis, “Magic Moment? Maternal Marriage for Children Born Out of Wedlock,” 
Demography 51 (2014): 1345–56.


 13. Lamidi, Manning, and Brown, “Two Decades of Change.”


 14. Guzzo and Hayford, “Unintended Fertility.”


 15. Ibid.; Wendy D. Manning, “Implications of Cohabitation for Children’s Well-Being,” in Just Living 
Together: Implications for Children, Families, and Public Policy, eds. Alan Booth and Ann C. Crouter 
(Mahwah NJ: Lawrence-Erlbaum, 2002): 110–36.


 16. Andrew J. Cherlin, “Demographic Trends in the United States: A Review of Research in the 2000s,” 
Journal of Marriage and Family 72 (2010): 403–19; Steven L. Nock, “A Comparison of Marriages and 
Cohabiting Relationships,” Journal of Family Issues 16 (1995): 53–76.







Cohabitation and Child Wellbeing


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  63


 17. Wendy D. Manning, Pamela J. Smock, and Cara Bergstrom-Lynch, “Cohabitation and Parenthood: 
Lessons from Focus Groups and in-Depth Interviews,” in Marriage and Family: Perspectives and 
Complexities, eds. Elizabeth H. Peters and Clair M. Kamp Dush (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2009): 115–42; Susan D. Stewart, Brave New Stepfamilies: Diverse Paths Toward Stepfamily Living 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2006).


 18. Susan L. Brown, “Marriage and Child Well-Being: Research and Policy Perspectives,” Journal of 
Marriage and Family 72 (2010): 1059–77, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00749.x; Robert Crosnoe 
and Shannon E. Cavanagh, “Families with Children and Adolescents: A Review, Critique, and Future 
Agenda,” Journal of Marriage and Family 72 (2010): 594–611, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00720.x; 
Paula Fomby and Andrew J. Cherlin, “Family Instability and Child Well-Being,” American Sociological 
Review 72 (2007): 181–204, doi: 10.1177/000312240707200203; Cynthia Osborne and Sara McLanahan, 
“Partnership Instability and Child Well-Being,” Journal of Marriage and Family 69 (2007): 1065–83, 
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00431.x.


 19. Sheela Kennedy and Larry Bumpass, “Cohabitation and Children’s Living Arrangements: New 
Estimates from the United States,” Demographic Research 19 (2008): 1663–92, doi: 10.4054/
DemRes.2008.19.47.


 20. Wendy D. Manning, Pamela J. Smock, and Debarun Majumdar, “The Relative Stability of Cohabiting 
and Marital Unions for Children,” Population Research and Policy Review 23 (2004): 135–59, doi: 
10.1023/B:POPU.0000019916.29156.a7; Jennifer Manlove et al., “Union Transitions Following the Birth 
of a Child to Cohabiting Parents,” Population Research and Policy Review 31 (2012): 361–86.


 21. Kennedy and Bumpass, “Cohabitation and Trends.” 


 22. Kelly R. Raley and Elizabeth Wildsmith, “Cohabitation and Children’s Family Instability,” Journal of 
Marriage and Family 66 (2004): 210–19, doi: 10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00015.x; Brown, Stykes, and 
Manning, “Trends.”


 23. Susan L. Brown, Wendy D. Manning, and Krista K. Payne, “Family Structure and Children’s 
Economic Well-being: Incorporating Same-Sex Cohabiting Mother Families” (Center for Family and 
Demographic Research Working Paper Series, Bowling Green State University, 2015).


 24. Ibid.


 25. Ariel Kalil and Rebecca M. Ryan, “Mothers’ Economic Conditions and Sources of Support in Fragile 
Families,” Future of Children 20, no. 2 (2010): 39–61, doi: 10.1353/foc.2010.0009.


 26. Vespa, Lewis, and Krieder, America’s Families.


 27. Kalil and Ryan, “Mothers’ Economic Conditions”; Vespa, Lewis, and Krieder, America’s Families.


 28. Seth Williams, Health Insurance Coverage of US Children, 2010 (National Center for Family and 
Marriage Research, Bowling Green State University, 2012).


 29. Brown, Manning, and Payne, “Family Structure and Children’s Economic Well-Being.”


 30. Sarah M. Kendig and Suzanne M. Bianchi, “Single, Cohabitating, and Married Mothers’ Time with 
Children,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70 (2008): 1228–40, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2008.00562.x; 
Ariel Kalil, Rebecca Ryan, and Elise Chor, “Time Investments in Children Across Family Structures,” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 654, no. 1 (2014): 150–68, doi: 
10.1177/0002716214528276; Marcia J. Carlson and Sara S. McLanahan, “Strengthening Unmarried 
Families: Could Enhancing Couple Relationships also Improve Parenting?” Social Service Review 80 
(2006): 297–321; Marcia J. Carlson and Lawrence M. Berger, “What Kids Get from Parents: Packages 
of Parental Involvement Across Complex Family Forms,” Social Service Review 87 (2013): 213–49, doi: 
10.1086/671015.







Wendy D. Manning


64 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


 31. Christina M. Gibson-Davis, “Family Structure Effects on Maternal and Paternal Parenting in Low-
Income Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70, no. 2 (2008): 452–65, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-
3737.2008.00493.x; Scott M. Myers and Carrie B. Myers, “Family Structure and School-Based Parental 
Involvement: A Family Resource Perspective,” Journal of Family and Economic Issues 36, no. 1 (2015): 
114, doi: 10.1007/s10834-014-9409-0.


 32. Carlson and Berger, “What Kids Get.”


 33. Wendy D. Manning and Ronald E. Bulanda, “Cohabitation and Measurement of Family Trajectories,” 
in Handbook of Measurement Issues in Family Research, eds. Sandra L. Hofferth and Lynne M. Casper 
(Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2007): 199–219.


 34. Kammi K. Schmeer, “The Child Health Disadvantage of Parental Cohabitation,” Journal of Marriage 
and Family 73 (2011): 181–93, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00797.x.


 35. Ibid.; Terry-Ann L. Craigie, Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, and Jane Waldfogel, “Family Structure, Family 
Stability and Outcomes of Five-Year-Old Children,” Families, Relationships and Societies 1 (2012): 
43–61, doi: 10.1332/204674312X633153.


 36. Schmeer, “Child Health Disadvantage”; Craigie, Brooks-Gunn and Waldfogel, “Family Structure”; 
Sharon H. Bzostek, “Social Fathers and Child Well-Being,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70 (2008): 
950–61, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2008.00538.x.


 37. Schmeer, “Child Health Disadvantage.”


 38. Sharon H. Bzostek and Audrey N. Beck, “Familial Instability and Young Children’s Physical Health,” 
Social Science & Medicine 73 (2011): 282–92, doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2011.04.014; Craigie, Brooks-
Gunn and Waldfogel, “Family Structure”; Schmeer, “Child Health Disadvantage”; Kammi K. Schmeer, 
“Family Structure and Obesity in Early Childhood,” Social Science Research 41 (2012): 820–32, doi: 
10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.01.007.


 39. Schmeer, “Child Health Disadvantage”; Shirley H. Liu and Frank Heiland, “Family Structure and 
Wellbeing of Out-of-Wedlock Children: The Significance of the Biological Parents’ Relationship,” 
Demographic Research 15 (2006): 61–104.


 40. Schmeer, “Child Health Disadvantage”; Liu and Heiland, “Family Structure and Wellbeing.”


 41. Paula Fomby and Cynthia Osborne, “The Influence of Union Instability and Union Quality on 
Children’s Aggressive Behavior,” Social Science Research 39 (2010): 912–24, doi: 10.1016/j.
ssresearch.2010.02.006; Osborne and McLanahan, “Partnership Instability”; Shannon E. Cavanagh and 
Aletha C. Huston, “The Timing of Family Instability and Children’s Social Development,” Journal of 
Marriage and Family 70 (2008): 1258–70.


 42. Craigie, Brooks-Gunn and Waldfogel, “Family Structure”; Sandra L. Hofferth, “Residential Father 
Family Type and Child Well-Being: Investment Versus Selection,” Demography 43 (2006): 53–77, doi: 
10.1353/dem.2006.0006.


 43. Gregory Acs, “Can We Promote Child Well-Being by Promoting Marriage?” Journal of Marriage and 
Family 69 (2007): 1326–44.


 44. Jay Fagan, “Effects of Divorce and Cohabitation Dissolution on Preschoolers’ Literacy,” Journal of 
Family Issues 34 (2013): 460–83, doi: 10.1177/0192513X12445164; Fomby and Osborne, “Influence”; 
Elizabeth Wildsmith and Robert Crosnoe, “Nonmarital Fertility, Family Structure, and the Early 
School Achievement of Young Children from Different Race/Ethnic and Immigration Groups,” Applied 
Developmental Science 15 (2011): 156–70, doi: 10.1080/10888691.2011.587721.


 45. Acs, “Can We Promote.”


 46. Callie E. Langton and Lawrence M. Berger, “Family Structure and Adolescent Physical Health, 
Behavior, and Emotional Well-Being,” Social Service Review 85 (2011): 323–57, doi: 10.1086/661922.







Cohabitation and Child Wellbeing


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  65


 47. Susan D. Stewart and Chadwick L. Menning, “Family Structure, Nonresident Father Involvement, 
and Adolescent Eating Patterns,” Journal of Adolescent Health 45 (2009): 193–201, doi: 10.1016/j.
jadohealth.2009.01.005; Susan L. Brown, “Family Structure Transitions and Adolescent Well-Being,” 
Demography 43 (2006): 447–61.


 48. Langton and Berger, “Family Structure.”


 49. Susan L. Brown, “Family Structure and Child Well-Being: The Significance of Parental Cohabitation,” 
Journal of Marriage and Family 66 (2004): 351–67, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2004.00025.x; Wendy D. 
Manning and Kathleen A. Lamb, “Adolescent Well-Being in Cohabiting, Married, and Single-Parent 
Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family 65 (2003): 876–93, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.00876.x.


 50. Susan L. Brown and Lauren N. Rinelli, “Family Structure, Family Processes, and Adolescent 
Smoking and Drinking,” Journal of Research on Adolescence 20 (2010): 259–73, doi: 10.1111/j.1532-
7795.2010.00636.x; Brown, “Family Structure and Child Well-Being”; Manning and Lamb, “Adolescent 
Well-Being”; Robert Apel and Catherine Kaukinen, “On the Relationship between Family Structure 
and Antisocial Behavior: Parental Cohabitation and Blended Households.” Criminology 46 (2008): 
35–70, doi: 10.1111/j.1745-9125.2008.00107.x; Ronald E. Bulanda and Wendy D. Manning, “Parental 
Cohabitation Experiences and Adolescent Behavioral Outcomes,” Population Research and Policy 
Review 27 (2008): 593–618, doi: 10.1007/s11113-008-9083-8; Kelly R. Raley, Michelle L. Frisco, and 
Elizabeth Wildsmith, “Maternal Cohabitation and Educational Success,” Sociology of Education 782 
(2005): 144–64, doi: 10.1177/003804070507800203; Shannon E. Cavanagh, Sarah R. Crissey, and Kelly 
R. Raley, “Family Structure History and Adolescent Romance,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70 
(2008): 698–714.


 51. Apel and Kaukinen, “On the Relationship”; Bulanda and Manning, “Parental Cohabitation 
Experiences”; Raley, Frisco and Wildsmith, “Maternal Cohabitation”; Cavanagh, Crissey, and Raley, 
“Family Structure History”; Manning and Bulanda, “Cohabitation and Measurement.”


 52. Brown, “Family Structure Transitions”; Bulanda and Manning, “Parental Cohabitation Experiences”; 
Shannon E. Cavanagh, “Family Structure History and Adolescent Adjustment,” Journal of Family 
Issues 29 (2008): 944–80, doi: 10.1177/0192513X07311232; Raley, Frisco and Wildsmith, “Maternal 
Cohabitation.”


 53. Sharon Sassler et al., “Family Structure and High School Graduation: How Children Born to Unmarried 
Mothers Fare,” Genus 69, no. 2 (2013): 1–33.


 54. Kristi Williams et al., “Mothers’ Union Histories and the Mental and Physical Health of Adolescents 
Born to Unmarried Mothers,” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 54 (2013): 278–95, doi: 
10.1177/0022146513497034.


 55. Brown, “Family Structure Transitions.”


 56. Bulanda and Manning, “Parental Cohabitation Experiences”; Cavanagh, “Family Structure History.”


 57. Brown, Manning, and Stykes, “Trends.” 


 58. Paula Fomby and Angela Estacion, “Cohabitation and Children’s Externalizing Behavior 
in Low-Income Latino Families,” Journal of Marriage and Family 73 (2011): 46–66, doi: 
10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00788.x.


 59. Wendy D. Manning, “Trends in Cohabitation: Over Twenty Years of Change, 1987–2010” (National 
Center for Family and Marriage Research, Bowling Green State University, 2013); Brown, Manning, 
and Stykes, “Trends.” 


 60. Acs, “Can We Promote.”







Wendy D. Manning


66 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


 61. William Meezan and Jonathan Rauch, “Gay Marriage, Same-Sex Parenting, and America’s Children,” 
Future of Children 15, no. 2 (2005): 97–113.


 62. Ibid.


 63. Daniel R. Meyer and Marcia J. Carlson, “Family Complexity: Implications for Policy and Research,” 
Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 654, no. 1 (2014): 259–76, doi: 
10.1177/0002716214531385.


 64. Jennifer L. Noyes, “How Do Policies and Programs Take Family Complexity into Account?” (paper 
presented at Family Complexity, Poverty and Public Policy conference, Institute for Research on 
Poverty, University of Wisconsin–Madison, July 11–12, 2013).


 65. Robert A. Moffitt et al., “Cohabitation and Marriage Rules in State TANF Programs” (working paper 
WR-585-1, RAND Corporation, Washington, DC, 2009).







Marriage and Family: LGBT Individuals and Same-Sex Couples


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  67


Marriage and Family: LGBT Individuals and 
Same-Sex Couples


Gary J. Gates


Summary
Though estimates vary, as many as 2 million to 3.7 million U.S. children under age 18 may 
have a lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender parent, and about 200,000 are being raised by 
same-sex couples.


Much of the past decade’s legal and political debate over allowing same-sex couples to marry 
has centered on these couples’ suitability as parents, and social scientists have been asked 
to weigh in. After carefully reviewing the evidence presented by scholars on both sides of 
the issue, Gary Gates concludes that same-sex couples are as good at parenting as their 
different-sex counterparts. Any differences in the wellbeing of children raised in same-sex 
and different-sex families can be explained not by their parents’ gender composition but by 
the fact that children being by raised by same-sex couples have, on average, experienced 
more family instability, because most children being raised by same-sex couples were born to 
different-sex parents, one of whom is now in the same-sex relationship.


That pattern is changing, however. Despite growing support for same-sex parenting, 
proportionally fewer same-sex couples report raising children today than in 2000. Why? 
Reduced social stigma means that more LGBT people are coming out earlier in life. They’re 
less likely than their LGBT counterparts from the past to have different-sex relationships 
and the children such relationships produce. At the same time, more same-sex couples 
are adopting children or using reproductive technologies like artificial insemination and 
surrogacy. Compared to a decade ago, same-sex couples today may be less likely to have 
children, but those who do are more likely to have children who were born with same-sex 
parents who are in stable relationships.


In the past, most same-sex couples raising children were in a cohabiting relationship. With 
same-sex couples’ right to marry now secured throughout the country, the situation is 
changing rapidly. As more and more same-sex couples marry, Gates writes, we have the 
opportunity to consider new research questions that can contribute to our understanding of 
how marriage and parental relationships affect child wellbeing.
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The speed with which the legal 
and social climate for lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, and transgender 
(LGBT) individuals, same-sex 
couples, and their families 


is changing in the United States has few 
historical precedents. Measures of social 
acceptance related to sexual relationships, 
parenting, and marriage recognition among 
same-sex couples all increased substantially 
in the last two decades. The legal climate 
followed a similar pattern. In 2005, when 
the Future of Children last produced an 
issue about marriage and child wellbeing, 
only one state allowed same-sex couples to 
legally marry. By June 2015, the Supreme 
Court had ruled that same-sex couples had a 
constitutional right to marry throughout the 
United States. 


Analyses of the General Social Survey, a 
biennial and nationally representative survey 
of adults in the United States, show that, 
in the years between 1973 and 1991, the 
portion who thought that same-sex sexual 
relationships were “always wrong” varied 
little, peaking at 77 percent in 1988 and 
1991. The two decades since have seen a 
rapid decline in this figure, from 66 percent 
in 1993 to 40 percent in 2014.1 Conversely, 
the portion of those who say that same-sex 
sexual relationships are never wrong didn’t 
go much above 15 percent until 1993. From 
1993 to 2014, that figure increased from 
22 percent to 49 percent. Notably, 2014 
marks the first time in the 30 years that 
the General Social Survey has been asking 
this question that the portion of Americans 
who think same-sex sexual relationships are 
never wrong is substantially higher than 
the portion who say such relationships are 
always wrong.


The General Social Survey data demonstrate 
an even more dramatic shift in support for 


marriage rights for same-sex couples. In 
1988, just 12 percent of U.S. adults agreed 
that same-sex couples should have a right 
to marry. By 2014, that figure had risen 
to 57 percent. Data from Gallup show a 
similar pattern, with support for marriage 
rights for same-sex couples increasing from 
27 percent in 1996 to 60 percent in 2014.2 
Gallup’s analyses document even larger 
changes in attitudes toward support for 
adoption by same-sex couples. In 1992, 
its polling showed that only 29 percent of 
Americans supported the idea that same-sex 
couples should have the legal right to adopt 
children. In a 2014 poll, that figure was 
63 percent, even higher than support for 
marriage among same-sex couples.3


Legal Recognition of Same-Sex 
Relationships
These shifts in public attitudes toward 
same-sex relationships and families have 
been accompanied by similarly dramatic 
shifts in granting legal status to same-sex 
couple relationships. California was the 
first state to enact a statewide process to 
recognize same-sex couples when it created 
its domestic partnership registry in 1999. 
Domestic partnership offered California 
same-sex couples some of the benefits 
normally associated with marriage, namely, 
hospital visitation rights and the ability to 
be considered next of kin when settling 
the estate of a deceased partner. In 2000, 
Vermont enacted civil unions, a status 
designed specifically for same-sex couples 
to give them a broader set of rights and 
responsibilities akin to those associated with 
marriage. 


Massachusetts became the first state to 
legalize marriage for same-sex couples in 
2004. In 2013, the U.S. Supreme Court 
declared unconstitutional the provision 
of the federal Defense of Marriage Act 
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(passed in 1996) that limited federal 
recognition of marriages to different-sex 
couples.4 That ruling, in Windsor v. United 
States, prompted an unprecedented wave 
of lawsuits in every state where same-sex 
couples were not permitted to marry. After 
numerous rulings in these cases affirming 
the right of same-sex couples to marry in a 
series of states, the Supreme Court’s June 
2015 decision meant that same-sex couples 
could marry anywhere in the country.5


Globally, marriage or some other form of 
legal recognition through civil or registered 
partnerships is now widely available to 
same-sex couples across northern, western, 
and central Europe, large portions of North 
and South America, and in South Africa, 
Australia, and New Zealand.6 Conversely, 
homosexuality remains criminalized, 
in some cases by punishment of death, 
throughout much of Africa, the Middle 
East, and Southeast Asia, and in Russia and 
many Pacific and Caribbean island nations.7


Effects on LGBT Relationships 
and Families
Social norms and legal conditions affect how 
we live our lives. Psychologists document 
how social stigma directed toward LGBT 
people can be quite insidious and damage 
their health and wellbeing.8 It can also affect 
how they form relationships and families. 
For example, studies from the early 1980s 
found that same-sex couple relationships 
were, on average, less stable than different-
sex relationships.9 My own analyses of 
data from the early 1990s showed that 
lesbians and gay men were less likely than 
their heterosexual counterparts to be in a 
cohabiting relationship.10 Is this because 
same-sex couple relationships differ from 
different-sex relationships in ways that lead 
to instability? Are lesbians and gay men just 
not the marrying type? Recent research 


suggests that the social and legal climate 
may explain a great deal about why same-sex 
couples behave differently from different-
sex couples in terms of relationship 
formation and stability. As society has 
begun to treat same-sex couples more 
like different-sex couples, the differences 
between the two groups have narrowed. 
For example, compared to 20 years ago, 
proportionately more lesbians and gay men 
are in cohabiting same-sex relationships, and 
they break up and divorce at rates similar to 
those of comparable different-sex couples.11 
As of March 2015, Gallup estimated that 
nearly 40 percent of same-sex couples were 
married.12


As society has begun to treat 
same-sex couples more like 
different-sex couples, the 
differences between the two 
groups have narrowed.


The social and legal climate for LGBT 
people also affects how they form families 
and become parents. In a climate of social 
stigma, LGBT people can feel pressure to 
hide their identities and have relationships 
with different-sex partners. Not surprisingly, 
some of those relationships produce 
children. Today, most children being 
raised by same-sex couples were born to 
different-sex parents, one of whom is now 
in the same-sex relationship. This pattern 
is changing, but in ways that may seem 
counterintuitive. Despite growing support 
for same-sex parenting, proportionally fewer 
same-sex couples report raising children 
today than in 2000. Reduced social stigma 
means that more LGBT people are coming 
out earlier in life. They’re less likely than 
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their LGBT counterparts from the past to 
have different-sex relationships and the 
children such relationships produce.13 


But that’s not the full story. While parenting 
may be declining overall among same-
sex couples, adoption and the use of 
reproductive technologies like artificial 
insemination and surrogacy is increasing. 
Compared to a decade ago, same-sex couples 
today may be less likely to have children, 
but those who do are more likely to have 
children who were born with same-sex 
parents who are in stable relationships.14 


Framing the Debate
The legal and political debates about 
allowing same-sex couples to marry tend to 
focus on two large themes that can be seen 
even in the earliest attempts to garner legal 
recognition of same-sex marriages. These 
two themes pit arguments about the inherent 
and traditional relationship between 
marriage and procreation (including the 
suitability of same-sex couples as parents) 
against arguments about the degree to which 
opposition to legal recognition of same-sex 
relationships is rooted in irrational animus 
and discrimination toward same-sex couples 
or lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB, used here 
because these arguments rarely consider the 
transgender population) individuals more 
broadly. (Throughout this article, I use LGB 
rather than LGBT when data or research 
focuses only on sexual orientation and not on 
gender identity.)


In the United States, the earliest legal 
attempt to expand marriage to include same-
sex couples began in 1970, when Richard 
Baker and James McConnell applied for 
and were denied a marriage license in 
Hennepin County, Minnesota.15 They filed 
a lawsuit that eventually came before the 
Minnesota and U.S. supreme courts. The 


Minnesota court ruling observed that the 
arguments in favor of allowing the couple 
to marry were based on the proposition that 
“the right to marry without regard to the 
sex of the parties is a fundamental right of 
all persons and that restricting marriage to 
only couples of the opposite sex is irrational 
and invidiously discriminatory.” The court 
wasn’t persuaded by these arguments, ruling 
that “the institution of marriage as a union 
of a man and woman, uniquely involving 
the procreation of children, is as old as the 
book of Genesis.”16 The U.S. Supreme Court 
dismissed the case on appeal for lack of any 
substantial federal question.17


More than 30 years later, in a ruling from 
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh 
Circuit in Baskin v. Bogan, which upheld 
a lower court’s ruling that Indiana’s ban 
on marriage for same-sex couples was 
unconstitutional, Judge Richard Posner 
offered a distinctly different perspective 
from that of the Minnesota court regarding 
similar arguments made in a case seeking 
to overturn Indiana’s ban on marriage for 
same-sex couples. He wrote:


At oral argument the state’s lawyer was 
asked whether “Indiana’s law is about 
successfully raising children,” and 
since “you agree same-sex couples can 
successfully raise children, why shouldn’t 
the ban be lifted as to them?” The lawyer 
answered that “the assumption is that 
with opposite-sex couples there is very 
little thought given during the sexual 
act, sometimes, to whether babies may 
be a consequence.” In other words, 
Indiana’s government thinks that straight 
couples tend to be sexually irresponsible, 
producing unwanted children by the 
carload, and so must be pressured (in the 
form of governmental encouragement 
of marriage through a combination of 
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sticks and carrots) to marry, but that gay 
couples, unable as they are to produce 
children wanted or unwanted, are model 
parents—model citizens really—so have 
no need for marriage. Heterosexuals get 
drunk and pregnant, producing unwanted 
children; their reward is to be allowed 
to marry. Homosexual couples do not 
produce unwanted children; their reward 
is to be denied the right to marry. Go 
figure.18


As in Baker v. Nelson, the U.S. Supreme 
Court opted not to take Baskin v. Bogan 
on appeal. But this time, the court’s 
inaction prompted a rapid expansion in the 
number of states that allowed same-sex 
couples to marry.


This article explores the social and legal 
debates about access to marriage for same-
sex couples, how social and legal change is 
affecting the demographic characteristics of 
LGBT people and their families, whether 
parents’ gender composition affects 
children’s wellbeing, and how social science 
research has contributed to those debates 
and can track the impact of these social 
changes in the future.


LGBT Families: Demographic 
Characteristics
Depending on which survey we consider, 
from 5.2 million to 9.5 million U.S. adults 
identify as LGBT (roughly 2–4 percent 
of adults).19 An analysis of two state-level 
population-based surveys suggests that 
approximately 0.3 percent of adults are 
transgender.20 More people identify as 
LGBT today than in the past. Findings 
from the 2012 Gallup Daily Tracking 
survey suggest that, among adults aged 
18 and older, 3.6 percent of women and 
3.3 percent of men identify as LGBT.21 
Nearly 20 years ago, 2.8 percent of men and 


1.4 percent of women identified as lesbian, 
gay, or bisexual in a national survey.22 These 
estimates measure the LGBT population 
by considering who identifies themselves 
using the terms lesbian, gay, bisexual, or 
transgender. Self-identity is not necessarily 
the only way to measure sexual orientation 
or gender identity. For example, if sexual 
orientation is measured by the gender of 
one’s sexual partners or sexual attractions, 
then population estimates increase. Findings 
from the 2006–08 National Survey of Family 
Growth, a national survey of adults aged 
18–44 conducted by the National Center 
for Health Statistics, show that 12.5 percent 
of women and 5.2 percent of men report 
at least some same-sex sexual behavior. 
An estimated 13.6 percent of women and 
7.1 percent of men report at least some 
same-sex sexual attraction.23 


Estimates for the number of cohabiting 
same-sex couples in the United States are 
most commonly derived from U.S. Census 
Bureau data, either decennial Census 
enumerations (beginning in 1990) or the 
annual American Community Survey (ACS). 
Unfortunately, the accuracy of the Census 
Bureau figures for same-sex couples has 
been called into question because of a 
measurement problem whereby a very small 
portion of different-sex couples (mostly 
married) make an error on the survey when 
recording the gender of one of the partners 
or spouses, so that the survey appears to 
identify the couple as same-sex. Findings 
from various analyses of Census and ACS 
data suggest that the presence of these 
false positives among same-sex couples 
could mean that from one-quarter to one-
half of identified same-sex couples may be 
miscoded different-sex couples.24 


In 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau released 
estimates of the number of same-sex 
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couples that were adjusted to minimize the 
inaccuracies created by the measurement 
problem. They reported nearly 650,000 
same-sex couples in the country, an increase 
of more than 80 percent over the figure 
from Census 2000 of 360,000 couples.25 
Same-sex couples represent about 0.5 
percent of all U.S. households and about 
1 percent of all married and unmarried 
cohabiting couples. My analyses of the 
National Health Interview Survey (NHIS), 
an annual survey of adults conducted 
by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, suggest that there were 
approximately 690,000 same-sex couples 
in the United States in 2013, representing 
1.1 percent of all couples, a modest increase 
from the 2010 figures.26 Gallup estimates 
from March 2015 suggest that the number 
of cohabiting same-sex couples may be close 
to 1 million.27


The population of married 
same-sex couples appears to 
have doubled or even tripled 
in just one year.


Estimating the number of married same-
sex couples in the United States is difficult. 
Not all states collect administrative 
marriage data that explicitly identifies 
same-sex couples. A further complication 
comes from the measurement issues in 
Census Bureau data. Estimates of the 
number of same-sex couples who identify 
as married are now reported in annual ACS 
tabulations, but the measurement error 
that I’ve discussed likely means that these 
figures aren’t very accurate.28


Based on NHIS data, I calculated that 
there may have been as many as 130,000 


married same-sex couples by the end of 
2013, approximately 18 percent of all same-
sex couples.29 By contrast, ACS estimates 
from the same year suggested that there 
were more than 250,000 married same-sex 
couples. The NHIS and ACS estimates both 
were made before the majority of states 
allowed same-sex couples to marry. Gallup 
estimates from data collected in March 2015 
found 390,000 married same-sex couples.30 
Regardless of the accuracy of these 
estimates, it’s clear that same-sex couples 
are marrying at a rapid rate. The population 
of married same-sex couples appears to have 
doubled or even tripled in just one year.31


LGBT and Same-Sex Couple 
Parents and Families
LGBT individuals and same-sex couples 
come to be parents in many ways. My own 
analyses estimate that 37 percent of LGBT 
individuals have been parents and that as 
many as 6 million U.S. children and adults 
may have an LGBT parent.32 I estimate that 
while as many as 2 million to 3.7 million 
children under age 18 may have an LGBT 
parent, it’s likely that only about 200,000 are 
being raised by a same-sex couple.33 Many 
are being raised by single LGBT parents, 
and many are being raised by different-
sex couples where one parent is bisexual. 
Most surveys find that bisexuals account 
for roughly half of the LGBT population, 
and my NHIS analyses suggest that among 
bisexuals with children, more than six in 10 
are either married (51 percent) or partnered 
(11 percent) with a different-sex partner.34 
Only 4 percent are living with a same-sex 
spouse or partner. 


Data rarely provide clear information about 
the birth circumstances of children with 
LGBT parents or those living with same-
sex couples. But, as I’ve already pointed 
out, my analyses of ACS data suggest that 
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most children currently living with same-
sex couples were likely born in previous 
different-sex relationships. Two-thirds of 
children under age 18 living with a same-sex 
cohabiting couple (married or unmarried) 
are identified as either the biological 
child or stepchild of one member of the 
couple. Only about 12 percent of them are 
identified as adopted or foster children, 
though that figure has been increasing 
over time.35 My research also shows that, 
among people who have ever had a child, 
LGB individuals report having had their 
first child at earlier ages than their non-
LGB counterparts.36 This is consistent with 
many studies documenting that LGB youth 
are more likely to experience unintended 
pregnancy or fatherhood when compared to 
their non-LGB counterparts.37 Researchers 
speculate that social stigma directed toward 
LGB youth contributes to psychological 
stress. That stress can sometimes lead them 
to engage in risky behaviors, including 
sexual activity that results in unplanned 
pregnancies.


Analyses of many data sources show that 
racial and ethnic minorities (particularly 
African Americans and Latinos) who are 
LGB or in same-sex couples are more likely 
to report raising or having had children. The 
proportion of all same-sex couples raising 
children tends to be higher in more socially 
conservative areas of the country, where 
LGB people may have come out relatively 
later in life, so were more likely to have 
children with a different-sex partner earlier 
in life.38 These patterns likely also contribute 
to the broad economic disadvantage 
observed among same-sex couples and LGB 
individuals who are raising children. They 
have lower incomes than their different-sex 
couple or non-LGB counterparts and have 
higher levels of poverty.39 In fact, same-sex 
couples with children are twice as likely as 


their married different-sex counterparts to 
be living in poverty.


The evidence of economic disadvantage 
among same-sex couples with children is 
intriguing given the overall high levels of 
education historically observed among those 
in same-sex couples. Nearly all research 
shows that individuals in same-sex couples 
have higher levels of education than those 
in different-sex couples.40 But this pattern 
differs among couples raising children. 
While nearly half of those in same-sex 
couples have a college degree, only a third 
of those raising children have that much 
education. Same-sex couple parents also 
report higher rates of unemployment than 
their different-sex counterparts. Individuals 
in same-sex and different-sex couples with 
children report similar levels of labor force 
participation (81 percent and 84 percent, 
respectively), but those in same-sex couples 
are more likely to be unemployed (8 percent 
versus 6 percent, respectively). While in 
the majority of same-sex and different-sex 
couples with children, both spouses or 
partners are employed (57 percent and 60 
percent, respectively), same-sex couples 
are more likely to have neither partner 
employed (8 percent versus 5 percent, 
respectively).41


The percentage of same-sex couples who are 
raising children began declining in 2006.42 
As I’ve said, this may actually be a result of 
social acceptance and LGBT people coming 
out (being more public about their LGBT 
identity) earlier in life today than in the 
past. In a Pew Research Center study, for 
example, younger respondents reported 
that they first told someone that they were 
LGBT at younger ages than did older 
respondents.43 It may be that lesbians and 
gay men are less likely now than in the past 
to have different-sex sexual relationships 







Gary J. Gates


74 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


while young and, therefore, are less likely to 
have children with a different-sex partner. 
Today, about 19 percent of same-sex 
couples are raising children under age 18, 
with little variation in that statistic between 
married and unmarried couples. Among 
LGB individuals not in a couple, the figure 
is also 19 percent.44


Social Science and Political 
Debates
To the extent that social scientists have 
weighed in on the debate about allowing 
same-sex couples to marry and the 
consequences that such a change might have 
on society and families, they have largely 
focused on parenting. Questions regarding 
the extent to which LGBT individuals and 
same-sex couples become parents, how they 
come to be parents, and whether and how 
sexual orientation or gender composition of 
children’s parents might affect their health 
and wellbeing have all been considered 
within the framework of the debates about 
legalizing marriage for same-sex couples.


Social Science on Trial
This dynamic may be best observed in the 
testimony that emerged from a trial in the 
case of DeBoer v. Snyder, a lawsuit filed 
in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern 
District of Michigan that challenged 
the state’s ban on marriage for same-sex 
couples. The case originated when plaintiffs 
April DeBoer and Jayne Rowse were denied 
the ability to complete a joint adoption 
(where both partners are declared a legal 
parent to the child) because Michigan 
allowed such adoptions only among married 
couples. Judge Bernard A. Friedman 
ordered a trial, the first such trial in a case 
involving marriage rights for same-sex 
couples since a challenge to California’s 
Proposition 8 (a 2008 ballot initiative, 
later overturned by the courts, that made 


marriage for same-sex couples illegal). Given 
the origins of the lawsuit, litigants on both 
sides assembled expert witnesses from the 
social sciences, including me, to testify 
regarding what social science tells us about 
parenting among same-sex couples.


In addition to me, expert witnesses for 
the plaintiffs included psychologist David 
Brodzinsky and sociologist Michael 
Rosenfeld. Defense experts included family 
studies scholar Loren Marks, economists 
Joseph Price and Douglas Allen, and 
sociologist Mark Regnerus. A significant focus 
of the trial concerned the degree to which 
social scientists agree, or legitimately should 
agree, with the proposition that research 
overwhelmingly shows that the gender 
composition of two-parent families is not 
associated with differences in their children’s 
health and wellbeing.


The courtroom can be a challenging 
environment for academic debates about 
scholarly theoretical frameworks and 
research methodology. The setting tends 
to value argumentation using assertion and 
provocation over the more scholarly rhetorical 
tendency of detailed explanation. But I 
present the research in the context of the trial 
as a way to emphasize the degree to which 
policy debates about the meaning of marriage 
and family can affect how scholars interpret 
research findings. In the end, I argue that 
the research on same-sex parenting and 
families is remarkably consistent. It shows 
that children raised by same-sex couples 
experience some disadvantages relative to 
children raised by different-sex married 
parents. But the disadvantages are largely 
explained by differences in experiences of 
family stability between the two groups. 
Many children being raised by same-sex 
couples have experienced the breakup of 
their different-sex parents, resulting in more 
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instability in their lives. That instability has 
negative consequences. These findings are 
consistent in research conducted by scholars 
on both sides of the debate regarding 
marriage for same-sex couples. No research 
suggests that the gender composition or 
sexual orientation of parents is a significant 
factor in negative child outcomes.


The earliest attempts to systematically 
study parenting by LGB people or same-
sex couples occurred in the 1980s. In their 
1989 study of gay parenting, Jerry Bigner 
and Frederick Bozett wrote: “The term gay 
father is contradictory in nature. This is 
more a matter of semantics, however, as gay 
has the connotation of homosexuality while 
father implies heterosexuality. The problem 
lies in determining how both may be applied 
simultaneously to an individual who has 
a same-sex orientation, and who also is a 
parent.” They assert that “although research 
is limited, it appears that gay fathers are at 
least equal to heterosexual fathers in the 
quality of their parenting.”45 More than two 
and a half decades later, this statement was 
still being debated in a Michigan courtroom.


Child Health and Wellbeing
For example, let’s compare a commentary 
piece by expert witness Loren Marks with a 
friend-of-the-court brief from the American 
Sociological Association that was filed in 
the U.S. Supreme Court cases challenging 
California’s Proposition 8 (Hollingsworth v. 
Perry) and the federal DOMA (Windsor v. 
United States), and refiled in the Michigan 
case.46 Marks takes serious issue with an 
assertion in a brief on gay and lesbian 
parenting published by the American 
Psychological Association, which says, “Not 
a single study has found children of lesbian 
or gay parents to be disadvantaged in any 
significant respect relative to children of 
heterosexual parents.”47 Based on his review 


of several decades of parenting research, 
Marks argues that the bulk of research 
focused on same-sex couple parenting uses 
relatively small samples that cannot be 
generalized to the population as a whole. 
He points out that the research does not 
sufficiently capture the diversity of same-sex 
couple parenting, because study populations 
are biased toward female parents with 
relatively high education and socioeconomic 
status. In the absence of large-scale 
longitudinal parenting studies (that is, 
studies that follow a group of people over 
time) with representative samples, Marks 
concludes that it is premature to assert that 
gender composition in two-parent families is 
not related to child health and wellbeing.


The American Sociological Association, 
examining many of the same studies 
considered by Marks, came to a very 
different conclusion. Its amicus brief opens 
by arguing:


The social science consensus is clear: 
children raised by same-sex parents 
fare just as well as children raised 
by opposite-sex parents. Numerous 
nationally representative, credible, and 
methodologically sound social science 
studies form the basis of this consensus. 
These studies reveal that children raised 
by same-sex parents fare just as well as 
children raised by opposite-sex couples 
across a wide spectrum of child-wellbeing 
measures: academic performance, 
cognitive development, social 
development, psychological health, early 
sexual activity, and substance abuse.48


The brief concludes: “The social science 
consensus is both conclusive and clear: 
children fare just as well when they are 
raised by same-sex parents as when they 
are raised by opposite sex parents. This 
consensus holds true across a wide range of 
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child outcome indicators and is supported 
by numerous nationally representative 
studies.” The disparate conclusions drawn 
from these two reviews of largely the same 
research studies result from philosophic 
differences about the conditions necessary 
to draw consensus conclusions about social 
science research. Marks argues for a bar of 
more large, representative, and longitudinal 
studies. The American Sociological 
Association asserts that the absence of 
negative findings among a large group of 
smaller and often nonrepresentative samples 
is compelling and supported by enough 
larger studies using representative and 
longitudinal samples to substantiate a claim 
that children are not harmed by having 
same-sex parents.


Three other recent studies (all discussed 
in great detail in the Michigan trial) using 
population-based data purport to challenge 
the American Sociological Association’s 
assertion of a consensus that parents’ 
gender composition doesn’t harm child 
outcomes. First, in a study of young adults, 
sociologist Mark Regnerus found that those 
who reported having parents who had a 
same-sex sexual relationship fared far worse 
on a wide variety of health and wellbeing 
measures than did those raised largely 
by their married, different-sex biological 
parents.49 


Second, Douglas Allen and colleagues 
published a commentary concerning a 
study by Michael Rosenfeld that questioned 
Rosenfeld’s decision, in his analyses of data 
from U.S. Census 2000, to limit his sample 
of children in same-sex and different-sex 
couples to those who have lived in the 
household for at least five years.50 Allen and 
colleagues found that when they loosened 
that restriction in the data, children raised 
by same-sex couples showed educational 
disadvantages compared to those with 


different-sex married parents. Rosenfeld’s 
original analyses reported no significant 
differences between the two groups. Third, 
Allen conducted another study that analyzed 
Canadian Census data and purported to 
show that young adults living with same-sex 
couples have lower high school graduation 
rates when compared to those living with 
different-sex married couples.51


Family Structure and Stability
The scholarly debates surrounding these 
studies all focus on the degree to which 
it’s necessary to take a history of family 
instability into account when assessing 
differences in outcomes among children 
living in different types of family structures. 
Most research suggests that living in 
unstable families can harm children’s 
wellbeing.52 This issue is at the heart of the 
widespread criticism of Regnerus’s New 
Family Structures Study.53 Regnerus took 
histories of family instability into account 
for some, but not all, of the comparison 
groups that he established to consider how 
family structure affects child outcomes. 
One group included all respondents who 
indicated that a parent had had a same-sex 
sexual partner before the respondent turned 
age 18, regardless of past experiences of 
family instability (for example, divorce or 
separation of parents); Regnerus compared 
that group to respondents who had specific 
types of family stability or instability, 
including those who lived only with their 
married biological parents, those who 
lived in stepfamilies, and those who lived 
with single parents. Critics argued that the 
negative outcomes of children with a parent 
who had a same-sex sexual relationship were 
much more likely related to a history of 
family instability than to either the sexual 
orientation or gender composition of the 
parents. A later analysis of the Regnerus data 
supports critics’ arguments and shows that 
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most of the negative outcomes documented 
in the original study don’t hold when we 
take into account the family instability 
history of respondents who reported parents 
who had same-sex relationships.54


Allen and colleagues’ challenge to 
Rosenfeld’s study essentially reanalyzed 
data after removing Rosenfeld’s control for 
family stability, which Rosenfeld achieved 
by limiting the sample to children who 
had been in the same family structure for 
five years. When they didn’t take family 
instability directly into account, Allen and 
colleagues, like Regnerus, found negative 
outcomes when they compared children 
raised by same-sex couples with children 
raised by different-sex married couples. If 
it’s true that most children being raised by 
same-sex couples were born to different-
sex parents, then they are likely, on 
average, to have experienced more family 
instability in their lives than children living 
with different-sex married parents have 
experienced. Rosenfeld argued that because 
Allen and colleagues expanded the sample 
to include all children without concern 
for whether they lived in the observed 
family structure for any length of time, the 
differences they found in child outcomes 
were more likely the result of family 
instability than of their parents’ gender 
composition. 


A careful reading of Allen’s Canadian 
Census study actually confirms Rosenfeld’s 
assertion. In his assessment of differences in 
high school graduation rates among young 
adults, Allen showed that when household 
mobility (having lived in the household for 
at least five years) is taken into account, the 
differences between respondents in same-
sex and different-sex married households 
aren’t significant. Notably, this finding is 
presented in an appendix table but isn’t 
discussed in the body of Allen’s paper.


One of the most intriguing aspects about 
the expert social science witnesses in the 
Michigan trial is that, upon closer inspection, 
witnesses for both the plaintiffs and the 
defense substantially agreed about the 
research on same-sex couple parenting. 
Allen’s analyses of education outcomes 
using Canadian Census data mirrored the 
findings of plaintiffs’ witness Rosenfeld. The 
sample of respondents who reported a parent 
who had a same-sex sexual relationship in 
Regnerus’s study shared many of the same 
demographic traits that I have observed 
in my own work studying children being 
raised by same-sex couples, particularly 
with regard to economic disadvantage. The 
real disagreements between the plaintiffs’ 
and defense witnesses largely revolved 
around what conclusions can be drawn from 
particular methodological approaches and the 
degree to which any contradictory findings 
should be a factor in determining whether 
same-sex couples should be allowed to legally 
marry. 


Upon closer inspection, 
witnesses for both the 
plaintiffs and the defense 
[in the Michigan trial] 
substantially agreed about 
the research on same-sex 
couple parenting.


In the end, Judge Friedman, a Reagan 
appointee to the federal judiciary, issued 
a strongly worded opinion in favor of the 
plaintiffs’ right to marry.55 His opinion was 
later overturned by the U.S. Sixth Circuit 
Court of Appeals, but upheld by the Supreme 
Court. In his ruling, Freidman dismissed 
arguments suggesting that the limitations 
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of social science research with regard to 
same-sex couple parents were sufficient to 
cause concern about how allowing same-sex 
couples to marry would affect children and 
families. Though Friedman’s judicial ruling 
hardly settles the debates among social 
scientists about LGBT and same-sex couple 
parenting, it has affected legal cases that 
followed. Judge Posner’s words that I cited 
earlier demonstrate that lawyers defending 
Indiana’s ban on marriage for same-sex 
couples effectively conceded that same-sex 
couples make entirely suitable parents. Since 
the Michigan ruling, it has become very 
rare for those opposed to allowing same-sex 
couples to marry to base their arguments 
partly on questions about the suitability of 
same-sex couples as parents or on possible 
negative consequences for children’s health 
and wellbeing.


Married Same-Sex Couples
Substantial evidence shows that marriage 
promotes stability in couples and families.56 
Stability, and the financial and social benefits 
that come with it, contribute to better 
outcomes for children raised by married 
parents. The widespread acceptance of 
marriage for same-sex couples comes at 
a time when more of them are pursuing 
parenting as a couple through adoption 
and reproductive technologies and fewer 
are raising children from prior different-
sex relationships. Will marriage have the 
stabilizing effect on same-sex couples and 
their families that we’ve seen in different-sex 
couples? Evidence suggests that it might, 
since lesbians and gay men have a strong 
desire to be married and have views about 
the purpose of marriage that are similar to 
those of the general population.


Desire for Marriage
In two recent studies, the Pew Research 
Center has found that 56 percent of 


unmarried gay men and 58 percent of 
unmarried lesbians would like to be 
married someday, compared to 45 percent 
of unmarried bisexuals and 46 percent 
of the unmarried general population.57 
The views of bisexuals and the general 
population may be similar because the 
vast majority of coupled bisexual men and 
women report having different-sex spouses 
or partners. At the time of the Pew survey, 
neither marriage nor recognition of a legal 
relationship through civil union or domestic 
partnership was yet widely available for 
same-sex couples in the United States. So 
it isn’t surprising that lesbians and gay men 
were less likely to be married or in a civil 
union or registered domestic partnership 
when compared to bisexuals or the general 
population. When current marital status 
was taken into account, approximately 60 
percent of LGBT adults in the Pew survey 
were currently married or said they would 
like to be married someday, compared to 
76 percent of the general population.


Relationship Formation
While desire for marriage may be relatively 
high among lesbians and gay men, there 
are differences between the groups, and 
between LGB individuals and heterosexuals, 
in patterns of forming relationships. 
Among LGB men and women, lesbians 
are the most likely to be in cohabiting 
relationships, usually at rates very similar 
to those of non-LGB women. Overall, LGB 
individuals are less likely than non-LGB 
individuals to be in a married or unmarried 
cohabiting relationship. My analyses of 
the 2013 NHIS show that roughly six in 10 
non-LGB adults are living with a partner 
or spouse, compared to about four in 10 
LGB individuals. However, the likelihood 
of having a cohabiting spouse or partner 
is markedly higher among lesbians, at 51 
percent, than among gay men or bisexual 
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men and women, about one in three of 
whom are coupled. The difference between 
lesbians and non-LGB women (58 percent) 
in the NHIS was not statistically 
significant.58 In an older paper, Christopher 
Carpenter and I also found that cohabiting 
partnerships were more common among 
lesbians than among gay men (though 
the data were from California only) and 
that lesbians’ levels of cohabitation were 
comparable to those found in heterosexual 
women.59 


LGBT respondents were no 
different from the general 
population in their belief 
that love, companionship, 
and making a lifelong 
commitment were the three 
most important reasons for a 
couple to marry.


Findings from a Pew Research Center 
survey of LGBT adults showed that, 
consistent with the NHIS analyses, 37 
percent of LGBT adults were cohabiting 
with a spouse or partner. The Pew findings 
also showed that lesbians were more likely 
than gay men to have a spouse or partner 
(40 percent versus 28 percent, respectively). 
Unlike the NHIS findings, bisexual women 
were the most likely among LGB men and 
women to have a spouse or partner at 51 
percent, compared to 30 percent of bisexual 
men. Among the general population, 
Pew found that 58 percent of adults were 
cohabiting with a spouse or partner. 
Regardless of cohabitation, 40 percent of 
gay men were in a committed relationship, 
compared to 66 percent of lesbians. Among 


bisexual men and women, the figures were 
40 percent and 68 percent, respectively. 
In the general population, Pew estimates 
that about 70 percent were in committed 
relationships.60 


As we’ve seen, lesbians and gay men appear 
to be partnering at higher rates today than 
in the past. In analyses of the 1992 National 
Health and Social Life Survey, a population-
based survey of adults focused on sexual 
attitudes and behaviors, 19 percent of men 
who identified as gay and 42 percent of 
women who identified as lesbian reported 
being in a cohabiting partnership.61 This 
suggests that gay men are nearly twice as 
likely to partner today as they were in the 
early 1990s. It also confirms that the pattern 
of higher levels of coupling among lesbians 
when compared to gay men has persisted 
over time.


Reasons to Marry
The Pew survey also considered the reasons 
that people marry. LGBT respondents were 
no different from the general population in 
their belief that love, companionship, and 
making a lifelong commitment were the 
three most important reasons for a couple 
to marry. The only substantial difference 
between LGBT respondents and the 
general population in this regard was that 
LGBT people gave more weight to legal 
rights and benefits as a reason to marry than 
did the general population.62 This difference 
may not be surprising given the substantial 
media attention focused on the legal rights 
and benefits that were not available to 
same-sex couples in places where they could 
not marry.


The findings also suggested that lesbians 
and gay men were largely responsible for 
the fact that rights and benefits were ranked 
higher among LGBT respondents; lesbians 
and gay men ranked rights and benefits, 
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as well as financial stability, as much more 
important than bisexuals did (bisexuals 
were similar to the general population in 
this regard, and this portion of the analyses 
didn’t separately consider transgender 
respondents).63 Recall that the Pew findings 
show that most coupled bisexuals are 
with different-sex partners, while coupled 
lesbians and gay men are with same-sex 
partners. Given their more limited access 
to marriage, rights, benefits, and financial 
stability might be more important for 
lesbians and gay men. 


Social Impact
When social scientists examine the issue 
of marriage rights for same-sex couples, 
they do so largely through the medium 
of parenting and family studies. Broader 
public discourse and debate often involves 
more philosophical (rather than empirical) 
arguments about marriage as a social and 
legal institution and the degree to which 
allowing same-sex couples to marry reflects 
a fundamental or undesirable change to that 
institution (a book that pits philosopher John 
Corvino against political activist Maggie 
Gallagher, Debating Same-Sex Marriage, 
provides an example of these arguments).64 
However, social scientists certainly have 
led the way in tracking contemporary 
changes in patterns of family formation and 
marriage. Sociologist Andrew Cherlin, for 
example, has documented many of these 
changes, including: increases in the age of 
first marriage; diverging patterns of both 
marriage and divorce by education, such 
that those with lower levels of education 
are less likely to marry and more likely 
to divorce when compared to those with 
higher educational attainment; increases 
in nonmarital births and cohabitation; and 
increases in the number of children living 
in families not headed by their married 
biological mothers and fathers.65 


Some public debate has emerged regarding 
the degree to which these social changes 
are related to allowing same-sex couples 
to marry. Political commentator Stanley 
Kurtz argues that marriage for same-
sex couples in Europe has contributed 
to and hastened the institutional decline 
in marriage, to the detriment of families 
and children.66 Journalist Jonathan Rauch 
disagrees, arguing that allowing same-sex 
couples to marry will enhance the prestige 
of the institution and reinvigorate it during a 
period of decline.67


The empirical evidence for a link between 
the emergence of marriage rights for same-
sex couples and broader marriage, divorce, 
and fertility trends is weak. Economist Lee 
Badgett has shown that trends in different-
sex marriage, divorce, and nonmarital birth 
rates did not change in European countries 
after they legalized marriage for same-sex 
couples.68 Another study, using data from 
the United States, found that allowing 
same-sex couples to marry or enter civil 
unions produced no significant impact on 
state-level marriage, divorce, abortion, and 
out-of-wedlock births.69 In the Netherlands, 
where marriage for same-sex couples has 
been legal for more than a decade, neither 
the country’s domestic partnership law 
nor the legalization of same-sex marriage 
appears to have affected different-sex 
marriage rates. Curiously, however, there 
appear to be different effects among liberals 
and conservatives: the introduction of same-
sex marriage was associated with higher 
marriage rates among conservatives and 
lower rates among liberals.70 


Conclusions: New Opportunities 
for Family Research
The demographic and attitudinal data that 
I’ve summarized suggest that same-sex 
and different-sex couples may not look as 
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different in the future as they do today. 
Already they have similar perspectives on 
the desire for and purpose of marriage, and 
increasing numbers of same-sex couples 
are marrying and having their children 
as a married couple. Even under the 
challenging circumstances of social and 
legal inequality between same-sex and 
different-sex couples, it’s clear that same-
sex couples are as good at parenting as 
their different-sex counterparts, and their 
children turn out fine. Lesbian and gay 
parents report outcomes similar to those 
of their heterosexual counterparts with 
regard to mental health, stress, and parental 
competence. Same-sex and different-sex 
parents show similar levels of parental 
warmth, emotional involvement, and quality 
of relationships with their children. So, not 
surprisingly, few differences have been 
found between children raised by same-
sex and different-sex parents in terms of 
self-esteem, quality of life, psychological 
adjustment, or social functioning.71 As 
the legal and social playing fields become 
more equal for same-sex and different-
sex couples, we have the opportunity to 
consider new research questions that can 
contribute to debates about whether and 
how parental relationship dynamics affect 
child wellbeing. 


For example, while society has changed 
in its views about LGBT people and their 
families, it has also changed in its attitudes 
about gender and the norms associated 
with how men and women organize their 
relationships and families. In 1977, more 
than half of Americans thought that having 
a mother who works outside the home 
could be harmful to children. In 2012, 
only 28 percent of Americans thought 
so.72 Changing social norms concerning 
gender and parenting likely play a role in 
explaining the decisions that couples make 


about how to divide time between work 
and family. Since those decisions can affect 
family finances and involvement in parenting, 
research has considered the effects that 
family division of labor can have on child 
wellbeing.73 


Same-sex couples raising children give us the 
opportunity to assess how parents divide labor 
in the absence of gender differences between 
spouses or partners. However, comparisons 
between same-sex and different-sex couples 
are more complicated when same-sex couples 
don’t have access to marriage. Decisions 
about employment and division of labor 
among same-sex couples could be directly 
associated with their inability to marry if, for 
example, their access to health insurance for 
each other or their children were contingent 
on both partners working, because spousal 
benefits would not be available. But there 
is also evidence that same-sex couples 
intentionally favor more egalitarian divisions 
of labor precisely as a rejection of traditional 
male/female roles in parenting.74


With equal access to marriage among same-
sex and different-sex couples and trends 
toward greater intentional parenting among 
same-sex couples (as opposed to raising 
children from prior relationships), the two 
groups now look more similar in many ways, 
except, of course, in the couple’s gender 
composition. These are the right conditions 
for a kind of “treatment” and “control” 
approach to studying the two groups (or 
perhaps three, if you think that male and 
female same-sex couples might behave 
differently based on gendered behavioral 
norms) and isolating the influence of gender 
roles in decisions about how much and 
which parents work outside the home, how 
much they interact with their children, and, 
ultimately, whether any of those decisions 
affect children’s wellbeing. There’s already 
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some evidence that children raised by 
same-sex couples may show fewer gender-
stereotyped behaviors and be more willing 
to consider same-sex sexual relationships 
(though there is still no evidence that they 
are more likely than other children to 
identify as LGB).75


The award-winning television program 
Transparent highlights the increasing 
visibility of parenting among transgender 
individuals, a relatively understudied 
subject. In a survey of more than 6,000 
transgender individuals in the United States, 
nearly four in 10 (38 percent) reported 
having been a parent at some time in their 
lives.76 Existing research offers no evidence 
that children of transgender parents 
experience developmental disparities or 
differ from other children with regard to 
their gender identity or development of 
sexual orientation. As with LGB people, 
several studies have shown that people who 
transition or “come out” as transgender later 
in life are more likely to have had children 
than those who identify as transgender and/
or transition at younger ages. This suggests 
that many transgender parents likely had 
their children before they identified as 
transgender or transitioned.77 


Just like comparing same-sex and different-
sex parents, studying transgender parents 
offers another fascinating opportunity to 
better understand the relationship between 
gender and parenting. Transgender 
parenting research could consider whether 
the dynamics of parent/child relationships 
change when a parent transitions from one 
gender to another. In essence, this would 
give us another “treatment” and “control” 
group to explore parent-child relationships 
when the same parent is perceived as and 
perhaps conforms behaviors to one gender 


versus when that parent presents and 
parents as another gender.


While arguments about what drives trends 
and changes in marriage and family life may 
continue, it appears that, with the Supreme 
Court’s ruling that same-sex couples have a 
constitutional right to marry, heated debates 
about the subject may be drawing to a 
close, at least in the United States. Polling 
data suggest that a substantial majority of 
Americans now support allowing same-sex 
couples to marry and raise children. For 
decades, scholarship regarding LGBT and 
same-sex couple parenting has occurred in a 
contentious political and social environment 
that invited unusual scrutiny. For example, 
publication of the Regnerus study in 2012 
prompted unprecedented responses from 
scholars who both criticized and supported 
it.78 LGBT advocates actually initiated 
legal action amid charges of academic 
malfeasance and fraud.79 


This article highlights how research on 
LGBT and same-sex couple parenting can 
not only advance our understanding of 
the challenges associated with parenting 
in the face of stigma and discrimination, 
but also contribute more broadly to family 
scholarship. While robust political and social 
debates can be critical in allowing social 
and political institutions to progress and 
advance, they can make it hard to advance 
scholarly goals of objectivity and academic 
freedom. Let us hope that as the debates 
about LGBT rights and marriage for same-
sex couples cool, scholars can work in a less 
volatile political and social environment 
and advance much-needed research that 
includes and explores parenting and family 
formation among same-sex couples and the 
LGBT population.







Marriage and Family: LGBT Individuals and Same-Sex Couples


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  83


ENDNOTES


 1. Figures based on author’s analyses of General Social Survey data using the University of California, 
Berkeley’s Survey Documentation and Analysis web-based analysis tool (http://sda.berkeley.edu/index.
html).


 2. Justin McCarthy, “Record-High 60% of Americans Support Same-Sex Marriage,” Gallup, May 
20, 2015, http://www.gallup.com/poll/183272/record-high-americans-support-sex-marriage.
aspx?utm_source=Social%20Issues&utm_medium=newsfeed&utm_campaign=tiles.


 3. Art Swift, “Most Americans Say Same-Sex Couples Entitled to Adopt,” Gallup, accessed May 20, 2015, 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/170801/americans-say-sex-couples-entitled-adopt.aspx.


 4. Windsor v. United States 570 US ___(2013).


 5. Freedom to Marry, “History and Timeline of the Freedom to Marry in the United States,” accessed 
October 10, 2014, http://www.freedomtomarry.org/pages/history-and-timeline-of-marriage.


 6. For a current list of the legal relationship status for same-sex couples around the world, see Freedom 
to Marry, “The Freedom to Marry Internationally,” accessed October 10, 2014, http://www.
freedomtomarry.org/landscape/entry/c/international.


 7. For a current summary of laws regarding homosexuality and gender identity around the world, see the 
International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association website, http://ilga.org/.


 8. Ilan H. Meyer, “Prejudice, Social Stress, and Mental Health in Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Populations: 
Conceptual Issues and Research Evidence,” Psychological Bulletin 129 (2003): 674–97, doi: 
10.1037/0033-2909.129.5.674.


 9. Philip Blumstein and Pepper Schwartz, American Couples: Money, Work, Sex (New York: William 
Morrow & Co., 1983).


 10. Dan Black et al., “Demographics of the Gay and Lesbian Population in the United States: Evidence 
from Available Systematic Data Sources,” Demography 37 (2000): 139–54.


 11. Michael Rosenfeld, “Couple Longevity in the Era of Same-Sex Marriage in the United States,” Journal 
of Marriage and Family 76 (2014): 905–18, doi: 10.1111/jomf.12141; M. V. Lee Badgett and Christy 
Mallory, Patterns of Relationship Recognition for Same-Sex Couples: Divorce and Terminations (Los 
Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2014), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/
wp-content/uploads/Badgett-Mallory-Divorce-Terminations-Dec-2014.pdf 


 12. Gary J. Gates and Frank Newport, “An Estimated 780,000 Americans in Same-Sex Marriages,” 
Gallup, accessed May 20, 2015, http://www.gallup.com/poll/182837/estimated-780-000-americans-sex-
marriages.aspx.


 13. Gary J. Gates, LGBT Parenting in the United States (Los Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School 
of Law, 2013), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/LGBT-Parenting.pdf.


 14. Ibid.


 15. William N. Eskridge and Darren R. Spedale, Gay Marriage: For Better or for Worse? What We’ve 
Learned from the Evidence (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).


 16. Baker v. Nelson. 291 Minn. 310 (1971).


 17. Baker v. Nelson. 409 US 810 (1972).


 18. Baskin v. Bogan, 7th Cir. No. 14-2386, 2014 WL 4359059 (2014).


 19. Gary J. Gates, LGBT Demographics: Comparisons among Population-Based Surveys (Los Angeles, 
CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2014), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/
uploads/lgbt-demogs-sep-2014.pdf.







Gary J. Gates


84 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


 20. Gary J. Gates, How Many People Are Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender? (Los Angeles, CA: 
Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2011), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/
uploads/Gates-How-Many-People-LGBT-Apr-2011.pdf.


 21. Gary J. Gates and Frank Newport, “Special Report: 3.4% of US Adults Identify as LGBT,” October 18, 
2012, http://www.gallup.com/poll/158066/special-report-adults-identify-lgbt.aspx.


 22. Edward O. Laumann et al., The Social Organization of Sexuality: Sexual Practices in the United States 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994).


 23. Anjani Chandra et al., “Sexual Behavior, Sexual Attraction, and Sexual Identity in the United States: 
Data from the 2006–2008 National Survey of Family Growth,” National Health Statistics Reports no. 36 
(Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics, 2011).


 24. Dan Black et al., “The Measurement of Same-Sex Unmarried Partner Couples in the 2000 US Census,” 
Working Paper 023-07 (Los Angeles, CA: California Center for Population Research, 2007), http://
papers.ccpr.ucla.edu/papers/PWP-CCPR-2007-023/PWP-CCPR-2007-023.pdf; Gary J. Gates and 
Michael D. Steinberger, “Same-Sex Unmarried Partner Couples in the American Community Survey: 
The Role of Misreporting, Miscoding and Misallocation” paper presented at the Population Association 
of America Annual Meeting, Detroit, MI, 2009, http://economics-files.pomona.edu/steinberger/
research/Gates_Steinberger_ACS_Miscode_May2010.pdf; Martin O’Connell and Sarah Feliz, “Same-
Sex Couple Household Statistics from the 2010 Census,” Working Paper Number 2011-26 (Washington, 
DC: Social, Economic and Housing Statistics Division, US Bureau of the Census, 2011),  http://www.
census.gov/hhes/samesex/files/ss-report.doc.


 25. O’Connell and Feliz, “Same-Sex.”


 26. Gary J. Gates, LGB Families and Relationships: Analyses of the 2013 National Health Interview Survey 
(Los Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2014), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/
wp-content/uploads/lgb-families-nhis-sep-2014.pdf.


 27. Gates and Newport, “780,000 Americans.”


 28. D’Vera Cohn, “Census Confirms More Data Problems in Sorting out the Number of US Gay 
Marriages” Fact Tank, September 22, 2014, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/22/
census-confirms-more-data-problems-in-sorting-out-the-number-of-u-s-gay-marriages/.


 29. Gates, LGB Families.


 30. Gates and Newport, “780,000 Americans.”


 31. Ibid.


 32. Gates, LGBT Parenting.


 33. Ibid.


 34. Gates, LGBT Demographics: Comparisons.


 35. Gates, LGBT Parenting; Gary J. Gates, “Family Formation and Raising Children among Same-Sex 
Couples,” NCFR Report (Winter 2011), F1–4, http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/wp-content/uploads/
Gates-Badgett-NCFR-LGBT-Families-December-2011.pdf.


 36. Gates, “Family Formation.”


 37. Elizabeth M. Saewyc, “Research on Adolescent Sexual Orientation: Development, Health 
Disparities, Stigma, and Resilience,” Journal of Research on Adolescence 21: 256–72 (2011), doi: 
10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00727.x.


 38. Gary J. Gates, Same-Sex and Different-Sex Couples in the American Community Survey: 2005–2011 
(Los Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2013), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/
wp-content/uploads/ACS-2013.pdf.







Marriage and Family: LGBT Individuals and Same-Sex Couples


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  85


 39. M. V. Lee Badgett et al., New Patterns of Poverty in the Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Community (Los 
Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2013), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/
wp-content/uploads/LGB-Poverty-Update-Jun-2013.pdf.


 40. Black et al., “Demographics”; Lisa K. Jepsen and Christopher Jepsen, “An Empirical Analysis of the 
Matching Patterns of Same-Sex and Opposite-Sex Couples,” Demography 39 (2002): 435–53; Gary J. 
Gates and Jason Ost, The Gay and Lesbian Atlas (Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press, 2004); Gates, 
American Community Survey; Gates, LGBT Families.


 41. Author’s analyses of 2012 American Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample.


 42. Gates, “Family Formation”; Gates, American Community Survey.


 43. Pew Research Center, A Survey of LGBT Americans: Attitudes, Experiences and Values in Changing 
Times (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2013), http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/files/2013/06/
SDT_LGBT-Americans_06-2013.pdf.


 44. Gates, LGB Families.


 45. Jerry J. Bigner and Frederick W. Bozett, “Parenting by Gay Fathers,” Marriage & Family Review 14, 
nos. 3-4 (1989): 155–75, doi: 10.1300/J002v14n03_08.


 46. Loren Marks, “Same-Sex Parenting and Children’s Outcomes: A Closer Examination of the American 
Psychological Association’s Brief on Lesbian and Gay Parenting,” Social Science Research 41: 735–51 
(2012), doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.03.006; American Sociological Association, “Brief of Amicus 
Curiae American Sociological Association in Support of Respondent Kristin M. Perry and Respondent 
Edith Schlain Windsor, Hollingsworth v. Perry, Windsor v. United States,” Supreme Court of the 
United States of America 12-144, 12-307 (2013), http://www.asanet.org/documents/ASA/pdfs/12-
144_307_Amicus_%20(C_%20Gottlieb)_ASA_Same-Sex_Marriage.pdf.


 47. American Psychological Association, Lesbian and Gay Parenting (Washington, DC: American 
Psychological Association, 2005), http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/parenting-full.pdf.


 48. Studies cited by the ASA include: Daniel Potter, “Same-Sex Parent Families and Children’s Academic 
Achievement,” Journal of Marriage & Family 74 (2012): 556–71, doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2012.00966.x; 
Alicia L. Fedewa and Theresa P. Clark, “Parent Practices and Home-School Partnerships: A 
Differential Effect for Children with Same-Sex Coupled Parents?” Journal of GLBT Family Studies 5 
(2009): 312–39, doi: 10.1080/15504280903263736; Michael J. Rosenfeld, “Nontraditional Families and 
Childhood Progress Through School,” Demography 47 (2010): 755–75; Jennifer L. Wainright, Stephen 
S. Russell, and Charlotte J. Patterson, “Psychosocial Adjustment, School Outcomes, and Romantic 
Relationships of Adolescents with Same-Sex Parents,” Child Development, 75 (2004): 1886–98, doi: 
10.1111/j.1467-8624.2004.00823.x; Jennifer L. Wainright and Charlotte J. Patterson, “Peer Relations 
among Adolescents with Female Same-Sex Parents,” Developmental Psychology 44 (2008): 117–26, 
doi: 10.1037/0012-1649.44.1.117; Charlotte J. Patterson and Jennifer L. Wainright, “Adolescents with 
Same-Sex Parents: Findings from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health,” in Adoption 
by Lesbians and Gay Men: A New Dimension in Family Diversity, ed. David M. Brodzinsky and Adam 
Pertman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 85–111; Jennifer L. Wainright and Charlotte J. 
Patterson, “Delinquency, Victimization, and Substance Use among Adolescents with Female Same-Sex 
Parents,” Journal of Family Psychology 20 (2006): 526–30, doi: 10.1037/0893-3200.20.3.526.


 49. Mark Regnerus, “How Different Are the Adult Children of Parents Who Have Same-Sex Relationships? 
Findings from the New Family Structures Study,” Social Science Research 41 (2012): 752–70, doi: 
10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.03.009.







Gary J. Gates


86 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


 50. Douglas W. Allen, Catherine Pakaluk, and Joseph Price, “Nontraditional Families and Childhood 
Progress Through School: A Comment on Rosenfeld,” Demography 50: 955–61 (2013), doi: 10.1007/
s13524-012-0169-x.


 51. Douglas Allen, “High School Graduation Rates among Children of Same-Sex Households,” Review of 
Economics of the Household 11: 635–58 (2013), doi: 10.1007/s11150-013-9220-y.


 52. Paula Fomby and Andrew Cherlin, “Family Instability and Child Well-Being,” American Sociological 
Review 72: 181–204 (2007), doi: 10.1177/000312240707200203; Cynthia Osborne and Sara McLanahan, 
“Partnership Instability and Child Well-Being,” Journal of Marriage and Family 69: 1065–83, (2007), 
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2007.00431.x.


 53. Gary J. Gates et al., “Letter to the Editors and Advisory Editors of Social Science Research,” 
Social Science Research 41 (2012), doi: 10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.08.008: 1350–51; American 
Sociological Association, “Brief”; Andrew J. Perrin, Philip N. Cohen, and Neal Caren, “Are 
Children of Parents Who Had Same-Sex Relationships Disadvantaged? A Scientific Evaluation of 
the No-Differences Hypothesis,” Journal of Gay & Lesbian Mental Health 17: 327–36 (2013), doi: 
10.1080/19359705.2013.772553.


 54. Simon Cheng and Brian Powell, “Measurement, Methods, and Divergent Patterns: Reassessing 
the Effects of Same-Sex Parents,” Social Science Research 52 (2015): 615–26, doi: 10.1016/j.
ssresearch.2015.04.005


 55. Bernard A. Friedman, “Findings of Fact and Conclusions of Law,” Deboer v. Snyder, United States 
District Court, Eastern District of Michigan, Southern Division, 12-CV-10285, 2014, https://www.mied.
uscourts.gov/PDFFIles/12-10285DeBoerFindings.pdf.


 56. Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage: Why Married People Are Happier, 
Healthier, and Better Off Financially (New York: Broadway Books, 2001).


 57. Pew Research Center, Survey of LGBT Americans; Pew Research Center, The Decline of Marriage and 
Rise of New Families (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2010), http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/
files/2010/11/pew-social-trends-2010-families.pdf.


 58. Gates, LGB Families.


 59. Christopher Carpenter and Gary J. Gates, “Gay and Lesbian Partnership: Evidence from California,” 
Demography 45 (2008): 573–90, doi: 10.1353/dem.0.0014.


 60. Pew Research Center, Survey of LGBT Americans.


 61. Black et al., “Demographics.”


 62. Pew Research Center, Survey of LGBT Americans.


 63. Ibid.


 64. Jon Corvino and Maggie Gallagher, Debating Same-Sex Marriage (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2012).


 65. Andrew J. Cherlin, “Demographic Trends in the United States: A Review of Research in the 2000s,” 
Journal of Marriage and Family 72 (2010): 403–19, 10.1111/j.1741-3737.2010.00710.x.


 66. Stanley Kurtz, “The End of Marriage in Scandinavia: The ‘Conservative Case’ for Same-Sex Marriage 
Collapses,” The Weekly Standard, February 2, 2004, http://www.weeklystandard.com/Content/Public/
Articles/000/000/003/660zypwj.asp.


 67. Jonathan Rauch, Gay Marriage: Why It Is Good for Gays, Good for Straights, and Good for America, 
(New York: Times Books, 2004).







Marriage and Family: LGBT Individuals and Same-Sex Couples


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  87


 68. M. V. Lee Badgett, “Will Providing Marriage Rights to Same-Sex Couples Undermine Heterosexual 
Marriage?” Sexuality Research and Social Policy 1 (2004): 1–10, doi: 10.1525/srsp.2004.1.3.1.


 69. Laura Langbein and Mark L. Yost, “Same-Sex Marriage and Negative Externalities,” Social Science 
Quarterly 90 (2009): 292–308, 10.1111/j.1540-6237.2009.00618.x.


 70. Mircea Trandafir, “The Effect of Same-Sex Marriage Laws on Different-Sex Marriage: Evidence From 
the Netherlands,” Demography 51 (2013): 317–40, doi: 10.1007/s13524-013-0248-7.


 71. Abbie E. Goldberg, Nanette K. Gartrell, and Gary J. Gates, Research Report on LGB-Parent Families 
(Los Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2014), http://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/
wp-content/uploads/lgb-parent-families-july-2014.pdf.


 72. Author’s analyses of the General Social Survey. Respondents were asked whether they agreed or 
disagreed with the statement that having a mother working does not harm children. The figures 
reported represent the portion who disagreed with that statement.


 73. Suzanne M. Bianchi et al., “Housework: Who Did, Does, or Will Do It, and How Much Does It 
Matter?” Social Forces 91 (2012): 55–63, doi: 10.1093/sf/sos120.


 74. Abbie E. Goldberg. “‘Doing’ and ‘Undoing’ Gender: The Meaning and Division of Housework in Same-
Sex Couples,” Journal of Family Theory & Review 5 (2013): 85–104, doi: 10.1111/jftr.12009.


 75. Goldberg, Gartrell, and Gates, Research Report.


 76. Jaime M. Grant et al., Injustice at Every Turn: A Report of the National Transgender Discrimination 
Survey (Washington, DC: National Center for Transgender Equality and National Gay and Lesbian 
Task Force, 2011), http://www.thetaskforce.org/static_html/downloads/reports/reports/ntds_full.pdf.


 77. Rebecca L. Stotzer, Jody L. Herman, and Amira Hasenbush, Transgender Parenting: A Review 
of Existing Research (Los Angeles, CA: Williams Institute, UCLA School of Law, 2014), http://
williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/research/parenting/transgender-parenting-oct-2014/.


 78. Gates et al., “Letter”; Byron Johnson et al. “Letter to the Editor,” Social Science Research 41 (2012): 
1352–53, doi:10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.08.009.


 79. Human Rights Campaign, “Judge Overturns Order to Disclose Documents Detailing Publication 
of Regnerus’ Junk Science,” news release, April 17, 2014, http://www.hrc.org/press-releases/entry/
judge-overturns-order-to-disclose-documents-detailing-publication-of-regner.







Gary J. Gates


88 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN







The Growing Racial and Ethnic Divide in U.S. Marriage Patterns


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  89


The Growing Racial and Ethnic Divide 
in U.S. Marriage Patterns


R. Kelly Raley, Megan M. Sweeney, and Danielle Wondra


Summary
The United States shows striking racial and ethnic differences in marriage patterns. 
Compared to both white and Hispanic women, black women marry later in life, are less 
likely to marry at all, and have higher rates of marital instability.


Kelly Raley, Megan Sweeney, and Danielle Wondra begin by reviewing common 
explanations for these differences, which first gained momentum in the 1960s (though 
patterns of marital instability diverged earlier than patterns of marriage formation). 
Structural factors—for example, declining employment prospects and rising incarceration 
rates for unskilled black men—clearly play a role, the authors write, but such factors don’t 
fully explain the divergence in marriage patterns. In particular, they don’t tell us why we see 
racial and ethnic differences in marriage across all levels of education, and not just among 
the unskilled.


Raley, Sweeney and, Wondra argue that the racial gap in marriage that emerged in 
the 1960s, and has grown since, is due partly to broad changes in ideas about family 
arrangements that have made marriage optional. As the imperative to marry has 
fallen, alongside other changes in the economy that have increased women’s economic 
contributions to the household, socioeconomic standing has become increasingly important 
for marriage. Race continues to be associated with economic disadvantage, and thus as 
economic factors have become more relevant to marriage and marital stability, the racial 
gap in marriage has grown.
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Today’s racial and ethnic 
differences in children’s family 
experiences are striking. In 
2014, 70 percent of non-
Hispanic white children (ages 


0–18) and roughly 59 percent of Hispanic 
children were living with both of their 
biological parents. The same was true for 
only a little more than one-third of black 
children.1 Although many children raised in 
single-parent households thrive and prosper, 
at the population level, single-parent 
families are associated with poorer outcomes 
for children, such as low educational 
attainment and teen childbearing.2 Some 
social scientists argue that single-parent 
families may harm children’s development 
directly, by reducing fathers’ and mothers’ 
ability to invest in their children. Others 
suggest that common factors, such as 
economic distress, contribute both to family 
instability and to developmental problems 
in children.3 That is, in this view, family 
structure itself is not the source of children’s 
disadvantages. Regardless, even if many 
single-parent families function well and 
produce healthy children, population-level 
differences in family stability are associated 
with distress for both parents and children. 


To explain racial and ethnic variation 
in children’s families, we must better 
understand the differences in marriage 
patterns across groups. We begin by 
describing racial and ethnic differences 
in marriage formation and stability, then 
review common explanations for these 
differences. We also discuss how these gaps 
have evolved over time and how they relate 
to social class. To date, many explanations 
have focused on the poor and working class, 
even though racial and ethnic differences 
in family formation exist across the class 
spectrum. We argue that the racial gap in 
marriage that emerged in the 1960s, and 


has grown since, is due partly to broad 
changes in ideas about family arrangements 
that have made marriage optional (but 
still desirable). As the imperative to marry 
has fallen, alongside other changes in the 
economy that have increased women’s 
economic contributions to the household, 
socioeconomic standing has become 
increasingly important for marriage. Race 
continues to be associated with economic 
disadvantage, and thus as economic factors 
have become more relevant to marriage and 
marital stability, the racial gap in marriage 
has grown.


Although we primarily focus on black-white 
differences in marriage, we also consider 
contemporary family patterns for other 
racial and ethnic groups (Hispanics, Asians, 
and Native Americans). New waves of 
migration have added to the diversity of 
the United States, and blacks are no longer 
the largest minority group. Moreover, 
considering the family patterns of other 
minority groups, whether disadvantaged or 
comparatively well-off, can give us insight 
into the sources of black-white differences. 
Our ability to analyze historical marriage 
trends among Hispanics, however, is limited 
due to changing measurement strategies 
in federal data, shifts over time in the 
characteristics of migrant populations, 
and the fact that the marriage patterns of 
migrants differ from those of U.S.-born 
Hispanics.


Black-White Differences in 
Marriage and Marital Stability
Young adults in the United States are 
waiting longer to marry than at any other 
time in the past century. Women’s median 
age at first marriage currently stands at 
27, compared to a median marriage age 
of 24 as recently as 1990 and a low of just 
over 20 in 1955.4 Although social scientists 
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debate whether today’s young people will 
eventually marry in the same numbers 
as earlier generations, marriage remains 
commonplace. In 2013, more than eight 
women in ten in their early 40s were or had 
ever been married.5


Contemporary Differences
At the same time, racial and ethnic 
differences in marriage are striking. The 
median age at first marriage is roughly 
four years higher for black than for white 
women: 30 versus 26 years, respectively, in 
2010.6 At all ages, black Americans display 
lower marriage rates than do other racial 
and ethnic groups (see table 1, panel A). 
Consequently, a far lower proportion of 


black women have married at least once by 
age 40. Our tabulations of data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community 
Survey for 2008–12 show that nearly nine 
out of 10 white and Asian/Pacific Islander 
women had ever been married by their early 
40s, as had more than eight in 10 Hispanic 
women and more than three-quarters of 
American Indian/Native Alaskan women. 
Yet fewer than two-thirds of black women 
reported having married at least once by the 
same age.


In addition to later age at first marriage 
and lower proportions ever marrying, black 
women also have relatively high rates of 
marital instability (see table 1, panel B). 


Table 1. Women’s Age-Specific Rates of First Marriage and Divorce by Race, Ethnicity, 
and Nativity


 Panel A. Marriage


15–19 8.7 5.0 8.5 20.3 16.7 13.1 32.6


20–24 58.9 23.0 41.4 53.5 59.1 50.4 81.3


25–29 115.6 43.0 133.7 76.6 81.0 75.9 89.2


30–34 130.6 47.6 152.5 74.9 87.4 83.0 92.1


35–39 123.0 44.6 129.1 70.5 80.4 72.7 86.8


40–44 111.6 39.4 100.5 51.8 77.9 72.6 82.2


 Panel B. Divorce


20–24 48.44 40.13 12.23 63.61 26.79 36.74 16.13


25–29 38.80 44.29 13.23 52.02 26.71 40.43 15.31


30–34 31.60 44.43 15.95 40.15 25.03 37.09 16.83


35–39 29.66 41.20 12.98 41.58 23.70 36.31 16.43


40–44 26.33 38.86 13.07 48.60 21.47 30.15 16.78


Source: Authors’ computations from the 2008–12 American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series. 
Note: Rates are calculated as the number of marriages per 1,000 unmarried women and number of divorces per 1,000 
married women.
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At nearly every age, divorce rates are higher 
for black than for white women, and they 
are generally lowest among Asian and 
foreign-born Hispanic women.7 Recent 
demographic projections suggest that these 
racial and ethnic gaps in marriage and 
marital dissolution will continue growing.8 


Thus far we’ve relied primarily on data from 
the U.S. Census and other similar sources 
(for example, the American Community 
Survey). These sources offer historical 
continuity and large sample sizes, but they 
generally offer only limited information 
about women’s marital histories and 
background characteristics. Moreover, they 
almost certainly underestimate the size of 
racial gaps in marital instability, as black 
women tend to transition more slowly than 
white women do from separation to legal 
divorce.9 For our final look at contemporary 
marriage patterns, we now turn to a smaller 
data set, the National Survey of Family 
Growth, to get a better sense of how 


women’s accumulated life experiences of 
marriage vary across race, ethnicity, and 
nativity. This data set contains retrospective 
histories on the formation and dissolution 
of cohabiting and marital relationships for a 
nationally representative sample of women 
aged 15–44. Table 2 displays these results.


Consistent with other sources, we again 
see lower levels of marriage among black 
women than among white or Hispanic 
women. Among those who do marry, black 
women experience more marital instability 
than do white or Hispanic women. About 
60 percent of white women who have ever 
married are still married in their early 40s, 
compared to 55 percent of Hispanic women 
but only 45 percent of black women. After 
accounting for women who have never 
married at all, then, roughly half of white 
and Hispanic women in their early 40s are 
stably married, compared to less than a third 
of black women the same age. The nature of 
instability also varies by race: Among women 


Table 2. Women’s Marital Life Profiles at Ages 40–44: Percentage with Life Histories of 
No Marriage, Stable Marriage, or Unstable Marriage


White, non- 
Hispanic                    7               54            38            16             23                   41                 41            59


Black, non- 
Hispanic 34 29 35 21 15 53 58 42


Hispanic,  
total 14 48 39 18 21 45 46 54


Hispanic,  
foreign born 11 48 41 19 21 46 48 52


Hispanic,  
U.S. born 21 46 34 15 19 42 43 57


Source: Author’s calculations from 2006–10 National Survey of Family Growth.
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who’ve experienced any marriage that ended 
(in table 2, our “unstable marriage” group), 
black women are more likely to have been 
married only once (58 percent, versus 42 
percent who have been married two or 
more times), whereas white women are 
more likely to have married multiple times 
(59 percent, versus 41 percent who married 
only once.) 


Historical Trends
Although social scientists sometimes 
attribute racial differences in family patterns 
to long-run historical influences such as the 
legacy of slavery, marriage was common 
among black families in the early 20th 
century.10 Thus the racial divergence we 
see now in marriage formation is relatively 
recent. From 1890 through 1940, black 
women tended to marry earlier than white 
women did, and in the mid-20th century 
first marriage timing was similar for black 
and white women.11 In 1950, black women 


aged 40–44 were actually more likely to 
have ever married than were white women 
of the same age (figure 1). Racial differences 
in marriage remained modest as recently as 
1970, when 94.8 percent of white women 
and 92.2 percent of black women had ever 
been married.12


The likelihood of ever marrying by midlife 
(which we define as age 40–44) conveys 
important information about the nature of 
group differences in marriage, yet these 
figures reflect age-specific marriage rates 
that prevailed at earlier points in time. If we 
understand the historical timing of the racial 
divergence in marriage rates with greater 
precision, we may shed light on what caused 
the change and variability in family patterns. 
Sociologists Robert Mare and Christopher 
Winship report that during the 1960s, 
marriage rates began to decline much more 
rapidly for black women than for white 
women across all age groups.13 Thus looking 
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Figure 1. Percentage of U.S. Women Aged 40–44 Years Who Had Ever Married, by Year,  
Race, and Ethnicity
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Source: 1930–2000 U.S. Decennial Census and 2012 American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.
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at age-specific marriage rates suggests that 
the racial divergence in marriage patterns 
gained momentum about 10 years earlier 
than figure 1 suggests, after about 1960.


Although before the 1960s age at first 
marriage and the proportion of women 
ever married were similar among whites 
and blacks, blacks had higher rates of 
marital dissolution during this period. If we 
examine the percentage of ever-married 
white and black women who were currently 
married and living with their husbands at 
midlife, the historical story about trends in 
the racial marriage gap changes somewhat. 
Figure 2 displays these results. We now see 
large racial differences in the likelihood of 
being married even as early as 1930, when 
only 69 percent of ever-married black 
women in their early 40s were married and 
living with a spouse, compared with roughly 


88 percent of white women the same age. 
Some of this difference reflects higher 
rates of mortality among black men, but 
some is due to higher rates of separation. 
In the early 1900s, very small percentages 
of women, whether black or white, were 
officially divorced. Somewhat more were 
married but not living with their spouses, 
though the percentage was small by today’s 
standards. Still, the proportion was twice 
as high for black women as for whites.14 
Between 1940 and 1980, both white and 
black women experienced large increases in 
divorce, but the increase occurred sooner 
and more steeply for black women.15 By 
2012, roughly 73 percent of white women in 
their early 40s who had ever married were 
still married and living with their spouses, 
compared with just over half (52.7 percent) 
of black women the same age.16 
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Figure 2. Percentage of U.S. Women Who Are Currently Married, Spouse Present, by Year, 
Race, Ethnicity: Women Aged 40–44 Who Had Ever Married
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In short, we can learn much from taking a 
longer-run view of the black-white marriage 
gap. We see that the racial gap in marriage 
formation was minimal through about 1960, 
both in terms of marriage ages and rates, 
but that the higher rate of marital instability 
among black than among white women 
has deeper historical roots. Divorce rates 
increased earlier and more steeply among 
black than among white women. After about 
1970, we see marital instability continue to 
diverge between black and white women, 
but we also begin to see a new racial gap 
in the likelihood of ever marrying, driven 
by a decline in marriage formation among 
blacks. As we’ll see below, when we explore 
variation by social class, a similar pattern 
has appeared more recently among less-
educated whites. 


Explaining the Black-White 
Marriage Gap 
Social scientists can’t fully account for the 
racial and ethnic differences in marriage, 
even though these differences have been 
intensely debated for decades. Given the 
large differences between them, marriage 
patterns of white and black women have 
been of particular interest. Empirical 
research best supports explanations for 
the black-white marriage gap that involve 
labor market disparities and other structural 
disadvantages that black people face, 
especially black men. These explanations are 
rooted in classic demographic arguments 
about the affordability of marriage and 
about imbalances in the numbers of men 
and women available for marriage.17


In their highly influential 1987 book The 
Truly Disadvantaged, sociologists William 
Julius Wilson and Kathryn Neckerman 
hypothesized that black women’s low 
marriage rates in the 1970s and 1980s 
were due to a deficit of marriageable 


men.18 An enormous decline in unskilled 
manufacturing jobs during the 1970s and 
1980s hit black men particularly hard.19 
The black-white unemployment gap grew 
rapidly, and by 1985 unemployment rates 
for black men aged 25–54 were two times 
higher than for white men in the same 
age range. Among men aged 16–24 the 
racial disparity was even greater, with the 
unemployment rate for black men three 
times that of white men.20 Black men 
were also much more likely to die or be 
incarcerated, and this (combined with low 
rates of interracial marriage) depressed the 
number of men available for black women 
to marry. Unemployment rates for black 
men continue to be much higher than 
for white men, and black men’s rates of 
incarceration have increased dramatically 
since 1980, suggesting that these factors 
are still relevant today. Indeed, in the early 
2000s, more than one-third of young black 
men who hadn’t attended college were 
incarcerated, and nearly twice as many black 
men under age 40 had a prison record than 
a bachelor’s degree. Overall, black men are 
seven times more likely than white men to 
be incarcerated.21 


Yet men’s demographic availability, 
unemployment, and low earnings don’t 
completely explain black-white differences 
in marriage.22 Moreover, black marriage 
rates fell at the same time that racial 
discrimination was declining and black 
men’s wages were growing. Between 
1960 and 1980, employed blacks saw 
real increases in wages relative to whites, 
partly due to increases in their educational 
attainment and partly because returns to 
education also increased.23 During this time, 
the proportion of blacks who were in the 
middle class (defined as between 200 and 
499 percent of the federal poverty line) 
increased substantially.24
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Not all black men were reaping the 
benefits of increasing opportunity that 
came via civil rights legislation. As we’ve 
seen, black unemployment rates were 
growing, and the racial disparities are even 
greater if we account for the high rates of 
incarceration among less-educated black 
men.25 Still, the proportion of blacks who 
are poor is lower today than in 1960, and 
blacks’ median household income, after 
adjusting for inflation, is higher.26 Black 
marriage rates began to fall even while the 
black middle class was growing, and they 
continued falling after 1980 even as black 
men’s unemployment rates and real wages 
improved (although not relative to white 
men’s). We’ll return to this problematic 
mismatch between historical trends in 
marriage and labor force patterns toward 
the end of this article. 


Other explanations for the black-white 
marriage gap focus on additional constraints 
on the availability of partners for black 
women. For example, women tend to marry 
partners who have accumulated at least 
as much schooling as they have.27 Among 
both blacks and whites in the United States 
today, young women tend to be more 
educated than young men.28 This constrains 
the pools of desirable partners for marriage. 
But the education gap between men and 
women is larger for blacks, making this 
constraint particularly important for black 
women. Moreover, rates of intermarriage 
among blacks differ substantially by 
gender.29 Black men are more than twice as 
likely as black women to marry someone of 
a different race.30 This, too, constrains the 
pool of potential partners for black women.31 


Finally, some explanations emphasize racial 
differences in the ratio of men’s to women’s 
wages, as opposed to men’s earnings alone. 
A specialization model of marriage suggests 


that the gains to marriage are greatest when 
men’s wages are high relative to women’s, 
so that men can specialize by working in 
the labor market while women work in 
the home.32 The ratio of men’s to women’s 
wages is much smaller among blacks than 
whites. Thus the specialization model 
suggests that marriage rates should be 
lower for blacks. Although family scholars 
are quick to point out that black marriages 
have historically been less characterized 
by specialization, considerable evidence 
suggests that the expectation that men will 
provide for their families economically 
is strong across groups.33 Yet the ratio of 
men’s to women’s wages can’t explain lower 
marriage rates among blacks. Declines in 
black women’s marriage rates between 
1968 and 1996 don’t track changes over 
time in women’s wages relative to men’s. 
Marriage rates fell, while the female-to-
male wage ratio remained similar across 
time.34 Moreover, other analyses show 
that both women’s and men’s earnings are 
positively associated with marriage and that 
the positive association between women’s 
earnings and marriage has been increasing 
over time, suggesting that the argument that 
gender specialization supports marriage may 
be outdated.35


Although differences in men’s (and 
women’s) employment, earnings, 
incarceration, and education contribute 
to the racial gap in marriage, they give 
an incomplete account. We’ve argued 
elsewhere that taking a broader view of 
marriage and how it relates to other social 
institutions may uncover additional sources 
of black-white differences in marriage.36 
The United States has become increasingly 
stratified by class, in terms of earnings, 
wealth, and occupational and residential 
segregation. Consequently, the sources of 
racial inequality likely vary by social class.37
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Social Class and the Racial Gap 
in Marriage
If rising unemployment and incarceration 
among black men fully explained the racial 
gap in marriage, we would expect racial 
differences in marriage among people with 
the same level of education to be small; 
we would also expect such differences 
to be concentrated among economically 
disadvantaged blacks. After all, black men 
without any college education were affected 


most by both trends.38 Yet, although the 
racial marriage gap is largest among those 
who didn’t go to college, we see a gap at all 
levels of the educational distribution. For 
example, among college-graduate women in 
2012, 71 percent of blacks had ever married, 
compared to 88 percent of whites (see table 
3). Moreover, while we see differences by 
education in the proportion of black women 
in their early 40s who have ever married, 
there are no clear educational differences 


Table 3. Percentage of Women and Men Ages 40-44 Who Had Ever Married,  
by Year, Race, and Education


 Women Men


 1980 1990 2000 2012 1980 1990 2000 2012


 White, Non-Hispanic


Total 95.8 93.4 90.9 87.9 93.9 91.4 86.3 81.6


<=12 years 96.7 95.1 92.4 87.1 94.0 91.4 85.6 77.6


13–15 years 96.0 94.5 91.6 88.9 94.6 92.4 86.6 82.6


16+ years 91.1 89.4 87.8 87.9 93.0 90.5 87.2 85.5


 Black, Non-Hispanic


Total 88.7 83.2 72.8 62.4 88.5 82.6 73.7 65.3


<=12 years 88.4 81.8 70.0 55.8 87.7 79.8 69.5 57.6


13–15 years 91.5 84.9 75.7 64.6 91.3 86.2 79.4 73.1


16+ years 86.9 85.0 77.1 70.9 90.4 86.4 82.9 76.5


 Hispanic, Total


Total 93.3 90.6 88.0 82.7 92.4 89.9 85.4 77.3


<=12 years 93.9 90.4 88.2 81.0 92.4 89.2 85.1 76.0


13–15 years 91.8 92.4 87.9 85.5 92.9 92.3 86.7 79.9


16+ years 87.1 87.8 87.2 85.8 92.2 89.2 85.5 80.8


 Hispanic, Foreign Born


Total 93.1 90.8 89.4 84.7 92.8 90.7 87.9 79.6


<=12 years 93.8 90.2 89.7 83.4 93.0 90.3 87.5 78.7


13–15 years 89.2 94.1 88.7 89.0 91.8 92.5 89.6 82.7


16+ years 90.7 90.6 88.0 88.0 92.0 90.8 88.8 83.0


 Hispanic, U.S. Born


Total 93.4 90.4 86.2 79.6 92.2 89.0 81.8 73.5


<=12 years 93.9 90.6 85.8 75.1 91.9 87.7 80.8 69.7


13–15 years 93.9 91.6 87.3 83.0 93.6 92.1 84.4 77.6


16+ years 82.8 85.6 86.5 84.0 92.4 88.0 82.1 79.0


Source: 1980–2000 U.S. Decennial Census and 2012 American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.
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among white women. We see a similar 
pattern in the proportion of men who have 
ever married, although data from 2012 show 
some evidence that white men with a high 
school degree or less are moving away from 
marriage. 


But, as we’ve argued, looking at the 
proportion of people who are married by 
midlife doesn’t capture the most recent 
changes in marriage patterns among younger 
women. To overcome this problem, we 
calculated age-specific marriage rates using 
data from the 2008–12 American Community 
Survey (see figures 3a and 3b). Here we see 
signs that white women with a high school 
degree or less are beginning to retreat from 
marriage. Starting in their early 20s, white 
women with a bachelor’s degree have higher 
marriage rates than white women with lower 
levels of education. In fact, marriage rates for 
college-educated white women in their late 
20s and early 30s are higher than those for 
white women with less education at any age. 
Their higher marriage rates persist through 
the peak marrying ages, until their mid-40s. 
This is a dramatic change from white women’s 
marriage patterns in the late 1970s, when 
peak age-specific marriage rates for less-
educated women were considerably higher 
than those ever observed among college-
educated women.39 In the near future, the 
proportion who have ever married at age 40 
may fall among white women with less than a 
college degree, both absolutely and relative to 
their better-educated counterparts.40 


We find further evidence that white women’s 
marriage patterns diverge by education 
when we consider marital stability, as 
table 4 shows. In 2012, the likelihood that 
ever-married white women were currently 
married in their early 40s was much lower 
among the least educated than among the 
most educated (65.5 percent versus 82.7 


percent, respectively). This reflects growing 
socioeconomic differences in divorce 
risk, which have also been documented 
elsewhere.41 This difference by education 
in the endurance of marriage among white 
women is relatively recent, but it has deeper 
historical roots among black women. Back 
in 1980, there was no clear relationship 
between educational level and the likelihood 
that ever-married white women would 
be currently married at midlife (see table 
4). The story is quite different for black 
women. Though table 4 again shows that 
stable marriage is lower overall among 
ever-married black women than among 
ever-married white women, within each 
educational group, marital instability 
increased earlier and more dramatically 
among black women with a high school 
degree or less. Even in 1980, ever-married 
black women with low levels of education 
were less likely than the relatively more 
educated to be married at midlife. 


To summarize, increases in divorce 
preceded declines in marriage, beginning 
first among the most disadvantaged blacks. 
Whites and blacks of all classes have 
experienced delays in marriage, but declines 
in the proportion who have ever married 
at age 40–44 also appeared first for blacks 
with low levels of education. By 1980, we 
began to see an educational divergence in 
family patterns for whites. First, the college-
educated saw declines in divorce, while 
those without college maintained high levels 
of divorce. More recently, whites with the 
lowest levels of education are beginning to 
experience delays in marriage relative to 
college-educated women, and an increasing 
proportion are likely to never marry.
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Figure 3a. Age-Specific First Marriage Rates, by Education: White Women


Figure 3b. Age-Specific First Marriage Rates, by Education: Black Women
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Explanations for the Black-White 
Marriage Gap by Education


Black-white differences in marriage appear 
at all levels of education, suggesting that 
something more than class status is at play. 
At the same time, we’ve seen that class 
status has become increasingly associated 
with marriage patterns. Among black 
women, and more recently among white 
women, lower levels of education have 
become associated with higher levels of 


divorce and declines in marriage. This 
increasing connection between education 
and the formation of stable families suggests 
that the structural forces that generate racial 
differences in marriage and marital stability 
might vary across different educational 
groups.42 


As we’ve said, classic arguments that link 
lower marriage rates among black women 
to a shortage of marriageable men tend to 
focus on differences in men’s employment 


Table 4. Percentage of Women and Men Ages 40-55 Who Are Currently Married 
(Spouse Present) among Those Ever Married, by Year, Race, and Education


 Women Men


 1980 1990 2000 2012  1980 1990 2000 2012


 White, Non-Hispanic


Total 83.9 78.3 77.4 73.5 88.4 82.6 79.2 76.8


<=12 years 84.1 78.3 74.5 65.5 88.1 79.7 73.9 68.2


13–15 years 82.5 76.1 76.0 69.9 88.0 80.9 79.6 76.2


16+ years 84.5 81.1 83.4 82.7 89.4 86.9 87.8 86.4


 Black, Non-Hispanic


Total 55.6 51.5 52.6 52.7 72.9 64.2 61.4 60.5


<=12 years 54.5 49.3 49.5 45.6 71.5 60.9 55.9 53.6


13–15 years 56.6 50.5 53.1 52.3 75.0 65.3 65.8 61.4


16+ years 65.7 60.9 60.9 62.8 80.9 73.4 74.9 74.5


 Hispanic, Total


Total 75.8 68.8 71.2 68.9 83.0 75.8 72.8 73.1


<=12 years 75.4 69.1 71.1 68.6 82.2 74.6 71.3 71.6


13–15 years 77.3 68.1 68.1 64.6 83.4 77.1 74.1 73.8


16+ years 78.3 68.1 76.1 75.6 88.5 79.3 80.1 79.8


 Hispanic, Foreign Born


Total 79.2 72.5 74.7 71.8 83.0 75.1 75.0 75.6


<=12 years 78.7 72.7 75.0 72.3 81.2 73.7 74.1 75.1


13–15 years 83.4 71.3 70.7 66.5 88.5 77.1 77.7 75.5


16+ years 79.6 72.4 77.3 75.5 88.6 81.1 79.7 79.2


 Hispanic, U.S. Born


Total 73.1 65.4 66.8 64.1 83.0 76.6 69.2 68.7


<=12 years 73.0 65.1 64.8 58.3 82.9 75.9 66.0 62.3


13–15 years 72.5 66.4 66.3 63.2 80.4 77.2 71.2 72.3


16+ years 76.6 64.4 75.2 75.7  88.4 77.9 80.5 80.3


Source: 1980–2000 U.S. Decennial Census and 2012 American Community Survey, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.
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prospects and incarceration. Because 
unemployment and incarceration are highest 
among black men who are disadvantaged to 
begin with, we would expect these factors 
to suppress marriage rates most strongly 
among poor and working-class black women.


A shortage of marriageable men may be 
part of the explanation for low marriage 
rates among better-educated black women, 
but it’s harder to see how the ratio of men 
to women can explain low marriage rates 
among better-educated black men. Some 
scholars argue that the scarcity of better-off 
black men relative to black women, which 
is compounded by black men’s relatively 
lower levels of education and higher rates 
of interracial marriage, may increase black 
men’s bargaining power and make marriage 
less attractive to them as an option in 
early adulthood.43 This argument assumes, 
however, that men would rather have 
informal relationships with women than 
marry, despite having access to a larger pool 
of women eligible for marriage. Because 
nearly all studies linking the gender ratio 
to marriage have focused on what predicts 
marriage among women, we don’t have good 
evidence on this point. A true test of this 
argument would analyze men’s marriage.


Another possibility is that both middle-class 
black men and middle-class black women 
have more trouble finding spouses because 
their social worlds consist mostly of people 
who are not likely to connect them to 
potential mates. Marriages between black 
people and people of other races continue to 
be rare.44 More broadly, our social networks 
tend to be homophilous; that is, they 
include only people of our own race.45 Even 
friendships that cross racial boundaries tend 
to be less close and involve fewer shared 
activities.46 Although the social networks 
that form around work may provide some 


access to potential mates, this is likely 
to be less true for blacks who work in 
mostly white environments.47 For example, 
research shows that black adolescent girls 
who go to schools where the student body is 
mostly white are less likely than white girls 
to be involved in romantic relationships.48 


Finally, many studies have documented 
important racial differences in the economic 
returns to schooling. As young adults, black 
men have more trouble transitioning into 
stable full-time employment than white men 
do, and this racial difference is particularly 
pronounced among men with lower levels of 
education. In early adulthood, even college-
educated black men earn less than white 
men, however.49 These differences in career 
entry alone help explain why black men 
are slower to marry than white men. But a 
difficult transition to stable employment is 
an even greater barrier to marriage for black 
men than it is for white men. 


Blacks’ greater sensitivity to labor force 
transitions might be explained at least partly 
by the fact that black families accumulate 
less wealth than white families do. For 
example, home ownership is less likely to 
lead to wealth among blacks than among 
whites, because of high levels of residential 
segregation and a general reluctance among 
whites to live near blacks.50 Thus young 
black couples are less likely to have a nest 
egg to fall back on if they lose their jobs. 
They are also less likely to be able to rely 
on their parents for support during rough 
times. Research shows that differences in 
wealth can account for some of the racial 
gap in marriage, especially among men.51 


In sum, differences in employment, 
earnings, and wealth might account for a 
sizeable portion of the contemporary racial 
gap in marriage. Additionally, persistent 
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patterns of racial stratification, such as 
high rates of residential segregation (which 
affects the accumulation of wealth, as well 
as school quality and young men’s risk of 
incarceration), combine with economic 
disadvantage to depress black marriage rates 
today. Yet we still don’t know why black 
marriage began to fall in the middle of the 
20th century and why it continued to do so 
through good economic times and bad. 


Another puzzle is that Hispanic marriage 
patterns more closely resemble those of 
whites than those of blacks, despite the fact 
that Hispanic and black Americans face 
similar levels of economic disadvantage.52 
A common explanation is that a large 
proportion of the Hispanic population in 
the United States consists of first or second 
generation immigrants who come from 
collectivist countries where the imperative 
to marry remains strong.53 Yet studies that 
have tried to link race- or ethnic-specific 
attitudes and beliefs to variation in marriage 
patterns have generally not found clear 
supporting evidence. Compared to whites, 
black women and (especially) men are less 
likely to say they want to marry, but so are 
Hispanic women.54 Moreover, differences in 
attitudes about marriage can’t explain lower 
rates of marriage among blacks.55 Even if the 
attitudes that immigrants bring from other 
countries buoy Hispanic marriage rates, 
over time and across generations Hispanic 
women in the United States experience 
lower levels of marriage and higher rates 
of unmarried childbearing. In the third 
generation and beyond, Hispanic women’s 
family patterns increasingly resemble 
those of black Americans. Exposure to 
economic disadvantage in the United 
States, then, combined with the widespread 
individualistic ethos here, eventually trumps 
whatever pro-marriage disposition Hispanics 
might have had.56  


The Growing Importance of 
Economic Status for Marriage
To understand the dramatic declines in 
marriage among blacks, we must consider 
broad changes in the labor force as well 
as changing ideas about gender and 
family relationships. These changes made 
employment and earnings, especially those 
of women, more important for forming 
stable families. Changing ideas about 
family affected both whites and blacks, 
but they affected black families earlier 
and more strongly because blacks were 
and continue to be more economically 
vulnerable. Since 1980, as economic 
restructuring has eroded opportunities for 
less-educated whites, they too are seeing 
dramatic changes in family life. 


Over the past century, families in the United 
States and most of Europe have undergone 
sweeping changes across all social and 
demographic groups. The age at marriage 
rose, nonmarital cohabitation became 
common, and divorce rates skyrocketed. 
Some demographers refer to these broad 
changes in family life as the Second 
Demographic Transition. (The original 
Demographic Transition was the shift from 
high birth and death rates to low birth and 
death rates experienced first by Western 
Europe and eventually by all countries). 
Because these changes have occurred in 
both good economic times and bad, and 
have affected all socioeconomic groups, 
many believe that changing ideas about the 
family have helped drive them.57 


For example, during the 1960s and 1970s 
divorce and premarital sex both became 
more widely accepted.58 Changes in 
attitudes toward divorce appear to have 
followed rises in divorce, suggesting 
something other than growing acceptance 
was responsible for the rise in divorce 







The Growing Racial and Ethnic Divide in U.S. Marriage Patterns


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  103


that started around the beginning of the 
20th century.59 Nonetheless, rising divorce 
rates combined with growing acceptance 
of premarital sex might have encouraged 
people to delay marriage and cohabit 
outside of marriage.60 Altogether, this 
reinforced the notion that decisions to 
marry or divorce are a private concern, not 
something subject to social sanction.


Shifts in the labor force likely also 
contributed to the Second Demographic 
Transition’s changes in family life. The 
service-based economy’s growth since 
1950 has enhanced the incentives to get an 
education for both men and women, but 
especially for women.61 Because marriage in 
early adulthood would interfere with college 
and starting a career, men and women have 
been delaying marriage for the past 50 
years.62 Nonetheless, until recently, most 
women have continued to marry eventually.


Since 1980, marriage and divorce patterns 
have become increasingly stratified by 
class. For example, in the late 1970s, the 
percentage of marriages that dissolved 
within 10 years was not that different among 
women with a college degree (29 percent) 
than among women with just a high school 
diploma (35 percent), a difference of only 6 
percentage points. For marriages beginning 
in the early 1990s, this gap had grown to 
over 20 percentage points.63 As we’ve noted, 
differences in marriage are also beginning 
to emerge by social class. Historically, 
college-educated women were less likely to 
marry.64 But beginning with people born in 
1955–64, college-educated women became 
more likely than other women to ever 
marry.65 Recent projections suggest that the 
educational gap in marriage will continue 
to widen over time.66 Other evidence has 
shown that higher-earning women are also 
increasingly more likely to marry.67


Young adults who don’t earn a college 
degree face diminishing prospects in today’s 
information economy. Wage disparities by 
education have grown substantially since 
1980, mostly due to the growing demand 
for college-educated workers.68 Compared 
to their more highly educated counterparts, 
people without a college degree are less 
likely to achieve the economic security they 
feel they need for marriage, and those who 
do marry are more likely to divorce. 


In sum, in the early part of the 20th century, 
urbanization and other shifts in the economy 
occurred alongside gradual but modest 
increases in divorce, especially among 
blacks. In the years immediately following 
World War II, unanticipated economic 
prosperity boosted marriage rates, but only 
temporarily. Broader cultural trends that 
emphasized individual choice and gender 
equality contributed to a growing divorce 
rate. Divorce among blacks had begun 
to rise earlier, and the postwar marriage 
boom didn’t last as long for blacks as it did 
for whites. By the 1960s, the proportion 
of blacks who ever married had started to 
decline. Divorce among whites began rising 
later, but divorce rates for both whites and 
blacks accelerated substantially in the 1970s. 
Starting in 1980, as the gap between the 
wages of more- and less-educated people 
started to widen, the educational gradient 
in divorce began to grow as well. Today, 
divorce rates are substantially higher for 
the less-educated than for those with a 
college degree. Most recently, it looks as 
if the proportion of less-educated white 
women who ever marry has begun to fall. 
Although college-educated women delay 
marriage, most will eventually get and 
stay married. This divide between more- 
and less-educated white women helps us 
understand black-white differences, because 
it makes clear that over time, marriage has 
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become increasingly linked to employment 
and earnings, especially for women. Even 
though blacks’ economic opportunities 
have improved in some respects, they still 
aren’t nearly equivalent to those of whites.69 
Thus black-white differences in marriage 
have grown so much since 1960 because 
economic factors have become increasingly 
important for marriage formation and 
stability, and blacks continue to face 
economic disadvantage.


Inequality and the Continuing 
Significance of Race
A number of points emerge from our 
discussion. First, racial differences in U.S. 
marriage patterns remain large. On average, 
black women are less likely to marry and 
to remain married than are white women. 
Second, although racial gaps in marriage 
persist across the educational distribution, 
they tend to be largest among people with 
the least education. Moreover, for both 
black and white women, marriage appears 
to have begun to fall first among those with 
no more than a high school degree. Third, 
for both black and white women, marital 
instability rose before marriage formation 
fell. Finally, for both groups, educational 
gradients in marital instability emerged 
before educational gradients in marriage 
formation. These patterns have implications 
for change and variability in families that 
transcend racial differences in marriage.


No existing explanation alone can fully 
account for racial gaps in marriage patterns. 
But we are likely setting the bar too high 
if we expect any single theory to account 
for change and variability in processes 
as complex as marriage formation and 
dissolution. A broader lesson from studying 
racial differences in marriage is that if we 
seek to explain changing family patterns, 
we need to examine social class. Although 


no single explanation can account for all the 
racial gaps we see in marriage, individual 
theories offer useful (albeit partial) 
explanations for marriage gaps in specific 
socioeconomic strata. Most of the recent 
research on the racial marriage gap focuses 
on relatively disadvantaged populations and 
on women. Yet we could learn much about 
racial variability in marriage, and about 
family change more broadly, if we looked at 
marriage patterns among relatively well-off 
populations and among men. 


There may be meaningful linkages between 
broad trends in marriage formation and 
marital stability and the differences we see 
by race. When the imperative to marry was 
high, as it was through the mid-20th century 
in the United States, the vast majority 
of women married despite high levels of 
poverty. But as an individualistic ethos 
took hold, the dominant model of marriage 
shifted from institutional marriage based on 
gendered roles and economic cooperation 
to relatively fragile marriages based on 
companionship, and divorce rates began to 
climb.70 Rising divorce rates, in turn, have 
further increased the ideal of individual self-
sufficiency, encouraging delays in marriage 
and high levels of marital instability, as 
demographer Larry Bumpass argued in his 
1990 Presidential Address to the Population 
Association of America.71 As women and 
couples became increasingly aware of 
marriage’s fragility, investments in some 
marital relationships may have declined, 
lowering the likelihood that they would last. 
The growth in divorce may also have led 
some women and couples to be less willing 
to marry in the first place. Bumpass argued 
that no changes have altered family life 
more than the growth in marital instability.


Finally, people with less education appear 
to be leading the trends with respect to 
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marriage and marital stability, regardless 
of race. Again, there may be lessons here 
for thinking about family change more 
broadly. Generally, as marital stability and, 
eventually, marriage formation became 
more strongly linked to the transition 
into stable employment for both men and 
women, blacks’ economic disadvantage 
became a greater impediment to marriage. 
The legacy of legal discrimination, as 


well as continued racial bias in friendship 
networks, residential preferences, and 
mate preferences, all contribute to racial 
inequalities within education groups. Yet 
whites are not immune to structural forces. 
Growing inequality has contributed to 
high rates of divorce among less-educated 
whites for decades, and, more recently, 
has started to erode their marriage 
opportunities as well.
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Summary
Since the 1960s, the United States has witnessed a dramatic retreat from marriage, marked 
by divorce, cohabitation, single parenthood, and lower overall marriage rates. Marriage 
is now less likely to anchor adults’ lives or provide a stable framework for childrearing, 
especially among poor and working-class Americans.


Much research on the retreat from marriage has focused on its economic foundations. 
Bradford Wilcox, Nicholas Wolfinger, and Charles Stokes take a different tack, exploring 
cultural factors that may have contributed to the retreat from marriage and the growing class 
divide in marriage. These include growing individualism and the waning of a family-oriented 
ethos, the rise of a “capstone” model of marriage, and the decline of civil society.


These cultural and civic trends have been especially consequential for poorer American 
families. Yet if we take into account cultural factors like adolescent attitudes toward single 
parenthood and the structure of the family in which they grew up, the authors find, the 
class divide in nonmarital childbearing among U.S. young women is reduced by about 
one-fifth. For example, compared to their peers from less-educated homes, adolescent girls 
with college-educated parents are more likely to hold marriage-friendly attitudes and to be 
raised in an intact, married home, factors that reduce their risk of having a child outside of 
marriage.


Wilcox, Wolfinger, and Stokes conclude by outlining public policy changes and civic and 
cultural reforms that might strengthen family life and marriage across the country, especially 
among poor and working-class families.


www.futureofchildren.org


W. Bradford Wilcox is the director of the National Marriage Project and an associate professor in the Department of Sociology at the 
University of Virginia, a senior fellow at the Institute for Family Studies, and a visiting scholar at the American Enterprise Institute. 
Nicholas H. Wolfinger is a professor in the Department of Family and Consumer Studies and an adjunct professor of sociology at the 
University of Utah. Charles E. Stokes is an assistant professor in the Department of Sociology at Samford University.


Kathryn Edin of Johns Hopkins University reviewed and critiqued a draft of this article. The authors also thank Sara McLanahan, Isabel 
Sawhill, and David Ribar for their substantive and editorial feedback and suggestions.







W. Bradford Wilcox, Nicholas H. Wolfinger, and Charles E. Stokes


112 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


Over the past half century, the 
United States has witnessed 
a dramatic retreat from 
marriage. The increases 
we’ve seen in nonmarital 


childbearing, age at first marriage, divorce, 
single parenthood, and cohabitation mean 
that marriage is less likely to anchor both the 
adult life course and the lives of children. 
Perhaps most remarkably, only 5 percent of 
children were born out of wedlock in 1960. 
Today the figure is 40 percent. Marriage 
also plays a smaller role in guiding the 
exchange of sex, emotional intimacy, mutual 
aid, and financial support between adults. 
This retreat from marriage is noteworthy 
both because adults are less likely to thrive 
emotionally, physically, and economically 
outside of marriage, and because children 
who grow up outside of an intact, two-parent 
married family are more likely to suffer 
from psychological and social problems, 
and less likely to acquire the education 


and life experiences they need to realize 
the American dream of stable work and a 
comparatively high income.1


The retreat from marriage has not affected 
all Americans equally. People with less 
education and income have been hit 
especially hard, as figure 1 indicates.2 Today, 
68 percent of American women who didn’t 
graduate from high school have a child 
outside of wedlock by age 25, compared 
to 41 percent of women with a high school 
degree or some college but not a bachelor’s 
degree, and just 6 percent of women 
who are college graduates. This growing 
marriage divide in America has left adults 
and children in less-educated and lower-
income communities doubly disadvantaged: 
not only do they face life with fewer 
socioeconomic advantages, but they are less 
likely to enjoy the stability, social support, 
and economies of scale that marriage 
typically furnishes.3


Figure 1. Nonmarital Births by Age 25, by Women’s Education
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This article explores America’s retreat from 
marriage and the growing class divide in 
marriage that has accompanied it, focusing 
on its roots in culture, civic life, and social 
class (as measured by education). Many 
on the left argue that the retreat from 
marriage is primarily an economic problem, 
whereas many on the right argue that it is 
largely a policy problem. Both arguments 
generally overlook the role of cultural and 
civic factors that have proved especially 
consequential for less-educated Americans. 
On the cultural side, we’ve seen a rise 
in individualism and the fall of a family-
centered ethos; on the civic side, religious 
and secular engagement has declined. The 
growing class divide in American marriage is 
linked to these cultural and civic changes.


Explaining the Retreat from 
Marriage: Culture and Civil Society
Progressive scholars have emphasized 
economic explanations for the retreat 
from marriage, whereas conservative 
scholars have stressed shortfalls in public 
policy. In perhaps the most well-known 
account, sociologist William Julius Wilson 
argued that the shift to a post-industrial 
economy starting in the 1970s undercut the 
availability of good jobs for men, thereby 
making them less “marriageable.”4 In 
contrast, political scientist Charles Murray 
contends that the increased generosity 
of welfare benefits in the late 1960s and 
1970s played a key role by reducing the 
need for male breadwinners in lower-
income communities and thereby eroded 
the practical and normative importance of 
marriage.5


Studies find qualified support for both the 
liberal and the conservative position, though 
neither can fully account for either the 
overall retreat from marriage or the growing 
educational divide in marriage. Welfare 


benefits have been linked to higher rates of 
nonmarital childbearing and lower levels of 
marriage.6 But the evidence is mixed, and 
the explanatory power of welfare is modest 
at best.7 Likewise, economic restructuring—
deindustrialization, deunionization, the 
declining ratio of men’s to women’s income, 
and, consequently, men’s diminished 
marriageability—also appears to have 
played a role in the retreat from marriage, 
especially among African Americans and 
the less educated.8 Nevertheless, economic 
factors account for only a modest portion of 
the dramatic retreat from marriage.9 


The fact that neither public policy nor 
economics can fully explain the retreat 
from marriage suggests that we must 
incorporate cultural and civic factors into 
any serious consideration of family trends 
over the past half-century. In particular, 
shifts in attitudes, aspirations, and norms, 
coupled with declining participation in 
secular and religious civic institutions, 
have undercut the social pressure to marry, 
to have children within marriage, and 
to stay married. But let us be clear: By 
considering cultural and civic factors, we’re 
not advancing individualistic or “personal 
responsibility” explanations for the retreat 
from marriage. Culture and civil society 
are collectively produced, just as much as 
economics and public policy. Moreover, 
changing economic conditions have made 
some Americans particularly susceptible to 
cultural conditions that undercut marriage.10 


Since the late 1960s, five cultural trends 
have been particularly consequential for 
marriage and family life. First, the rise of 
“expressive individualism”—the idea that 
personal desires trump social obligations—
means that Americans feel less obligated 
to get and stay married, and have come to 
expect more fulfillment from marriage. In 
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turn, rising expectations for marriage have 
made Americans more hesitant to marry, 
quicker to divorce, and less likely to believe 
that marriage and parenthood must be 
bundled together.11 Second, the changes 
in mores and behavior associated with the 
sexual revolution diminished the connection 
between sex, marriage, and parenthood, 
thereby making marriage less necessary and 
nonmarital childbearing more acceptable 
and more common.12 Third, second-wave 
feminism, which arose concurrently with 
women’s rising labor force participation in 
the 1960s and 1970s, fostered a sense of 
independence among women and raised 
their expectations for equality and intimacy 
in marriage, all of which reduced the 
imperative to get and stay married.13 Fourth, 
an increasing number of children were 
reared in nonintact families.14 Many became 
pessimistic about their own prospects 
for a lasting marriage, so they remained 
unmarried.15 Together these developments 
made a family-centered ethos less central to 
American life.


All these developments helped fuel the 
fifth cultural trend: what sociologist 
Andrew Cherlin calls the transition from 
a “cornerstone” to a “capstone” model of 
marriage. Men and women became less 
likely to see marriage as a foundation for 
adulthood, as the exclusive venue for sexual 
intimacy and parenthood, and as a “union 
card for membership in the adult world.”16 
Instead, marriage became an opportunity for 
men and women to consecrate their arrival 
as successful adults, to signal that they were 
now confident they could achieve a fulfilling 
romantic relationship built on a secure, 
middle-class lifestyle. The advent of the 
capstone model of marriage means that more 
Americans see marriage as out of their reach, 
given the perceived economic and emotional 
requirements to get married nowadays.17 


Consequently, Americans are spending less 
of their lives within the bonds of matrimony.


The collective result of these cultural 
changes is that a less family-oriented, more 
individualistic approach to relationships, 
marriage, and family life has gained ground 
since the 1960s. For instance, young 
adults have become less likely to associate 
parenthood with marriage. In the late 
1970s, less than 40 percent of high school 
seniors thought that having a child outside 
of marriage was “experimenting with a 
worthwhile lifestyle” or “not affecting 
anyone else.” By the early 2000s, that 
figure stood at more than 55 percent.18 In 
sum, expressive individualism, the sexual 
revolution, feminism, the growing number 
of children reared in nonintact families, and 
the rise of the capstone model of marriage 
all coalesced to weaken the social and 
behavioral connections among sex, marriage, 
and parenthood. Consequently, stable 
marriage functions far less as an anchor and 
guide to adult life and to the bearing and 
rearing of children.


The retreat from marriage has been fueled 
by a parallel retreat in American civil 
society, especially with respect to religious 
participation. In Bowling Alone, political 
scientist Robert Putnam documented 
how many forms of secular and religious 
civic engagement, from membership in 
the Shriners to church attendance, have 
declined since the 1960s.19 Figure 2 shows 
the downward trend in regular religious 
attendance (attending several times a month 
or more). Civic institutions have traditionally 
supplied Americans with social solidarity, 
moral guidance, financial support, and 
family-friendly social networks, all of which 
reinforce the marriage norm and strengthen 
family life. In particular, religious 
attendance and belief have long upheld 
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the institutional power and stability of 
marriage.20 Still, adherence to conservative 
religious beliefs without attending church 
regularly is associated with worse family 
outcomes, whereas combining adherence 
with regular attendance is associated with 
better family outcomes.21 This may explain 
why single parenthood is high in Arkansas, 
with its many nominal Baptists, and low in 
Utah, with its many active Mormons.


As we’ve seen, accounts that stress either 
economic factors or public policy (or both) 
in explaining the retreat from marriage in 
America don’t tell the whole story. First, 
cultural shifts that gathered steam in the late 
1960s and the 1970s undercut a cornerstone 
model of marriage as the preeminent venue 
for sex, childbearing and childrearing, 
mutual aid, and economic support—all 
understood to be secured by an ethic of 
marital permanence. Second, participation 
has been declining in the secular and, 
especially, the religious institutions that long 
nurtured the social conditions conducive to 
strong marriages.


The Growing Class Divide in 
Marriage
The changing cultural and civic fabric of 
the United States likely accounts for a 
meaningful share of the nation’s retreat 
from marriage. What’s more, these cultural 
and civic changes also figure in the large and 
growing class divide in marriage.


To be sure, public policy and especially 
economic forces play a substantial role 
in the class-based schism in marriage. 
Most obviously, federal and state welfare 
policies make marriage less economically 
necessary. And since they target low-income 
Americans and often penalize marriage 
financially (that is, two people can often 
receive more total benefits if they remain 
unmarried than they would if they were 
married to one another), they are likely 
to have had a disproportionate impact 
on nonmarital childbearing and marriage 
among the less educated.22 As economists 
Adam Carasso and C. Eugene Steuerle 
note, “most households with children who 
earn low or moderate incomes (say, under 
$40,000) are significantly penalized for 
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getting married.”23 (See the article in this 
issue by Ron Haskins for further discussion 
of marriage penalties.) More importantly, 
real wages have fallen for men without 
college degrees and increased for women 
without college degrees; these developments 
have reduced the pool of marriageable men 
and at the same time made marriage less 
financially necessary for less-educated women 
in poor and working-class communities.24 
These policy and economic changes together 
have helped drive down marriage rates and 
increase nonmarital childbearing among less-
educated Americans.25


What’s more, all of these developments 
have been magnified by the cultural trends 
of the past four decades. As sociologists 
Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas argue, 
highly educated women have much greater 
financial and personal incentives to postpone 
motherhood than do poor and working-class 
women, for whom work provides fewer 
opportunities to pursue self-development 
and a substantial salary.26 For that reason, 
the sexual revolution’s decoupling of sex and 
marriage has proved more consequential 
for nonmarital childbearing among less-
educated Americans. College graduates, and 
those on the college track, have far greater 
incentives to use contraception consistently 
to avoid a nonmarital pregnancy than do 
their less-educated peers. By contrast, as 
Edin and Kefalas point out, adolescents and 
young adults who are not on a college or 
professional track are more likely to welcome 
the birth of a child before marriage because 
motherhood gives their life new meaning and 
purpose.27


Or take the rise of the capstone model of 
marriage. Edin and Kefalas note that the 
high economic and emotional expectations 
associated with modern marriage put it out 
of the reach of many working-class and poor 


couples, who are burdened by financial 
hardship and the stresses associated with low-
wage jobs.28 


Secularization may also be particularly 
consequential for working-class and poor 
Americans, insofar as religious institutions 
offer not just guidance but also financial and 
social support to their members, and they 
are one of the few venues where poor and 
working-class Americans, including lower-
income African Americans, have leadership 
opportunities.29 These opportunities can 
engender a sense of meaning and self-worth, 
as well as civic skills such as public speaking, 
budgeting, and planning, that benefit 
relationships and family life.


More broadly, the cultural and civic 
changes of the last half-century have 
deinstitutionalized marriage, leaving fewer 
norms, roles, and durable social practices to 
guide adults’ romantic relationships, entry 
into marriage, childbearing, and roles within 
marriage and family life more generally.30 The 
freedom, choices, and options associated with 
contemporary relationships and family life are 
more easily navigated by educated Americans, 
or adolescents who are on track to become 
college-educated. After all, they typically 
enjoy more problem-solving skills, more 
income, and habits of delayed gratification.31 
All of these make it easier for the college-
educated to navigate a social world where sex, 
relationships, childbearing, and family life no 
longer need occur in any consistent order, 
and where many of the available options, 
such as having children outside of marriage 
with one or more partners, make it harder 
for adults to realize their goal of a strong and 
stable marriage. That is, college-educated 
Americans are more likely to make prudent 
choices for their professional and family 
futures, and to have the financial and social 
resources to recover from imprudent choices.
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In contrast, less-educated Americans have 
more difficulty navigating relationships 
without clear norms, especially when they 
have ready access to options that may be 
appealing in the short term but that make 
it more difficult to realize prosperity and 
stable marriages in the long term. As 
legal scholar Amy Wax has observed, “the 
conventions and customs surrounding 
marriage [were] designed to bridge the 
gap between aspirations and the mundane 
steps necessary to achieve them.”32 Now, 
with fewer marriage-friendly conventions 
and institutionalized customs, less-educated 
Americans have more difficulty taking the 
steps, and avoiding the detours, that would 
allow them to realize their aspirations for 
marriage.33


More specifically, Americans without college 
degrees (and from homes where their 
parents don’t have college degrees) are less 
likely to avoid the behaviors and attitudes 
that make it hard to establish a strong and 
stable romantic relationship, and less likely 
to have the resources, social or economic, 
for the capstone model of marriage. These 
cultural and civic factors, and not just 
economic disadvantage per se, may help 
explain why less-educated Americans are 
now more likely to have children outside 
of marriage, less likely to marry, and more 
likely to see their relationships dissolve. 


As Edin and Kefalas have noted, it’s not 
just financial challenges that can threaten 
relationships. Behaviors that are inimical 
to good long-term relationships are also a 
problem: 


Lack of money is certainly a contributing 
cause [of relationship problems] . . . But 
rarely the only factor. It is usually the 
young father’s criminal behavior, spells 
of incarceration that so often follow, a 
pattern of intimate violence, his chronic 
infidelity, and an inability to leave drugs 
and alcohol alone that cause relationships 
to falter and die.34


Are these behaviors more common among 
less-educated Americans? Generally, 
yes. Marital infidelity, idleness, drug use, 
more accepting attitudes toward single 
parenthood, and lower levels of religious 
attendance, all of which can affect 
relationships, are more common among the 
less-educated, as table 1 indicates. These 
beliefs and behaviors may have made it 
more difficult for people from poor and 
working-class communities to forge strong 
and stable relationships by making it harder 
for men and women to trust one another, 
have confidence in a shared future, and 
move toward or maintain a strong marriage, 
as well as steer clear of a nonmarital birth.35 
Future research will have to determine 


Table 1. Adult Attitudes and Behaviors by Education for Men and Women Ages 18 – 60


  High school
 Less than grad/some College Sample
 high school college graduate size


Ever cheated on your spouse 22% 19% 15% 7,634


Attend church frequently 22% 26% 32% 14,559


Employed or enrolled in school 81% 87% 90% 14,523


Ever smoked crack or injected heroin 17% 9% 4% 11,367


Single moms do just fine 71% 65% 56% 2,336


Sources: General Social Survey 2000 –12; National Survey of Religion and Family Life.
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whether these cultural and civic differences 
among adults indeed help to account for 
class divides in marriage- and family-related 
behaviors. 


Among adolescents from less-educated 
homes, these experiences, aspirations, 
attitudes, and behaviors may elevate the 
risk that they go on to have a child outside 
of marriage, or not form strong marriages. 
Table 2 indicates that children from less-
educated homes are less likely to expect to 
get a college education. Less than half of 
teenagers whose mothers don’t have college 
degrees expect to attend college, compared 
to three-quarters from homes with college-
educated mothers. This orientation to 
education may reduce not only their odds 
of attending college but also of avoiding 
a nonmarital pregnancy. Teenagers with 
less-educated parents are also more likely 
to be sexually active and not to have used 
birth control in their last sexual encounter, 
both of which are risk factors for nonmarital 
childbearing.


Adolescents from homes with college-
educated mothers are also much more likely 
to come from an intact family, meaning that 


their biological parents are married to one 
another: almost 60 percent of teens in these 
homes hail from such a family, versus less 
than half from less-educated homes. Teens 
from homes with college-educated mothers 
are more likely to view marriage as an ideal 
and as a real possibility for themselves.36 
Indeed, table 2 shows that teens from 
less-educated homes are less likely to be 
embarrassed by a teen pregnancy and 
more inclined to be OK with being a single 
parent. Seventy-three percent of adolescents 
from homes with college-educated mothers 
say they would be embarrassed by a teen 
pregnancy, compared to about half of 
adolescents from less-educated homes. This 
orientation to parenthood and pregnancy 
has implications for childbearing and 
marriage.


And teenagers from less-educated families 
are less likely to be embedded in a religious 
community that could help them steer clear 
of a nonmarital pregnancy and propel them 
toward marriage as an adult.37 Table 2 shows 
that two-thirds of adolescents from homes 
with college-educated mothers regularly 
attend religious services (that is, several 
times a month or more), compared to about 


Table 2. Adolescent Attitudes and Behaviors by Mother’s Education


 Mother did  Mother is high Mother
 not finish  school grad and/or graduated from
 high school has some college four-year college


Definitely expects to attend college 32% 51% 76%


Didn’t use birth control at  
 most recent sex (if sexually active) 36% 31% 26%


Not sexually active 55% 59% 72%


Would be embarrassed if got pregnant 45% 58% 73%


OK with being a single parent 27% 22% 18%


Frequent religious attendance 50% 54% 67%


Biological parents married 41% 46% 59%


Median household income $30,000 $41,000 $50,000


Source: Add Health, 1994– 95.
Note: Sample size = 14,782.







One Nation, Divided: Culture, Civic Institutions, and the Marriage Divide


VOL. 25 / NO. 2 / FALL 2015  119


half of adolescents from less-educated 
homes.


Economist Isabel Sawhill has observed 
that “family formation is [one] new fault 
line in the American class structure.”38 
Accordingly, we explore the links between 
culture, civic engagement, and the class 
divide in nonmarital childbearing. Using the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
to Adult Health (Add Health), a nationally 
representative survey that has tracked 
thousands of Americans from adolescence 
in the mid-1990s through adulthood, we 
conducted a statistical analysis of nonmarital 
childbearing among 7,859 young women. 
We wanted to see what percentage of these 
women had a child out of wedlock by their 
late twenties or early thirties (measured in 
2009), and how this varies by their mothers’ 
education. Our analysis lets us test the 
idea that a distinctive set of family-related 
experiences, beliefs, and behaviors, along 
with beliefs and expectations related to 
education among teens, can help account 
for educational divides in nonmarital 
childbearing. We also explored the 
extent to which family income during the 
young women’s teenage years accounts 
for educational divides in nonmarital 
childbearing.


We found that 20 percent of women whose 
mothers were college graduates had given 
birth outside of marriage, compared to 
44 percent of women whose mothers were 
high school dropouts, and 37 percent of 
women whose mothers had a high school 
degree or some college but no bachelor’s 
degree, controlling for race, ethnicity, and 
the age of the respondent. (To statistically 
control means we held these three factors 
constant, to better determine the direct role 
education plays in determining nonmarital 
childbearing.) This means that young 


women with the least-educated mothers 
are more than twice as likely to have a 
nonmarital birth, and young women whose 
mother has a high school degree or some 
college, but no bachelor’s degree, are 
almost twice as likely to have a nonmarital 
birth, compared to young women who 
come from a home where their mother is 
college-educated.39 What happens when 
income is factored into the model? In our 
statistical analysis, educational differences 
in nonmarital childbearing decline by about 
15 percent after controlling for household 
income during adolescence. So growing up 
with fewer material resources seems to be 
one reason that young women from less-
educated homes are more likely to have a 
child out of wedlock.


What about cultural and civic factors? 
According to our statistical analysis, these 
factors—an adolescent’s family structure, 
orientation toward college, history of sexual 
activity and birth control use, attitudes 
toward teenage childbearing and single 
parenthood, and religiosity—reduce 
the differences in expected nonmarital 
childbearing between women with college-
educated mothers and those without by 
approximately one-fifth. 


This result suggests that cultural and civic 
differences between Americans from 
college-educated homes and those from 
less-educated homes may help explain the 
growing marriage divide in the nation. 
We’ve presented our own analysis of the 
Add Health data because so little data-
driven research has explored the possibility 
that cultural and civic factors can help 
explain the growing class divide in marriage 
in the United States. A fuller understanding 
of this trend will require more research, 
exploring a range of outcomes and using 
a variety of statistical techniques. And 
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we stress that we aren’t denying the role 
that structural factors play in explaining 
America’s marriage divide; indeed, we agree 
with William Julius Wilson that distinctive 
cultural and civic patterns found in working-
class and poor communities may arise 
from systematic disadvantage and social 
isolation.40 


Once such patterns are better established, 
they will help us better understand how 
relationships and family life among more 
disadvantaged Americans aren’t entirely 
the product of structural factors. Cultural 
and civic factors shouldn’t be ignored when 
trying to explain the marriage divide. Our 
results suggest that divergent experiences 
and orientations to education, family, and 
religion between the college educated and 
the less educated may deepen the class 
divide in marriage in America.


Policy, Cultural, and Civic 
Strategies for Stronger Families
America’s growing marriage divide, along 
with the retreat from marriage itself, poses 
three challenges:


• Growing family fragility undercuts the 
American dream. Children are much less 
likely to acquire the material resources 
or human capital they need to thrive, 
or to avoid the detours that can derail 
their chances of success, when they are 
raised outside of an intact family. Indeed, 
economist Raj Chetty and his colleagues 
found that when it comes to poor 
children’s chances for upward mobility 
across the United States, “the strongest 
and most robust predictor is the fraction 
of children with single parents” in their 
communities.41


• Growing family fragility is fueling 
inequality, measured in both social and 
economic terms. Studies suggest that 


between one-fifth and two-fifths of the 
growth in family income inequality in 
recent decades can be attributed to the 
fact that less-educated Americans are 
now much less likely to get and stay 
married—and to enjoy the economies of 
scale and male wage premiums associated 
with marriage—than their better-
educated peers.42


• Growing family fragility is reinforcing 
gender inequality among less-
educated Americans. High rates 
of single parenthood leave women 
with the burdens of childrearing and 
maintaining a home. They also seem to 
have a disproportionate impact on the 
educational and economic futures of boys 
from working-class and poor homes. As 
economists David Autor and Melanie 
Wasserman point out, “Even more 
concerning is that male children born 
into low-income, single-parent headed 
households—which, in the vast majority 
of cases are female-headed households—
appear to fare particularly poorly 
on numerous social and educational 
outcomes.”43


For these reasons, the nation should 
experiment with a range of public and 
private strategies to narrow the growing 
marriage divide. These strategies must be 
sensitive to the complex roots of this divide: 
that is, they must address the economic, 
policy, cultural, and civic factors that we’ve 
identified in this article. 


At the level of public policy, policies 
targeting the economic and educational 
welfare of lower-income adults, couples, 
and families are particularly important. 
To strengthen and stabilize the economic 
foundations of lower-income families and 
relationships, the federal government 
should expand the child tax credit (CTC) 
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from $1,000 to $3,000 (and extend it to 
payroll taxes). This would allow families to 
deduct up to $3,000 per child from their 
federal income tax, as well as the taxes 
they pay for Social Security and Medicare. 
Any money that families received from the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) would 
not count against this expanded child tax 
credit. Measures like increasing the CTC 
would strengthen the economic foundations 
of middle-income families as well. To 
reduce the possibility that an expanded 
CTC might encourage single-parenthood, 
we would not make it refundable for people 
beyond their payroll and income tax liability. 
That is, the expanded CTC would mean that 
families would pay lower taxes on income, 
but wouldn’t receive a CTC check from the 
federal government based on the number of 
children they have.


Public policy should also seek not to 
penalize marriage among lower-income 
families. Although the EITC can reward 
lower-income couples when one partner 
earns markedly more than his or her 
partner, most transfer policies end up 
penalizing marriage.44 Marriage penalties 
associated with Medicaid are particularly 
worrisome, given that many lower-income 
couples use Medicaid to pay for births and 
the health care of their young children.45 
And lower-income couples with similar 
incomes often stand to receive substantially 
less from the EITC if they marry.46 Indeed, 
one study indicates marriage penalties 
reduce the odds of marriage, especially 
among lower-income couples.47 Marriage 
penalties associated with tax and transfer 
policies targeting low-income families must 
be eliminated or at least minimized for the 
first five years of a couple’s married life, to 
reduce the disincentives to marriage that 
millions of lower-income couples and their 
families face, particularly in the first few 


years of their relationship when children 
often enter the picture. 


On the educational front, we need to 
pursue efforts to expand vocational 
and apprenticeship opportunities for 
less-educated adults, both to renew 
the economic foundations of working-
class families and to give young adults 
a renewed sense of dignity. Research 
suggests that at least one such approach, 
Career Academies, holds promise for 
improving both the economic and marital 
prospects of young men.48 Likewise, some 
relationship education programs—for 
example, the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative 
and Supporting Father Involvement—
have improved the quality and stability 
of low-income parents’ relationships, or 
the emotional welfare of children whose 
parents have participated in them.49 
However, other vocational and relationship 
programs have failed to show a positive 
impact on couples and their kids. Federal 
and state governments should continue to 
experiment with vocational, apprenticeship, 
and relationship education programs to 
see which ones are most likely to make a 
real difference in the lives of lower-income 
couples, families, and their children. (Daniel 
Schneider discusses vocational programs in 
depth elsewhere in this issue.)


The public policy ideas we’ve mentioned 
don’t directly address the cultural and civic 
challenges facing less-educated Americans. 
But insofar as they encourage work, make 
family life more affordable, or teach 
valuable relationship skills, they may create 
a context where marriage-friendly beliefs, 
behaviors, and civic institutions are more 
likely to flourish. Still, public policy is not 
the only answer to the family challenges 
confronting the United States. Given that a 
large share of public policies don’t achieve 
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their intended effect,50 these may not offer a 
great deal of hope for bridging the marriage 
divide. 


Hence the nation also needs new cultural 
and civic initiatives to strengthen family life. 
On the cultural front, a social marketing 
campaign and nonprofit initiatives to 
provide relationship education to couples 
seem particularly promising. Campaigns 
against smoking, drunken driving, and 
teenage pregnancy have shown both 
that culture matters in shaping behavior, 
and that coordinated efforts to change 
behavior can actually work.51 Take the 
National Campaign to Prevent Teenage and 
Unplanned Pregnancy. It has worked with 
state and local organizations, advertising 
agencies, Hollywood producers, and 
religious institutions in its successful efforts 
to change norms and behaviors related to 
teen pregnancy, which has fallen by more 
than 50 percent since the early 1990s.52 
A similar campaign organized around 
what Brookings Institution scholars Ron 
Haskins and Isabel Sawhill have called the 
“success sequence”—where young adults 
are encouraged to pursue education, work, 
marriage, and parenthood in that order—
could also play a valuable role in delaying 
parenthood, strengthening marriage, and 
stabilizing family life.53 If such a campaign 
received widespread support from a range of 
educational, media, pop cultural, business, 
and civic institutions, and partnered where 
necessary with federal, state, and local 
governments, it might meet with the same 
level of success as the nation’s campaign to 
prevent teen pregnancy. 


Promising local civic initiatives designed 
to strengthen family life already exist, 
such as First Things First in Chattanooga, 
Tennessee.54 This program, which works 
primarily with African American and 


non-Hispanic white families in southeastern 
Tennessee, provides education on marriage, 
fatherhood, and parenting, and sponsors a 
range of public events, such as Chattanooga’s 
Ultimate Date Night, to help couples forge 
strong and happy relationships. First Things 
First has not yet been thoroughly evaluated, 
but it seems to have been successful in 
targeting a primarily non-college-educated 
clientele. Programs like this need to be 
scrutinized and, if they prove to be effective, 
replicated across the country.


We also need religious efforts to strengthen 
family life among Americans from poor 
and working-class communities, whether 
at the congregational, regional, or national 
level. Such efforts should focus on helping 
men learn how to find employment, find 
a partner, and forge a strong marriage. 
Why men? The answer is simple: they are 
more at risk for engaging in behaviors like 
infidelity or criminal activity that put their 
relationships at risk.55


For this reason, churches and other religious 
groups should target men with messages 
and ministries that stress fidelity, emotional 
engagement in marriage and family life, 
and sacrificing for one’s family. Research 
suggests that fidelity, men’s emotional 
engagement, and generosity toward family 
life pay real dividends for men, their mates, 
and their children.56 Churches should also be 
smart about how they deliver these messages 
to men. For example, one black Baptist 
pastor in Seattle scheduled a men’s ministry 
in conjunction with Monday Night Football 
and delivered his message at halftime. The 
point is that such messages are most likely 
to be heard and internalized in contexts 
where men feel comfortable. Messages 
and ministries targeting men could also 
help churches close the large gender gap in 
religious participation. 
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good parts and the challenges of married 
life for both children and adults. This 
should include messages about forgiveness, 
fidelity, and mutual generosity, as well as 
the value of building a spiritual life together. 
The research is clear: pursuing these 
virtues fosters strong and stable families, 
especially when rooted in a shared faith.59 
Moreover, religious institutions must be 
adamant that domestic violence is not to be 
tolerated, and that afflicted couples should 
consider separating. Clergy also need to 
take chemical dependency seriously, with 
appropriate referrals to rehabilitation 
programs, support groups, and 12-step 
programs. Honesty is key in all of this: 
clergy and lay leaders need to be candid 
about the joys and struggles that they and 
other lay members have faced, both to be 
believable and to give succor to spouses 
and parents who are struggling in their 
marriages or other family relationships. 
Indeed, research suggests that couples 
are more likely to have hope for their 
relationship when they realize that other 
couples struggle with similar challenges.60


To be clear: We don’t believe that 
the cultural and civic initiatives we’ve 
mentioned will bridge the marriage divide 
in America on their own. Any successful 
effort to strengthen marriage and family life 
in the 21st century will require a range of 
public policy, cultural, and civic strategies. 
But given the importance of marriage and 
family life to the welfare of our children, the 
need for equal opportunity, and the value 
that ordinary Americans of all persuasions 
attach to a good marriage and family life, we 
can think of few worthier causes.


For more information about the Add Health 
survey, visit http://www.cpc.unc.edu/
projects/addhealth/data.


Given the challenges that less-educated men 
and women, especially African Americans, 
face in today’s job market, churches should 
establish employment ministries, either as 
congregations or on a regional or national 
basis. These ministries should provide tips 
about finding and keeping jobs, cultivate 
job skills (for example, basic computer 
experience, office etiquette or customer 
service know-how, and other valuable skills 
for the modern work force), and offer an 
emotional outlet for parishioners who are 
unemployed or underemployed. Considering 
the importance of employment (especially 
men’s) for the quality and stability of family 
life, such ministries could play a vital role in 
strengthening families in poor and working-
class communities.57


Given the complexity, confusion, and 
ambiguities associated with dating, marriage, 
and family life, we believe that churches, 
or local ecumenical groups, should address 
these topics early and often, but in a 
manner that is pastorally sensitive to the 
lived experience of the audience to whom 
messages are addressed. Clergy can’t ignore 
the large numbers of single parents and other 
unmarried adults in their congregations. 
The precise message will vary by religious 
tradition, race, ethnicity, region, and the 
family status of the audience, but two themes 
are worth highlighting. 


First, when it comes to dating and mating, 
churches should encourage adolescents and 
young adults to take things slowly and to save 
childbearing for marriage. Couples should 
be required to take a premarital preparation 
course before they marry in a church. Young 
adults who do these things are more likely to 
enjoy strong marriages.58


Second, churches and other ministries should 
do more to speak honestly about both the 
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Summary
The past four decades have seen a rapid decline in marriage rates and a rapid increase in 
nonmarital births. These changes have had at least three worrisome effects on children. 
Scholars disagree about the magnitude of these effects, but surveys and other research 
evidence appear to definitively establish that the nation has more poverty, more income 
inequality, and less salutary child development, especially as a result of the rise in nonmarital 
births and single-parent families. 


Ron Haskins examines whether and how government policies could do something to reverse 
these trends, or deal with their consequences if they can’t be reversed. He finds evidence 
that some policies could produce enough impacts to be worth pursuing further, at the very 
least by developing and testing pilot programs. 


First, writes Haskins, we might encourage marriage by reducing marriage penalties in 
means-tested benefits programs and expanding programs like the Earned Income Tax Credit 
to supplement the incomes of poorly educated men. Second, we have strong evidence that 
offering long-acting, reversible contraception and other forms of birth control to low-income 
women can reduce nonmarital births. Third, although the couples relationship programs 
piloted by the Bush administration in an effort to encourage marriage produced few positive 
results, there are some bright spots that could form the basis for designing and testing a new 
generation of such programs. Fourth, we could create more opportunities for disadvantaged 
young men to prepare for employment, and we could reduce their rates of incarceration. 
And, finally, we could do more to help single mothers raise their children, for example, by 
expanding child care subsidies.
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In 1976, Mary Jo Bane, who went 
on to become academic dean at 
Harvard’s John F. Kennedy School 
of Government, published Here 
to Stay: American Families in the 


Twentieth Century. The book, which was 
widely admired, argued that the heralded 
decline of marriage and the two-parent 
family was a wild exaggeration. I doubt that 
Bane or any other scholar would publish 
such an optimistic book today. What 
appeared in the 1970s to be a trickle of 
changes in family composition has become 
a flood. The two most consequential 
changes are the decline in marriage rates, 
especially among minorities and people with 
modest education and low income, and the 
rise of unmarried childbearing. Many of 
these changes and their consequences are 
detailed elsewhere in this issue of Future 
of Children, and I will review them only 


briefly here. My main purpose is to examine 
whether and how government policies 
could do something to reverse the trends 
in family dissolution, or deal with their 
consequences if they can’t be reversed. For 
this, we first need a clear understanding of 
the dimensions of the problem.


A Revolution in Children’s Living 
Arrangements
Figure 1 shows changes in family structure 
between 1970 and 2010 for women at 
age 35. The changes can be succinctly 
summarized: the proportion of women who 
were married and living with their children 
declined by about 35 percent, to about 
half; the proportion living in other family 
structures increased. The share of families 
consisting of single women with children 
grew by 120 percent over the period, to 
more than one in five. About half of these 
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single mothers had never been married, and 
about one-quarter had a live-in partner.1


These remarkable changes in family 
structure were produced by two related 
factors that also changed dramatically from 
1970 to 2010, namely, the rapid decline 
in marriage rates for most but not all 
demographic groups and, due in part to the 
decline in marriage rates, the rapid increase 
in nonmarital births. By 2013, the proportion 
of children living in two-parent families had 
fallen to 69 percent, a historic low, from 
about 85 percent in 1970.2 But this figure 
is somewhat misleading, because many 
children now living in a married-couple 
family were either born outside marriage 
or have experienced a divorce and the 
remarriage of one or both of their parents. 
In addition, some of the children now living 
with their married parents will experience 
their parents’ divorce before reaching 
age 18. The demographer Larry Bumpass 
estimates that about half of children will 
spend some time in a single-parent family 
before they turn 18.3


In the next section, I describe the evidence 
that, on average, children’s development 
suffers when their parents split. With this 
cautionary tale in mind, I then turn to 
examining government policies that could 
halt or reverse the decline in marriage rates 
or ameliorate the negative effects of these 
demographic changes on children and 
families.


Changes in Family Composition: 
So What?
The changes in family composition traced 
above have at least three worrisome effects 
on children: increased poverty rates, 
increased income inequality, and harm 
to children’s growth and development. 
Scholars disagree about the magnitude of 
these effects, but surveys and other research 


evidence appear to definitively establish the 
fact that the nation has more poverty, more 
income inequality, and less wholesome child 
development as a result of the changes in 
family composition, especially the rise in 
nonmarital births and single-parent families.


Impacts on Poverty
Figure 2 presents the poverty rates for 
female-headed and married-couple families 
with children. Since 1980, children in 
female-headed families have been four 
or five times more likely to be poor than 
children in married-couple families. The 
increasing share of children in female-
headed families has been like a motor 
powering the child poverty rate curve, 
constantly pushing it up. Thus, even if the 
American economy or government programs 
helped more single mothers escape poverty, 
the poverty rate would nonetheless hold 
steady or even increase because a growing 
share of children have been moving from 
the family form with the lowest poverty rate 
into the family form with the highest poverty 
rate. Brookings Institution economist Isabel 
Sawhill estimates, based on a statistical 
analysis, that if the proportion of children in 
female-headed families had held steady at its 
1970 level of 12.0 percent, and everything 
else influencing family poverty rates had 
remained the same, in 2013 the poverty rate 
for children would have been 16.4 percent 
rather than its actual rate of 21.3 percent.4 
Without any additional government 
spending or new government programs, 
different decisions by mothers and fathers 
about fertility and marriage could have 
produced an impressive reduction in 
childhood poverty of nearly 25 percent.


Impacts on Income Inequality
Speaking in an inner-city neighborhood 
in 2013, President Barack Obama said 
that income inequality is the “defining 
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Figure 2. Poverty Rates for Female-Headed and Married-Couple Households 
with Children, 1975–2013


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements. 
For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, 
see http://www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar13.pdf.
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challenge of our time.”5 The nonpartisan 
Congressional Budget Office has examined 
income inequality by reviewing the income 
of households between 1979 and 2010.6 
The budget office’s report, which divides 
the distribution of household income into 
fifths, with an equal number of households 
in each fifth, shows that although income 
grew over the period for all groups, the 
magnitude of the increase was greater 
the higher up the distribution we go. In 
inflation-adjusted dollars, the increase in 
after-tax, after-transfer income for the 
bottom 20 percent, the top 20 percent, 
and the top 1 percent was 49 percent, 85 
percent, and over 200 percent, respectively. 
Clearly, income inequality has grown 
substantially.


Figure 3 shows the mean income, based 
on Census Bureau data, of female-headed 
families with children and married-couple 
families with children since 1974. The 


increase in female-headed families over 
the last four decades is reducing the share 
of children from families in the figure’s 
top line, who enjoy relatively high family 
income, and increasing the share from 
families in the lower line, who experience 
lower family income. By definition, these 
two demographic changes increase income 
inequality.


Looking beyond increasing inequality in 
the current generation, sociologists Sara 
McLanahan and Christine Percheski 
conducted one of the first thorough 
analyses of how changes in household 
structure affected income distribution 
and economic opportunity in the 
children’s generation. They concluded 
that “single motherhood … decreases 
intergenerational economic mobility by 
affecting children’s material resources 
and the parenting they experience.”7 
Single parenthood, then, affects not just 
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children’s current economic circumstances 
but their economic circumstances once 
they become adults as well.


Impacts on Children
Since the early 1990s, when sociologists 
Paul Amato and Bruce Keith reviewed 
studies of how divorce affects children and 
McLanahan and her sociologist colleague 
Gary Sandefur wrote Growing Up with a 
Single Parent, the ranks of those who deny 
that living in a single-parent family is not 
optimal for children’s development have 
diminished greatly.8 A more recent review 
that focuses on children born outside 
marriage updates and expands these earlier 
findings.9 In addition, McLanahan and her 
colleagues have recently reviewed the best 
scientific studies and reached the conclusion 
that not having a father present has negative 
consequences for children, especially when 
it comes to high school graduation rates, 
social-emotional adjustment, and adult 


mental health.10 The article in this issue 
by David Ribar thoroughly reviews this 
research and reaches the same conclusion.


Single parenthood affects 
not just children’s current 
economic circumstances 
but their economic 
circumstances once they 
become adults as well.


One additional finding suggests a 
mechanism that could explain impacts on 
children’s wellbeing. Based on the nationally 
representative sample of nonmarital births 
from the Fragile Families study, which 
has been following 5,000 children born 
in large U.S. cities in the late-1990s, two 


Figure 3. Mean Income of Married-Couple and Female-Headed Households 
with Children, 1974–2013


Source: Author’s calculations from the Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements 
(table F-10).
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researchers examined changes over the first 
five years of a child’s life in the composition 
of families formed by a nonmarital birth.11 
The data give an idea of the turmoil 
that these children experience at home. 
Fifty-five percent of the birth mothers 
or fathers had at least one new romantic 
relationship before the child turned five, 
and most of these mothers had two or 
more new romantic relationships. If we 
define an unstable family as one in which 
the relationship between the biological 
parents ends or relationships with new 
partners begin, and a complex family as 
one in which one or both parents have a 
child with a parent who doesn’t live in the 
household, nearly 80 percent of the children 
experienced family instability, family 
complexity, or both by their fifth birthday. 
These changes in family and household 
composition are not helpful to children’s 
development.12


Given the malign impact of single-parent 
families on poverty rates, family income, and 
child development, it’s especially regrettable 
that nonmarital births and broken families 
afflict black people much more than any 
other demographic group. The annual rate 
of births per 1,000 teen females is 44 for 
blacks versus 27 for whites; the proportion 
of births to unmarried women is 71 percent 
for blacks compared with 29 percent for 
whites; and the proportion of children 
not living with their married parents is 66 
percent for blacks versus 26 percent for 
whites. These stark racial differences make 
policy proposals regarding fertility and 
family structure, to which we now turn our 
attention, all the more important.13


What to Do: Government Policy
It’s good advice for politicians to lower 
their expectations before they sponsor 
reform policies, because most policies don’t 


produce major impacts. It follows that 
making big claims for their effectiveness 
almost always produces disappointment. So 
it is in scholarly reviews of policy proposals. 
Most readers will have grasped the fact that 
I see major problems in the collapse of the 
American married-couple family, the rise of 
nonmarital births and single parenting, and 
the consequent impact on the development 
and wellbeing of the nation’s children. 
But the policy solutions for which we 
have evidence suggest that we have no 
policies that, even if well financed and 
implemented, would reverse these trends 
or fully ameliorate their consequences. 
On the other hand, we do have evidence 
that some policies at our disposal produce 
modest impacts and might, with some 
justification, be called promising. Promising 
or not, we must face the fact that we are 
likely to always have millions of female-
headed families. It follows that, as we 
explore ways to reverse the collapse of the 
two-parent family, we must also help single-
parent families improve their economic 
circumstances and promote opportunity for 
their children.


Marriage and the Tax Code
The tax code and means-tested programs 
can present disincentives for marriage, 
because single people who marry and 
combine their incomes could see higher 
taxes and fewer means-tested benefits. 
Two features of the federal tax code create 
marriage incentives and penalties.14 The first 
is tax rates that vary with income; the second 
is the requirement that married couples file 
jointly to qualify for the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) and other tax credits. If the 
tax code had a flat rate for all incomes, the 
total tax bill for two individuals, whether 
married or single, would be the same. Take 
the EITC as an example of how tax penalties 
arise. The EITC, which is intended 
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primarily to increase the incentive to work 
and augment income among low-income 
workers, especially parents, is designed so 
that qualified workers receive more money 
as they earn more up to a certain amount; 
then their EITC payment is flat for several 
thousand dollars of additional earnings; 
then the EITC payment phases out over 
a broad income range. In 2014, a married 
couple with two children qualified for an 
EITC equal to 40 percent of their combined 
earnings up to $13,650, or a maximum EITC 
of $5,460; their EITC remains at $5,460 
until their earnings reach $23,260, at which 
point their EITC phases out at the rate of 
about 21 percent of each additional dollar 
of earnings so that the credit equals zero at 
$49,186. If a mother with two children and 
$20,000 in earnings marries a man earning 
$30,000, her EITC falls from the maximum 
of $5,460 to zero.


To understand the net impacts of the EITC 
on marriage penalties and incentives for all 
low-income couples, we need descriptive 
data on a representative sample of low-
income adults who could marry. Then 
we could analyze the size of the marriage 
penalties and bonuses they encounter based 
on their actual combined income. One of 
the few studies of this type used data from 
the 2002 National Survey of America’s 
Families, which collected information on 
household composition, income, welfare 
receipt, and a number of other variables 
from a representative sample of the U.S. 
population.15 To conduct their analysis, 
the authors identified the 744 cohabiting 
couples with children in the sample who 
had a combined income under 200 percent 
of the poverty level. They calculated the 
impact that marriage would have on their 
EITC benefit as it existed in 2008 (the 
EITC has been expanded since 2008) as 
well as the couples’ Temporary Assistance 


for Needy Families (TANF) welfare benefit, 
if the mother received one. They examined 
what would happen to the income of these 
actual low-income couples, given their 
number of children and their combined 
earnings, if they should decide to marry.


A major finding was that 75 percent of 
the cohabiting low-income couples would 
receive a marriage bonus from the EITC, 
while only 10 percent would receive a 
penalty (the remaining 15 percent would 
experience little to no change). The average 
increase in the EITC for the 75 percent 
who received it would be about $1,400. 
Other tax code exemptions, deductions, and 
credits these couples could qualify for if 
married increased the marriage bonus to a 
total of around $2,400. For the 10 percent 
who were hit with a marriage penalty from 
the EITC, the average total penalty was 
around $1,750. 


Turning to the TANF program, because 
TANF benefits phase out rapidly as earnings 
increase, almost all the cohabiting couples 
who received TANF would have their 
benefit reduced. But only 14 percent of 
the couples were receiving TANF benefits. 
For this small minority of couples, the 
TANF benefit was between $1,800 and 
$2,100. Of the 14 percent of couples who 
received TANF, fewer than 4 percent got 
both a tax penalty and a TANF reduction; 
for these families the combined loss was 
substantial, about $3,300. But 70 percent 
of the 14 percent who received a TANF 
reduction also received an EITC bonus. The 
combined tax bonus and TANF reduction 
for these couples still left them with a net 
marriage bonus that averaged $1,300.


Two conclusions are justified. First, a 
small minority of cohabiting couples with 
combined income under 200 percent of 
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poverty who marry would be subjected to 
an EITC marriage penalty. The number of 
couples who are subjected to the marriage 
penalty is smaller now because another 
program, the Child Tax Credit, which 
provides a refundable tax credit of up to 
$1,000 per child, was expanded in 2009. This 
additional money from the Child Tax Credit 
would offset some of the EITC penalty for 
couples whose combined income places them 
in the phase-out range. Second, the marriage 
penalty for the group of mothers and fathers 
who receive means-tested benefits seems 
likely to be substantial. The study considered 
only the EITC and related tax credits and 
TANF cash benefits, but other welfare 
benefits such as Medicaid, the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
housing, school lunch, and child care also 
have phase-out rules. A recent study by 
researchers at the Urban Institute found 
that nearly 80 percent of a representative 
sample of families with children below 200 
percent of the poverty line received at least 
one welfare benefit, and 45 percent received 
two or more.16 In many cases, there would 
be marriage penalties from these programs. 
An especially serious disincentive occurs 
in the Medicaid program, where eligibility 
ends abruptly at a given income level. This 
annual income level, which varies greatly 
across states and demographic groups, ranges 
from about $21,000 to $50,000 for children’s 
eligibility, although most children under 185 
percent of poverty are eligible for coverage.17 
It’s likely that some adults and children 
who lose their Medicaid benefits because 
marriage increases their earnings may be 
covered under the Affordable Care Act, but 
it’s difficult to generalize because health 
insurance coverage varies so much across 
states.18


It follows from these considerations about 
means-tested benefits that we should worry 


more about the marriage penalty low-
income couples encounter from means-
tested programs than about the EITC 
and other tax credits, especially because 
the Tax Relief Act of 2010 extended the 
bottom 15 percent tax bracket for married 
couples filing jointly, increased the standard 
deduction, and extended the EITC phase-
out range for married couples. The cost 
of correcting any remaining marriage 
penalty for low-income couples is likely to 
be substantial. For this reason, it seems 
unwise to call for changes in the law until 
it’s clear that these penalties actually reduce 
marriage rates. One way to find out would 
be to conduct experiments in which several 
states are given the authority and funding to 
allow some low-income couples who marry 
to keep their TANF, SNAP, Medicaid, and 
perhaps other benefits for a year or two 
while other randomly assigned couples 
would continue to be subject to current 
program rules. It seems especially likely 
that SNAP could produce both marriage 
and work disincentives, because its nearly 
46 million recipients can receive as much 
as $6,000 in annual benefits that would be 
terminated once gross earnings reach about 
$25,000 for a family of three.


A proposal for expanding the EITC that has 
received attention in the nation’s capital is a 
credit for childless adults. Many economists 
have attributed falling work rates among 
poorly educated males to the low wages 
they receive. If a government program 
supplemented these low wages, more young 
men might be drawn into the job market 
because they could earn a reasonable 
income when their earnings and the wage 
supplement are combined. Both President 
Obama and Sen. Paul Ryan, the chairman of 
the tax-writing Ways and Means Committee, 
have released proposals of this type. They 
would both double the EITC’s value for 
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childless workers to about $1,000, expand 
the phase-out range, and reduce the age of 
eligibility from 25 to 21.19 There is at least a 
reasonable chance that such a credit could 
be enacted in the near future, especially 
because many Republicans and Democrats 
support such an expansion.


Several proposals to expand the EITC 
for childless workers have been reviewed 
and analyzed by scholars at the Urban 
Institute.20 None of the proposals they’ve 
reviewed has been implemented or tested. 
However, former New York City Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg implemented a wage 
subsidy experiment of this type before he 
left office. The research company MDRC is 
conducting a study of Bloomberg’s initiative, 
having recruited about 6,000 low-income 
New Yorkers between the ages of 21 and 
64 (with a mean age of 37) who don’t have 
custody of dependent children for the 
experiment.21 Half were assigned to an 
experimental group that is now receiving a 
wage supplement of up to $2,000 a year for 
three years. Thus we will soon have good 
information on whether supplementing 
wages will draw more low-income people 
into the work force, increase their marriage 
or cohabitation rates, reduce their 
incarceration or recidivism rates (18 percent 
of the sample has been incarcerated), or 
increase their child support payments 
(12 percent are noncustodial parents).22 In a 
perfect world, before enacting an EITC 
expansion, it might be wise for Congress and 
the president to wait until the results of the 
New York City experiment are in. But the 
results of one experiment are almost never 
definitive because conditions vary so widely 
across the nation’s cities and states. Thus, 
Congress should give the Department of 
Health and Human Services the authority 
to plan and conduct demonstrations like the 
one now being implemented in New York 


City in states or large cities that are willing 
to bear up to a quarter of the costs.


Reducing Nonmarital Births
If we could lower the proportion of 
nonmarital births, more than 55 percent 
of which are unplanned, we would likely 
see an array of benefits.23 Voluntary birth 
control could reduce teen pregnancy rates, 
unintended pregnancies at older ages, and 
abortion rates. In addition, by reducing the 
number of single-parent families, it could 
reduce poverty and income inequality and 
promote children’s development. Finally, 
birth control saves the government money. 
In fact, it already produces this entire range 
of benefits, but more effective use of birth 
control would expand them.


If we could lower the 
proportion of nonmarital 
births, more than 55 percent 
of which are unplanned, we 
would likely see an array of 
benefits.


Several studies show a surprising range 
of impacts when couples decide to avoid 
unplanned pregnancies. For example, 
economist Martha Bailey identified two 
historical events that were associated with 
increased access to birth control.24 The 
first was the broadening of legal access to 
contraception that followed 1965’s Griswold 
v. Connecticut Supreme Court case, in 
which the court overruled Connecticut’s 
laws restricting the sale of contraceptives. 
The second was the expansion of funding 
for local family planning clinics provided 
by federal legislation between 1964 and 
1973. Using data from various national 
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surveys, Bailey found “suggestive evidence” 
that “individuals’ access to contraceptives 
increased their children’s college completion 
rate, labor force participation rate, wages, 
and family incomes decades later.”


In an earlier issue of Future of Children, 
Sawhill, along with her Brookings colleagues 
Adam Thomas and Emily Monea, reviewed 
several policies that, they believed, showed 
nonmarital and unplanned births could 
be reduced.25 They also presented results 
from simulations of the effects of a mass 
media campaign encouraging men to use 
condoms, a comprehensive teen pregnancy 
prevention program that both discouraged 
sexual activity and provided education 
in contraceptive use, and an expansion 
of Medicaid eligibility for contraceptive 
services. Their simulations suggested that 
all three policies produced positive benefit-
to-cost ratios ($3.60 to each dollar invested 
for the mass media campaign, $2.07 for teen 
pregnancy prevention programs, and $4.26 
for an expansion of Medicaid payments for 
contraception services).


As impressive as the results from simulation 
and modeling might be, the evidence of what 
actually happens to pregnancy and abortion 
rates when women are offered birth control 
is even more persuasive. In recent years, 
there have been two well reported, large-
scale studies of carefully planned efforts to 
increase the voluntary use of birth control, 
especially the use of long-acting, reversible 
contraception (LARC) by low-income 
mothers. These prospective studies involved 
training medical personnel, conducting a 
campaign to advertise the availability of free 
LARCs and other forms of birth control, 
and using a straightforward procedure to 
explain the advantages and disadvantages 
of various types of contraceptives. The first 
study, conducted in the St. Louis area and 


called the Contraceptive CHOICE Project, 
enrolled 9,256 low-income mothers.26 The 
mothers were given the option of choosing 
their contraception method at no cost. The 
choices included birth control pills, a vaginal 
ring, the hormonal patch, or injections of 
depot medroxyprogesterone acetate (DMPA), 
a long-lasting hormonal contraceptive; or a 
LARC (an intrauterine device or IUD, or 
a hormone-releasing implant). Participants 
were 14 to 45 years old; were either not using 
any contraception or were willing to consider 
switching to a different method; did not want 
to become pregnant for at least the next 12 
months; and were either sexually active or 
planning to be sexually active with a male 
partner during the next six months. Once they 
were enrolled, participants underwent an 
initial interview and then were contacted by 
phone every six months.


At the end of three years, the mothers who 
used LARCs or DMPA were much less likely 
to have become pregnant. The pregnancy rate 
for those who used the pill, patch, or ring was 
9.4 percent; the rate for those who used IUDs 
and implants was 0.9 percent; and the rate for 
those who received DMPA injections was 0.7 
percent. There were also fewer abortions. 


The second large-scale study, this one 
involving almost the entire state of Colorado, 
also produced interesting results.27 Colorado 
was experiencing high rates of unintended 
pregnancy, especially among teens and people 
in their twenties. Colorado health officials 
found, based on a state monitoring system, 
that nearly 80 percent of women using 
contraception covered by Medicaid were 
using condoms, withdrawal, or the rhythm 
method, none of which are particularly 
effective at preventing pregnancies 
(withdrawal and the rhythm method are 
inexpensive, though). Health officials were 
confident that increasing the use of LARCs by 
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these women would prove more effective in 
preventing unwanted pregnancies. Thus, in 
2009, supported by a private donation of $23 
million, health officials implemented the 
Colorado Family Planning Initiative.28 The 
initiative provided 30,000 LARCs to women 
who requested them in many of the state’s 
family planning clinics, as well as extensive 
training for staff and doctors regarding use 
of LARC methods.


In counties that had access to LARCs, births 
per 1,000 women aged 15–19 fell from 91 
in the year before the initiative began to 
67 two years later; for low-income women 
aged 20–24, births fell from 131 to 110 per 
1,000 women. Comparing birth rates in 
the counties that gave LARCs to women 
who requested them with rates in counties 
that continued under the previous system 
also implied that LARCs had a substantial 
impact on birth rates. In addition, statewide 
enrollment in the Special Supplemental 
Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and 
Children, or WIC, which had increased in 
the three years before the study, declined 
by 23 percent over the study period. This 
suggests that in addition to spending less 
public money on births, the state also spent 
less on the means-tested WIC program 
because fewer babies eligible for the 
program were born. As in the St. Louis 
study, abortion rates also declined, in this 
case by 34 percent for teens and 18 percent 
for 20- to 24-year-olds. Neither the St. Louis 
nor the Colorado study met the highest 
standards of scientific evaluation, so some 
caution is in order.


We’ve also seen impressive success with 
efforts to reduce pregnancy rates specifically 
among the nation’s teenagers. Since the 
early 1990s, teen birth rates have declined 
almost every year and have fallen by well 
over 50 percent, from 59.9 per 1,000 teen 


females in 1990 to 26.5 per 1,000 in 2013.29 
Even so, American teenagers still have 
much higher birth rates than teens in many 
other nations with advanced economies. 
Japan, Denmark, and the Netherlands, for 
example, all have rates under 5 per 1,000.30


Thus it’s fortunate that the Obama 
administration has launched a major 
initiative to reduce the teen pregnancy 
rate by expanding what is now widely 
referred to as evidence-based policy. 
Although definitions vary, the two primary 
characteristics of evidence-based policy in 
this area are directing the highest possible 
proportion of federal grant funds to teen 
pregnancy prevention programs that have 
been shown by rigorous evaluations (those 
that meet high scientific standards) to 
produce positive impacts and requiring 
all programs receiving federal funds to 
conduct high-quality evaluations and use 
the results to improve themselves.31


As part of its teen pregnancy initiative, 
the administration, with help from experts 
at Mathematica Policy Research and 
Child Trends, both known for their high-
quality research on children, reviewed all 
published and unpublished evaluations 
of teen pregnancy prevention programs 
they could find.32 After reviewing nearly 
1,000 studies in accord with detailed 
procedures developed by the Department 
of Health and Human Services, the team 
identified 31 model teen pregnancy 
prevention programs with strong evidence 
(mostly from randomized controlled 
trials) of impacts on sexual activity, use 
of contraceptives, sexually transmitted 
infections, or pregnancy rates.33 The 
administration is now funding and 
evaluating 75 initiatives that replicate one 
of these model programs, enrolling over 
100,000 teens annually in 37 states.34
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The individual programs are being 
subjected to rigorous evaluations.35 Over 
the next several years, the results from 
these evaluations of model teen pregnancy 
prevention programs should provide a burst 
of information about whether they can be 
scaled up and maintain their effectiveness. 
This approach holds promise for further 
reducing teen pregnancy and producing 
the impacts on poverty, income inequality, 
opportunity, and child development that 
the research I’ve reviewed here shows to 
be possible.


The average cost of a vaginal 
delivery is $18,329; the cost 
of a C-section is $27,866. By 
comparison, the average cost 
of contraception, including 
LARCs, is between $100 and 
$600 annually.


One of the most impressive findings from 
research on family planning is the number 
of studies that have shown net savings from 
subsidized payments for birth control, as a 
recent review on the website the Incidental 
Economist demonstrates.36 As blogger Ezra 
Klein put it in a post on Vox, here’s the 
basic math: the average cost of a vaginal 
delivery is $18,329; the cost of a C-section is 
$27,866. By comparison, the average cost of 
contraception, including LARCs, is between 
$100 and $600 annually.37 Combine these 
numbers with the fact that a little over 30 
percent of unmarried women ages 18–29 
have had an unplanned pregnancy; that 
nearly 70 percent of births to unmarried 
women ages 20–29 are unplanned; and 
that, when given a choice between types 


of birth control provided without charge, 
around 70 percent of low-income women 
select the most effective forms (LARCs); 
and it will come as no surprise that there are 
serious savings to be had if we expand the 
availability of subsidized birth control to low-
income women.38 At least four studies have 
produced estimates of the benefit-cost ratios 
of expanded use of effective contraception; 
the estimates range from savings of $3.74 to 
$7.00 for every $1 spent on birth control.39


Clearly, there’s little doubt that programs 
have been developed that will increase 
use of effective birth control by both teens 
and older women, that increased use of 
birth control will reduce both unplanned 
pregnancies and nonmarital births, and that 
reducing these pregnancies will save money. 
Further, reducing pregnancies among single 
women could mean that they have babies 
later in life, when they are more prepared to 
give them effective mothering. In addition, 
avoiding nonmarital births can increase the 
chance that women will marry later in life.40


The Bush Marriage Education Initiative
As we’ve seen, increased marriage rates 
would affect poverty, inequality, and child 
development. A major question, of course, 
is whether we can increase marriage rates. 
A 2005 comprehensive review of marriage 
education programs by the Urban Institute 
showed that, on average, the programs 
produced substantial positive impacts on 
relationship satisfaction and communication 
between couples. But none of the studies 
involved low-income couples, and none 
reported long-term impacts on marital 
stability or children’s development or 
behavior. Nonetheless, as the authors 
concluded, “The review brings good news, 
as it indicates that evaluations of marriage 
programs show significant positive effects on 
average.”41
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Based on the view that marriage and even 
improved relationships among low-income 
unmarried couples would be good for the 
adults and children involved, the Bush 
administration launched a marriage initiative 
in 2001 to test two propositions. The first 
was that marriage education and associated 
services for couples might improve 
relationship quality and help couples either 
get married or prolong their relationship. 
The second was that the impacts on couple 
relationships and marriage rates, if they 
occurred, might in turn have a positive 
impact on children’s development and 
behavior.


One part of the Bush initiative was 
the Building Strong Families (BSF) 
program, evaluated by the research firm 
Mathematica.42 The BSF program aimed to 
strengthen the relationships and parenting 
skills of young couples who had a baby 
together outside marriage. The program 
was implemented at eight sites, with about 
5,100 couples randomly assigned to an 
experimental or a control group. Parents 
in the experimental group were offered 
marriage education classes in groups, 
using a formal curriculum, as well as 
advice and support from a family-services 
coordinator who encouraged participation 
in the marriage education classes, met 
with parents individually to help them with 
problems, and, if necessary, referred them to 
community services.


The Mathematica evaluation measured the 
quality of the couples’ relationships, their 
coparenting relationships, family stability, 
children’s social-emotional development, 
and other outcomes. These measures were 
collected both at 15 months and 36 months 
after participants had enrolled in the 
program. At 15 months, averaged across all 
sites, the BSF program saw few significant 


effects, including on whether the couples 
stayed together or got married. Looking 
at individual sites, six of the eight saw few 
effects. However, the Oklahoma program 
saw a pattern of positive effects, while the 
Baltimore program saw some negative 
impacts, including a slight increase in 
physical assaults by the father. The positive 
effects in Oklahoma included relationship 
happiness, parenting skills, support and 
affection, use of constructive behaviors to 
resolve conflicts, avoidance of destructive 
conflict behaviors, marital fidelity, quality of 
coparenting, whether the father lived with 
the child, and whether the father provided 
“substantial financial support.”


Mathematica’s 36-month follow-up again 
showed few impacts across the eight sites.43 
There was a modest positive improvement in 
the children’s socio-emotional development, 
but no significant differences on any of the 
other measures. At individual sites, the 
negative impacts of the Baltimore program 
had disappeared, but so had most of the 
positive impacts of the Oklahoma program. 
The other six programs saw few significant 
effects, with the exception that the Florida 
site saw negative impacts on a few outcomes. 
Although most of the Oklahoma impacts 
had disappeared by 36 months, there was 
one important difference there between the 
treatment and control groups: 49 percent 
of the children in the treatment group, but 
only 41 percent of control children, were 
still living with both of their parents.


Marriage advocates inclined to emphasize 
positive findings could point out that the 
Oklahoma results at 15 months were very 
positive and that, although most of them 
had faded by 36 months, children were 
still more likely to be living with both their 
parents, one of the major goals of those who 
advocate for programs to increase marriage 
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rates. On the other hand, none of the other 
programs saw a pattern of positive results. 
A reasonable conclusion is that the BSF 
program can’t be counted on to positively 
affect the quality and stability of parents’ 
relationships, or the quality of their 
parenting. Even so, it might be worthwhile 
to continue the Oklahoma program to see 
whether its strong results at 15 months can 
be replicated and to figure out how the 
program was able to be so successful at 
that point.


The second Bush marriage initiative was 
called Supporting Healthy Marriage (SHM). 
SHM is similar to BSF; it attempts to 
increase the relationship skills of couples 
who are already married, which in turn 
could help them establish a better marital 
relationship and a more harmonious 
and stable home environment for their 
children. The program was implemented 
at eight sites. It involved couples in group 
workshops based on well-developed 
marriage education curricula, supplemental 
activities based on the workshop discussions, 
and family support services to overcome 
participation barriers and connect families 
to other services if necessary.


In 2012, MDRC published a detailed 
report on how the program affected 
couples 12 months after the program 
began. Summarizing across the eight sites, 
the report found that compared with the 
control group, “the program group showed 
higher levels of marital happiness, lower 
levels of marital distress, greater warmth 
and support, more positive communication, 
and fewer negative behaviors and emotions 
in their interactions with their spouses.”44 
In 2014, MDRC published a second 
follow-up report on data collected 30 
months after SHM began. The results were 
similar to the results at one year—couples 


who participated in the healthy marriage 
program had higher levels of martial 
happiness; lower levels of marital distress 
and infidelity; greater warmth, support, 
and positive communication; and fewer 
antagonistic and hostile behaviors with their 
spouses.45


These results were more encouraging than 
those obtained from BSF. But the size of 
many of the effects was not statistically 
significant (that is, they might have occurred 
by chance), and even the effects that were 
statistically significant were very small in 
size. More importantly, program couples 
were no more likely to stay together, and 
there were no effects on measures of 
their children’s behavior or development, 
arguably the most important outcomes that 
the Bush initiatives aimed to improve.


The Bush administration initiative was the 
first large-scale effort to develop marriage 
programs for poor couples and to test their 
effectiveness. It wouldn’t be surprising if 
the initial effort to conduct such large and 
complex programs produced disappointing 
results, nor would it be surprising if the 
programs could be improved over time. This 
is especially the case because other high-
quality studies have shown that marriage 
education can have a positive effect on 
couples’ relationships and breakup rates.46


BSF and SHM cost an average of between 
$9,000 and $11,000 per couple. When 
the modest impacts of these programs are 
compared with their cost, many observers 
would conclude that the programs need 
to increase their impacts, reduce their 
costs, or both. Some researchers and policy 
makers have concluded that the programs 
should be abandoned. On the other hand, 
Philip and Carolyn Cowan, two of the most 
experienced researchers and designers 
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of couple relationship programs, recently 
reviewed the evidence on education 
programs for couples and reached three 
conclusions: first, that without intervention, 
“average couple relationship satisfaction 
declines”; second, that including fathers 
in the programs “results in value-added 
contributions to family functioning”; and, 
third, that eight of nine studies of couple 
relationship programs that include child 
outcomes show benefits for children. The 
Cowans conclude that “there are too many 
positive findings to give credence to the 
claim that couple relationship education 
programs should be discontinued.”47


Thus it’s worth replicating the Oklahoma 
program, with a focus on finding ways to 
reduce its costs and maintain its impacts. 
It would be especially important to study 
problems with attendance in the other BSF 
programs. Averaged across sites, couples 
who signed up for the program attended 
only enough sessions to receive about 
20 percent of the curriculum.48 It seems 
unlikely that any curriculum can be effective 
when participants miss an average of 80 
percent of its sessions. Oklahoma led the 
pack in attendance, so a close study of that 
program should begin with how its leaders 
were able to get couples to attend their 
sessions. All in all, however, we can be only 
modestly optimistic that marriage education 
programs can have long-term impacts on the 
nation’s problem with declining marriage 
rates among low-income and minority 
Americans.


Helping Young Men
In his heralded 1987 book The Truly 
Disadvantaged, sociologist William Julius 
Wilson was one of the first to develop the 
idea that unemployment among young black 
men is a key to explaining the decline of 
marriage among black Americans.49 Wilson 


constructed a “black marriageable male 
index” based on comparing the number 
of employed black men to the number of 
black women in the same age range. He 
shows that in 1960 the ratio was about 70 
employed black men for every 100 black 
women in the 20 to 24 age range. Even that 
ratio is less than desirable, but by the 1980s, 
it had fallen to 50 employed black men for 
every 100 black women.


In addition to their high rates of unemploy-
ment and nonwork, young black males are 
very likely to serve time in prison. Nearly 
60 percent of black high school dropouts 
born between 1965 and 1969 had been in 
prison by the time they reached their early 
thirties.50 Having a prison record makes it 
even more difficult to find work when these 
men leave prison. In addition, prison dis-
rupts their relationships with relatives and 
friends, including their wives, girlfriends, 
and children. It would be hard to imagine a 
combination of factors that would do more 
to reduce marriage prospects than a lousy 
work history and a prison record.


It would be hard to imagine 
a combination of factors that 
would do more to reduce 
marriage prospects than a 
lousy work history and a 
prison record.


One reason some young men have 
such difficulty with the law is that their 
development is impaired by being 
reared without consistent contact with 
their fathers. In a compelling review of 
research on this issue, economists David 
Autor and Melanie Wasserman show 







Ron Haskins


144 THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN


that over the past three decades, men 
have performed poorly in educational 
and economic terms while women have 
improved their educational and economic 
status.51 Though technological change, the 
decline of unions, and globalization have 
contributed to men’s economic decline, 
Autor and Wasserman also argue that what 
they call “premarket” factors have played 
an important role. They review evidence 
that single mothers spend less time with 
sons and harshly discipline them more often 
than daughters. Similarly, they note that 
although boys in general act out in school 
more often than girls, the gap is greater for 
boys and girls from female-headed families 
than for boys and girls from married-couple 
families. Autor and Wasserman also point 
out that girls who moved from poor, high-
risk neighborhoods to new neighborhoods 
with less poverty engaged in fewer risky 
behaviors and had better health than girls 
who did not.52 In sharp contrast, boys who 
moved were more likely to be arrested, 
abuse drugs and alcohol, and have poorer 
health. Autor and Wasserman argue that 
an important cause of the boys’ problems is 
that the move disrupted their relationship 
with their fathers or father figures. Boys also 
see their fathers much less often after their 
parents separate, so the negative effects of 
disrupting the bond between fathers and 
sons seem likely to apply in that case as 
well.53


At least two public policies are backed 
by moderate evidence that suggests they 
could improve young men’s life situations, 
increase their chances of finding work, and 
help them develop a healthy relationship, 
perhaps leading to marriage, with young 
women: creating more opportunities for 
disadvantaged young men to prepare for 
employment and reducing their rates of 
incarceration. A number of programs that 


have been tested by random-assignment 
evaluations have shown positive impacts 
on young men’s employment.54 Foremost 
among them are the Career Academies 
program and apprenticeship programs that 
give young people a skill and a certificate, 
often through community colleges, which can 
greatly increase their employment rates.55 
The Career Academies program even led to 
higher marriage rates. 


But in that respect, Career Academies 
may be an outlier. In this issue of Future 
of Children, Daniel Schneider reviews 
16 experimental programs involving early 
childhood development, workforce training, 
and income support that aimed to improve 
the economic wellbeing of low-income 
men and women. These experiments also 
collected information on the difference in 
marriage rates (and sometimes cohabitation 
rates) between people in the experimental 
and control groups.56 Most of the programs 
produced positive effects on the economic 
wellbeing of young men, young women, 
or both, but only a few, including Career 
Academies, had strong impacts on marriage 
rates. Based on Schneider’s review, there 
is only modest evidence that programs 
that increase economic wellbeing can also 
increase marriage rates.


States and the federal government should 
also change mandatory sentencing laws and 
thereby reduce the number of nonviolent 
offenders who serve long prison sentences. 
Many states, sometimes forced by budget 
shortages, are already beginning to change 
their mandatory sentencing laws, although 
we know little yet about the effects of these 
changes. At the federal level, many politicians 
from both parties have proposed reforms in 
mandatory sentencing laws for nonviolent 
offenses as well as new or improved prison 
release programs to help former prisoners 
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adapt to life on the outside, especially by 
finding a job.


In February 2014, President Obama 
proposed a third policy that he believes 
will help young men from poor families—
especially young men of color—grow 
into responsible adults. The president 
appointed a high-level administration task 
force to write a report that explained the 
initiative, called My Brother’s Keeper, and 
make recommendations for its goals and 
activities.57 The task force recommended 
six key “milestones” that the initiative 
should pursue, such as ensuring that 
young male children are ready to begin 
public schooling, that male teens graduate 
from high school ready for college or a 
career, and that young men successfully 
enter the job market. The initiative is an 
attempt to get local officials from both 
the government and private sector to plan 
activities to achieve these goals. By the 
time My Brother’s Keeper issued its first-
year report, foundations had pledged about 
$300 million to support the initiative, and 
businesses, mayors, and education leaders 
had pledged well over $100 million. The 
initiative has inspired lots of activity at the 
local, state, and federal level to achieve its 
goals, but so far there has been little or no 
evaluation of its effectiveness in helping 
young men.58 For the time being, we should 
keep My Brother’s Keeper in the category 
of interesting ideas that do not yet have 
evidence of how well they work.


Perhaps the Urban Institute’s Karin 
Martinson and Demetra Nightingale, 
who is now the chief economist at the 
Department of Labor, best sum up the 
results of the most promising and best-
evaluated fatherhood programs that aim to 
help low-income fathers gain employment, 
transition from incarceration to life in 


their community, or become better fathers 
to their children: “The mixed results of 
programs to date indicate that improving the 
lives of low-income men and their families is 
not an easy undertaking.”59


Helping Single Mothers
With apologies to Mary Jo Bane, single 
mothers are “here to stay.” In 2013, about 
28 percent of the nation’s children were 
living in single-parent families, and nearly 
80 percent of those children, about 17.5 
million, lived in female-headed families. 
Over the course of their childhood, up to 
half of the nation’s children spend some 
time in a single-parent family. About 16 
percent of unmarried mothers with children 
are living with a male partner at any given 
time.60 Trends in family composition have 
now reached the point at which by age 
25 more women have had babies outside 
marriage than are married.61 We may hope 
that the trends in declining marriage rates 
and increasing nonmarital birth rates will 
turn around, but, meanwhile, a huge share 
of the nation’s children will continue to live 
in female-headed families. Thus it seems 
wise to maintain or even expand the focus 
of state and federal policy on these female-
headed families.


The federal and state governments have 
taken two broad approaches to help poor 
single mothers and their children. One is to 
provide cash and noncash support. Since the 
beginning of the War on Poverty in the mid-
1960s, both the number of means-tested 
programs and federal and state spending 
on such programs have grown dramatically. 
The federal government and the states 
now spend about $1 trillion annually on 
these programs, a considerable portion of 
which goes to female-headed families.62 
The major programs included in this 
estimate are Medicaid, food and nutrition 
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programs, Supplemental Security Income, 
the EITC, the Additional Child Tax Credit 
(the version of the Child Tax Credit for low-
income parents who have no or limited tax 
liability), and housing programs. The second 
approach is to encourage poor mothers to 
work, usually at low-wage jobs, and then 
use government programs to subsidize their 
earnings.63 One of the great tensions in 
American social policy centers on whether 
it’s better to give welfare benefits to able-
bodied mothers or to encourage, cajole, or 
try to force them to work and then subsidize 
their earnings, which are often below the 
poverty level.64 A key event in the work 
approach was passage of the 1996 welfare 
reform law, which greatly strengthened work 
requirements and gave states incentives to 
enforce them.


Although the welfare reform law had some 
shortcomings, its passage was followed by 
a huge increase in the proportion of poor 
single mothers who were employed. In 
the years before welfare reform, the work 
rate of single mothers averaged around 
69 percent. But by 2000, the figure had 
jumped to nearly 83 percent, an increase 
of about 20 percent. In that year, the 
poverty rate for families headed by single 
mothers, under a definition of income 
that included earnings and government-
provided work supports, was 29.6 percent, 
its lowest level ever until that time.65 That’s 
the good news—harnessing the efforts of 
the mothers themselves, augmented by 
government work support benefits, turned 
out to be an effective strategy for helping 
single mothers and their children leave 
poverty. Even after the recessions of 2001 
and 2007–09, mothers in the bottom of the 
earnings distribution still had higher work 
rates and lower poverty rates than before 
the large increase in employment following 
welfare reform. 


However, their work rates fell and their 
poverty rates increased during both 
recessions, showing that, like other families, 
single-mother families depend on the 
economy to generate jobs if they are to 
continue making economic progress. Thus 
the bad news is that the American economy 
sometimes falls short, especially during 
recessions. Another piece of bad news is that 
some mothers were not able to make the 
transition to work and either used up their 
time-limited TANF benefits, were eliminated 
from the rolls for rule violation, or left the 
rolls voluntarily, perhaps to work at a job 
that they later lost. This group of mothers 
lacks both earnings and TANF benefits. In 
one study, their annual income was $6,178, 
compared with $17,681 for working mothers 
who left TANF. Not surprisingly, these 
mothers and their children also have high 
rates of poverty and food insecurity.66


Despite the bad news, several policy changes 
could help poor, single mothers increase their 
income and in some cases escape poverty. 
First, we could do more to ensure that they 
get child support, especially by persuading 
states, perhaps with financial incentives, 
to give all child support collections to the 
mothers by ending the state and federal 
practice of retaining part of child support 
payments to reimburse taxpayers in the case 
of parents who have been on welfare. A 
second reform to child support policy would 
be to help states mount work programs for 
noncustodial fathers who owe child support 
so they have earnings with which to make 
their payments.67


Another worthwhile improvement in the work 
support system would be to expand child care 
subsidies. The federal government expanded 
child care payments as part of welfare reform 
and then expanded the amount of available 
money several times after that. Unfortunately, 
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the money is still insufficient to help all 
eligible low-income mothers. Helping more 
low-income parents with their child care 
bill would increase their incentive to work, 
provide an income supplement, and reduce 
a serious inequity in current law that allows 
only some low-income working families to 
receive a child care subsidy while similar 
families receive no subsidy.


Yet another promising policy would be 
to give states additional federal dollars to 
subsidize jobs for low-income parents, both 
mothers and fathers. Congress included a 
provision in the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act, enacted in 2009 in 
response to the Great Recession, that gave 
states an additional $5 billion for the TANF 
program. This money could be used for 
three purposes: to provide regular TANF 
cash benefits, to give one-time payments to 
families that needed immediate help, or to 
subsidize jobs. States took full advantage 
of the provision, allowing the creation of 
260,000 jobs, most of them in the private 
sector.68 Because of their experience using 
these extra funds to create jobs during 
the Great Recession, many states should 
now have the ability to set up such jobs 
and establish the administrative systems 
necessary to run them. The federal 
government should provide states with a 
sum of money, perhaps $1 billion annually 
(and more during recessions), to create 
jobs in the private or government sectors 
for people who can’t find work. Developing 
state expertise in subsidizing jobs would 
be especially appropriate if Congress 
strengthened the work requirements in the 
nation’s food stamp and housing programs 
to extend the message that the able-
bodied must work or prepare for work as a 
condition of receiving means-tested benefits.


Concluding Thoughts
The breakdown of the married-couple 
family has increased the nation’s poverty 
rate, increased income inequality, and, 
through both of these mechanisms—as 
well as the depressing effect on child 
development associated with single 
parenting and father absence—increased 
spending on social programs. We have dug a 
very deep hole.


Many scholars have all but given up on the 
possibility that marriage can be restored 
to its former status as the central feature 
of American family life and the culturally 
accepted way to raise children.69 Reversal 
of demographic trends that have been 
moving in the same direction for four 
decades and more seems unlikely (though 
not impossible). Thus we must review our 
policies on female-headed families and take 
steps to help them gain at least a modicum 
of financial security outside the welfare 
system.


However, based more on an appreciation 
for what we have lost than on an 
argument based on social science, I plan 
to continue searching for and supporting 
public spending on policies that have the 
potential to strengthen marriage, including 
community-based initiatives like those 
supported by President Bush that so far 
have been disappointing. In my view, 
the primary victims of the decline of the 
married-couple family are young men. 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, in the strongest 
possible language, emphasized this problem 
nearly a half-century ago with his famous 
(or infamous, depending on your politics) 
1965 report on “the Negro Family.”70 
Autor and Wasserman have updated 
and greatly strengthened the Moynihan 
report’s conclusion that black males are 
deeply affected by being reared without 
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fathers; their case is built on an original and 
creative interpretation of the social science 
evidence.71 I know of no better way to 
herald the current and future consequences 
of trying to rear a considerable portion of 
American men, especially minority men, 
in female-headed families than to end with 
the words Moynihan wrote in the Catholic 
journal America the same year his report on 
“the Negro Family” appeared:


From the wild Irish slums of the 19th 
century Eastern seaboard, to the riot-
torn suburbs of Los Angeles, there is one 


unmistakable lesson in American history: a 
community that allows a large number of 
young men to grow up in broken families, 
dominated by women, never acquiring any 
stable relationship to male authority, never 
acquiring any set of rational expectation 
about the future—that community asks for 
and gets chaos. Crime, violence, unrest, 
disorder—most particularly the furious, 
unrestrained lashing out at the whole 
social structure—that is not only to be 
expected; it is very near to inevitable. And 
it is richly deserved.72
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to a lesser extent) women with more education, higher incomes, larger stocks of wealth, 
and more stable employment are more likely to marry than are people in more precarious 
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and women also increased the likelihood that they would marry. These programs were not 
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Examining these programs offers three key benefits. First, their experimental designs provide 
important insight into the causal role of economic resources for marriage. Second, they give 
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economic “treatments” and some who did not. Third, they by and large assess interventions 
that are feasible and realistic within the constraints of U.S. policy making.
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by increasing their independence, and some 
evidence that it increases the likelihood they 
will marry.


Economic Resources and Marriage
Patterns of family formation have changed 
dramatically in the United States over the 
past 60 years. Women’s median age at first 
marriage rose from 20 in 1950 to 26.6 in 
2012; for men, it rose from 23 to 28.6 in the 
same period. The share of women projected 
to never marry has also increased.1 At the 
same time, nonmarital coresidence—that 
is, cohabitation—has become increasingly 
common. In 2011–13, nearly 70 percent 
of women reported that they had ever 
cohabited, and cohabitations composed 
28 percent of all unions among women 
age 19–44.2


These shifts are dramatic, but the growing 
stratification of family formation by 
socioeconomic status has perhaps been even 
more striking. Increasingly, there is a divide 
in marriage and cohabitation by educational 
attainment and by race and ethnicity. 
Compared to others, less-educated and 
African American men and women are 
less likely to marry, and less-educated men 
and women in general are more likely to 
cohabit.3


These decades of change in marriage have 
also seen stark changes in the economy, 
characterized by rising economic inequality; 
declining unionization; stagnant wage 
growth for most workers; a loss of stable, 
well-paying middle class jobs; and a general 
sense of rising economic insecurity and 
uncertainty. A large number of sociologists, 
demographers, and economists have sought 
to connect these demographic and economic 
trends. Their research has marshaled 
evidence to suggest that declining economic 
fortunes among less-educated and African 


In contemporary America, marriage 
is tightly related to money. Men 
and, perhaps to a lesser extent, 
women with more education, higher 
incomes, larger stocks of wealth, and 


more stable employment are more likely 
to marry than are those in more precarious 
economic positions. This well-supported 
finding suggests that these kinds of 
economic insufficiency may cause later and 
less marriage. But it leaves us wondering 
whether the relationship between economic 
resources and marriage is causal and, if it 
is, what we might then do from a policy 
perspective.


In this article, I review 15 social 
experiments in areas such as early childhood 
education, human capital development, 
workforce training, and income support to 
assess the extent to which programs that 
successfully increased the economic well-
being of disadvantaged men and women 
also increased marriage. These programs 
were not designed to affect marriage. 
But, to the extent that they increased 
economic resources, they could have 
had such “marriage effects.” Examining 
these programs offers three key benefits. 
First, their experimental designs provide 
important causal insight into how economic 
resources affect marriage. Second, they let 
us compare disadvantaged men and women, 
some of whom received an economic boost 
and some who did not. Third, these studies 
by and large assess interventions that are 
feasible and realistic within the constraints 
of U.S. policy making.


Overall, for men, I find little evidence that 
manipulating their economic resources 
increases the likelihood they will marry, with 
one notable exception. For women, there is 
no evidence that increasing their economic 
resources makes them less likely to marry 
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American men and women is one important 
cause of the changes in family formation.


These studies generally examine either the 
relationship between an individual’s own 
economic status—as measured by income, 
education, employment, or wealth—
and his or her transitions to marriage or 
cohabitation, or the relationship between 
the pool of economically attractive potential 
partners and an individual’s transition to 
marriage or cohabitation. Below, I briefly 
review some key findings from this work, 
highlighting gender differences in the 
relationship between economic resources 
and how people form unions and differences 
in the relationship between economic 
resources and the type of unions they form.


Men’s Economic Standing 
and Marriage
There are strong theoretical reasons to 
expect that men’s economic resources would 
be positively related to getting married. 
Such resources could make men more 
attractive as potential spouses and, perhaps, 
also make them feel that they are ready 
for marriage according to social norms. 
Empirical research supports this idea. 
Men’s employment, earnings, education, 
and wealth are all positively related to 
whether they marry, and a greater supply of 
employed men of the same age and race is 
positively related to whether women marry.4


Most of this work assesses economic 
standing by measuring current employment 
and earnings. However, it seems more 
realistic to expect that, although men and 
women weigh current economic standing 
when considering marriage, long-term 
economic potential should also play an 
important role in their calculations. Perhaps 
the most direct shorthand way to assess 
long-term economic potential is education. 


And, indeed, there is evidence that more 
highly educated men are more likely to 
marry at some point in their lives than are 
their less-educated counterparts.5 Several 
scholars have used other measures of long-
term potential, such as future expected 
earnings; ownership of a home, vehicle, 
or financial assets; career maturity; and 
labor union membership. They’ve found 
strong positive relationships between these 
measures and marriage.6


There are strong theoretical 
reasons to expect that men’s 
economic resources would be 
positively related to getting 
married.


Though changing marriage patterns have 
motivated much of the research on men’s 
economic standing and marriage, very few 
studies actually estimate to what extent 
the changes we’ve seen in age at first 
marriage and stratification in marriage can 
be explained by changes in men’s economic 
standing or by changes in the strength of 
the relationship between men’s economic 
standing and marriage. Instead, most studies 
examine the experiences of a particular 
group of people born around the same time. 
The few studies that have actually examined 
how changes in men’s economic standing 
contribute to changes in marriage have 
found mixed effects. One early study, from 
1992, found that changes in young black 
men’s employment could account for about 
20 percent of the change in their marriage 
patterns between 1960 and 1980.7 Two more 
recent studies found that rising inequality in 
men’s wages could explain about 20 percent 
of the decline in women’s propensity to 
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marry between 1970 and 1990.8 Even fewer 
researchers have investigated whether the 
strength of the relationship between men’s 
economic resources and marriage has 
changed over time, but prominent accounts 
of family change suggest that, if anything, 
young people have come to place a higher 
premium on economic resources as a social 
prerequisite of marriage.9


Women’s Economic Standing 
and Marriage
The late UCLA sociologist Valerie 
Oppenheimer championed the idea that 
greater economic resources could be 
positively associated with marriage for 
women in the same way as for men, as 
economic resources also make women more 
attractive as potential partners.10 However, 
other scholars have suggested the opposite, 
arguing for an “independence effect” 
through which better-off women might have 
enough resources to opt out of marriage.11


The argument for an independence 
effect has influenced the debate over how 
receiving social welfare affects marriage. 
One set of studies, using city-level data on 
women’s employment, earnings, and welfare 
receipt, has found that men are less likely to 
marry when they live in places where women 
have higher economic standing.12 But there 
is little evidence for the idea that women’s 
income, education, or assets have a negative 
relationship with whether they choose to 
marry. In fact, reviews of scholarship on the 
subject report that better-off women are 
more likely to marry than are their more 
disadvantaged peers.13 This holds true for 
women’s education, income, and assets, 
though the magnitude of these relationships 
is often smaller than it is for men.14


One possible reason that we don’t see an 
independence effect for women is that 


the theory was developed with reference 
to a model of marriage, based on gender 
specialization, that increasingly no longer 
exists. Indeed, the relationship between 
women’s economic standing and marriage 
may have changed over time as the 
economic bargain of marriage moved from 
gender specialization—the man holds a job, 
the woman takes care of the home and the 
children—to a more egalitarian model.15 
We see some supporting evidence for 
this perspective in Europe, where women 
with more education are more likely to 
marry in countries where gender roles are 
more egalitarian, but less likely to marry 
in countries where gender roles are more 
traditional.16


Cohabitation
Though both marriage and cohabitation are 
forms of romantic coresidence, research 
suggests that these two arrangements have 
very different social meanings. Marriage is 
often predicated on economic stability and 
status, and cohabitation is a more fragile 
and preliminary arrangement suitable for 
those who lack the resources seen as socially 
necessary for marriage.17 For instance, 
poor and working-class men and women 
report that the high economic standard 
for marriage doesn’t apply to cohabitation. 
In fact, they say that cohabitation is the 
appropriate choice for young couples, often 
parents, who are romantically involved but 
have not yet accumulated the economic 
prerequisites for marriage.18


This view finds support in demographic 
studies that examine the relationship 
between men’s and women’s economic 
resources and entry into cohabitation versus 
entry into marriage. For instance, a study 
that estimated respondents’ future earnings 
potential found that although white men 
with higher expected earnings were more 
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likely to marry, there was no evidence 
of a relationship between the expected 
earnings of either men or women and how 
likely they were to cohabit.19 Similarly, 
research using longitudinal data—that is, 
data that follows people over time—shows 
that better-educated men and women are 
more likely to marry, but that there is no 
relationship between educational attainment 
and cohabitation; also, people with unstable 
employment are more likely to cohabit 
and less likely to marry.20 A more recent 
study of a relatively disadvantaged group 
of young parents found further evidence of 
how education shapes the way they form 
unions. In this group, greater educational 
attainment increased the likelihood that 
both men and women would marry, and 
it reduced the likelihood that men would 
cohabit.21 (For more on cohabitation, see 
Wendy Manning’s article in this issue.)


Possibilities and Pitfalls
We have strong evidence that men who 
are better off, as marked by income, 
employment, education, and wealth, are 
more likely to marry and perhaps less likely 
to cohabit. Although there is a theoretical 
case for an independence effect, in which 
women’s economic resources are negatively 
related to marriage, little empirical evidence 
supports this proposition. Do these 
relationships between economic resources 
and how people form unions hold lessons 
for policy?


The positive relationship between economic 
resources and marriage, and the negative 
relationship to cohabitation, might lead us to 
conclude that programs designed to improve 
people’s economic standing should also 
make them more likely to choose marriage 
over cohabitation. The implied approach 
is appealing, particularly because efforts to 
encourage marriage through education and 


advertising have met with limited success.22 
However, several potential pitfalls are 
inherent in making this leap from what we 
observe in the research to making policy.


First, though the finding of a positive 
association between economic status and 
marriage is widely documented and robust, 
the relationships that we see between 
marriage and earnings, employment, 
education, and wealth could be spurious. 
That is, other characteristics of individuals 
could affect both their economic standing 
and how likely they are to marry, and these 
unobserved characteristics could be the real 
cause of each. In their studies of marriage, 
scholars have tried to account for such 
characteristics as propensity to plan ahead, 
interpersonal skills, and disposition toward 
marriage, but these are difficult to measure. 
Social scientists have developed statistical 
tools to estimate causal effects using 
observational data, but it has proven difficult 
to apply such techniques to the study of how 
economic resources affect union formation.


Second, although policy is most concerned 
with patterns of union formation among 
less well-off men and women, research 
generally considers the relationship between 
economic resources and union formation in 
a representative sample of the population. 
This is good insofar as this work allows us to 
make statements about the whole population. 
But relatively little research has focused 
on how economic factors affect union 
formation among the disadvantaged young 
people whose lives policy primarily seeks 
to improve. Research that focuses on this 
group might find different results than does 
research on representative samples of the 
population.


Finally, research on economic factors and 
union formation has not generally translated 
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the relationships we observe into specific, 
actionable policy. For example, the research 
suggests that obtaining a college degree, 
finding steady work, or acquiring assets 
would raise the probability of marriage. 
But are such economic transformations 
possible? Can policy realistically effect such 
changes? While a major national policy like 
a guaranteed minimum income or universal 
child savings accounts might encourage 
marriage, such ambitious policies would 
seem to have a slim chance of being enacted 
in the current political environment. Could 
effective work and education policies that 
are already in place or under consideration 
also produce measurable effects on union 
formation?


Experimental evaluations 
of interventions to enhance 
human capital and 
employment have produced 
reliable causal estimates, 
focused on key populations, 
and, by their very design, 
mapped realistic policy 
interventions to their 
demographic effects.


These three problems limit the degree to 
which existing work on union formation and 
economic resources can guide family policy. 
However, we can overcome these problems 
by considering findings from a very different 
line of empirical research. Specifically, 
experimental evaluations of interventions 
to enhance human capital (that is, formal 
education, vocational education, or job 
training) and employment have produced 


reliable causal estimates, focused on key 
populations, and, by their very design, 
mapped realistic policy interventions to their 
demographic effects.


Experimental Evaluations of 
Economic Interventions
To identify the most relevant evaluations, I 
imposed a number of selection criteria. First, 
I focused on experimental interventions that 
randomized participants into treatment and 
control groups and tracked the outcomes of 
both groups over time. Second, I focused 
on studies conducted in the United States. 
Though randomized experimental designs 
have been used around the world, I’m 
concerned with economic factors and union 
formation in the United States, which 
is arguably quite distinct from Europe 
and even Canada. Third, I focused on 
interventions that were designed to affect 
participants’ human capital, employment, 
or income, including modifications to state 
social welfare policies.23 Using these criteria, 
I found 76 eligible experiments. Rather 
than review each individual experiment 
again, I summarized the findings of previous 
reviews.24


It’s important to bear in mind that 
evaluations of these interventions focused 
on their economic effects. Of the 76 
eligible experiments, only 15 assessed 
participants’ union status when they were 
questioned in a follow-up months or years 
after the experiment ended. Almost all 
of these studies assessed union status at 
the follow-up point rather than assessing 
transitions between one status and another. 
That is, these evaluations generally report 
differences in the share of treatment and 
control group members who were married 
at follow-up and not the share that got 
married between the end of treatment and 
follow-up. Many of these experiments took 
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place at multiple sites, presented estimates 
for multiple subpopulations, examined 
outcomes at multiple follow-up points, or 
some combination of the three. So, at times, 
I discuss more than one estimate of a given 
program’s effect on marriage.


Review of Experiments
The experiments I review below are 
roughly divided into three groups: those 
that attempted to intervene relatively early 
in life; those that delivered education, job 
training, or job placement later in life; and a 
residual category of interventions that took 
other approaches to improving men’s and 
women’s socioeconomic status. Table 1 gives 
a brief summary of these interventions’ key 
effects on marriage, separately for men and 
women. Finally, I discuss a fourth category 
of interventions that experimented with 
changes in welfare rules.


I examined these evaluations to see how 
the experimental manipulation of economic 
status might offer insight into the role of 
economic resources in union formation. 
However, these evaluations were conducted 
to determine whether the economic 
interventions produced their intended 
effects. In other words, it’s not a given that 
these interventions worked. Indeed, though 
several of these interventions produced 
large and relatively long-lasting economic 
effects, the economic effects of others were 
modest and inconsistent over time.


Early Life Interventions
Perry Preschool Project
Perry, based in Michigan, ran from 1962 
to 1967; it tested the effects of providing 
preschool education to a target population 
of disadvantaged African American 
children.25 The children received a 2.5-hour 


Table 1. Effects of Economic Interventions on Men’s and Women’s Marital Status 


 Significant Positive Effects on Marriage?
Intervention Men Women


Early Childhood   


Moving to Opportunity N Y


Perry Preschool N Y


Project STAR Y Y


Abecedarian N N


Education, Job Training, and Job Placement


Career Academies Y N


Job Corps N Y


Job Start N N


CEO N –


Youth Challenge N –


ERA – N


CET – N


Other Interventions  


New Chance – N


New Hope – Y


Opportunity NYC – Y


WCSD – N
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in-school program with a 6:1 student-
teacher ratio and a daily home visit of 1.5 
hours. Participants were enrolled for either 
one or two academic years.


This project is particularly valuable because 
it was a randomized experiment and 
because study subjects were followed over 
an extended period of time, with follow-up 
at ages 19, 27, and 40. The current 
scholarly and policy interest in early-life 
interventions is partly inspired by Perry’s 
apparent positive effects on the wellbeing of 
treatment group members from childhood 
well into adulthood, including greater 
educational attainment, less involvement 
with the criminal justice system, and higher 
earnings, though more recent analysis 
suggests that the positive effects on men 
may have been overstated.


Perry’s age 40 follow-up revealed 
substantial differences in marital status 
in the treatment and control groups. 
Among men who went through the 
program, 57 percent were married or 
cohabiting; 23 percent were divorced; and 
20 percent were single, never married, or 
not cohabiting. The control group males 
were less likely to be in romantic unions 
(the respective figures were 33 percent, 
23 percent, and 44 percent). However, 
this analysis didn’t separate marriage 
and cohabitation. A new, more rigorous 
analysis of the Perry data found no effects 
on men’s marriage at age 27. However, it 
found evidence that Perry’s largest effects 
were on the female participants, for whom 
it documents positive impacts on IQ, high 
school graduation, criminal behavior, 
unemployment, and receiving welfare. It 
also found that Perry had a large positive 
effect (a 32 percentage point increase) 
on the likelihood that women would be 
married by age 27.


Abecedarian
A total of 111 children born between 1972 
and 1977 in Orange County, North Carolina, 
were enrolled in the Abecedarian Project 
if they appeared to be at high risk of school 
failure, based on 13 sociodemographic 
factors.26 Treatment had two phases. In 
early childhood, treated children received 
year-round child care with a systematic 
curriculum. For the first three years of 
school, treated children were assigned a 
home-school resource teacher who worked 
to increase parental involvement. So children 
could be untreated, or treated in one or both 
of the early childhood and school-age stages. 
In practice, evaluation studies have focused 
on comparing the early childhood treatment 
group with the control group. Adult 
follow-up occurred at ages 21 and 30. At age 
21, those who received the early childhood 
treatment were more likely to be in college, 
and at age 30, they had higher educational 
attainment and more full-time employment. 
However, there was no significant difference 
in marriage at either age 21 or 30 between 
those who received the early childhood 
treatment and the control group.


Project STAR
The TN STAR experiment, which began 
in 1985, enrolled more than 11,000 
kindergarten children through third-graders 
at 79 schools in Tennessee to evaluate how 
smaller class sizes affected learning. Children 
in the treatment group were assigned to 
classes with 15 students on average, while 
control group members were assigned to 
larger classes, averaging 22 students.


The intervention’s positive effects on test 
scores are well documented.27 A more recent 
study linked the original evaluation data 
to administrative tax records to conduct a 
longer-term follow-up. It found that students 
assigned to small classes were more likely 
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to be enrolled in college by age 20, though 
they didn’t have higher earnings by age 27. 
Additionally, children (both boys and girls 
combined) assigned to small classrooms 
were more likely to have married by age 27 
than were control group members.28


Moving to Opportunity
The U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development sponsored this major 
study of the effects of providing housing 
vouchers to low-income families living 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods in New 
York, Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, and Los 
Angeles. Begun in 1994, the study enrolled 
approximately 4,600 families. Treatment 
group members got vouchers that they could 
use to offset the cost of rent. One group 
was allowed to use its vouchers anywhere. 
A second group was allowed to use the 
vouchers only for housing in a low-poverty 
neighborhood for the first year; members 
also received assistance with finding such 
housing. A control group received neither 
vouchers nor house-finding assistance.


The program was motivated by research 
suggesting that living in a high-poverty 
neighborhood can hurt children’s and 
adults’ wellbeing in many ways.29 Follow-up 
studies conducted over the first 10 years 
of the program found that Moving to 
Opportunity had mixed effects. Treatment 
group members were more likely to live 
in low-poverty neighborhoods, and adult 
women and their female children in the 
treatment group had better health by several 
measures, including obesity, diabetes, and 
psychological distress. However, there 
were few effects on employment or income 
or on children’s educational outcomes or 
involvement in criminal behavior.30


I found no published estimates of Moving 
to Opportunity’s effects on adults’ marriage. 


However, a recent analysis found evidence 
that girls who were under 13 at the time 
of treatment were more likely than control 
group members to be married by the time 
they were in their 20s, and somewhat less 
likely to have children when they were 
teenagers. In general, the younger the 
child at the time of treatment, the stronger 
these effects, suggesting that early-life 
intervention may be particularly important.31


Education, Job Training, and Job 
Placement Interventions
Career Academies
The strongest support for the idea that 
improving the economic standing of men 
with low socioeconomic status might induce 
more marriage is found in the evaluation 
of the Career Academies program. Career 
Academies date to the 1980s and currently 
operate around the country. These small 
schools within schools allow a group of 
students and teachers to remain together for 
two to four years and focus on a single area, 
such as health or information technology. 
These academies are explicitly oriented 
toward easing the transition from school 
to work with career-focused classes and 
internships.


The nonprofit social policy research 
organization MDRC conducted a large 
randomized trial of Career Academies in 
nine U.S. high schools, following 1,400 
young men and women in Maryland, 
Florida, Pennsylvania, California, Texas, and 
Washington, DC.32 Participants were drawn 
from disadvantaged communities. About 
one-third lived in single-parent households 
and one-quarter in households receiving 
social welfare. Still, the sample was 
somewhat diverse socioeconomically; for 
example, 12 percent of the students’ fathers 
had graduated from college, and two-thirds 
lived in two-parent households. Enrollment 
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in Career Academies produced large 
economic returns, particularly for men. 
Participants saw earnings gains averaging 
11 percent per year over control group 
members, for a total increase of almost 
$17,000 over the eight-year follow-up 
period. There were no effects on education, 
however. A large share of both the 
treatment and the control group graduated 
from high school or received a GED.


[Career Academies offers] 
the strongest support for 
the idea that improving the 
economic standing of men 
with low socioeconomic 
status might induce more 
marriage.


When it comes to union formation, the 
eight-year follow-up found large and 
statistically significant impacts on marriage/
cohabitation for men. Thirty-six percent of 
men in the treatment group were married 
or living with a partner at follow-up, 
compared with 27 percent of men in the 
control group. Moreover, further analysis 
found that the program increased marriage 
among young men and that the impact 
on living independently with a child or 
children and a partner was concentrated 
only among young men who were married.33


Career Academies has thus been one of 
the most successful interventions in terms 
of improving men’s economic standing and 
affecting whether they marry. However, 
the same cannot be said of women. Career 
Academies had few if any significant 
effects on women’s educational attainment, 
months employed, hours worked, hourly 


wages, or total monthly earnings, and, as 
we would expect, no effects on women’s 
relationship status.


Job Corps
Begun in 1964, JobCorps is an educational 
and vocational program for disadvantaged 
youths ages 16–24 that aims to give them 
the skills to either find work or seek 
additional education. Participants come 
from households that either receive welfare 
or subsist below the poverty line, and a 
very large majority are younger than 20, 
nonwhite, and have not completed high 
school. The mostly residential 28-week 
program includes a set of services tailored 
to participants’ individual needs, including 
formal education, instruction in independent 
living, health care and health education, 
vocational training, and help finding a job.


The experimental National Job Corps Study 
began in November 1994, enrolling about 
9,500 people in the treatment group and 
6,000 in the control group by February 
1996.34 Follow-up occurred four years after 
participants finished the program. Control 
group members were not permitted to enroll 
in Job Corps for three years, but they could 
enroll in similar programs.


Job Corps had positive effects on the 
education and training of male participants. 
It also produced positive impacts on 
employment and earnings that first appeared 
after three years and persisted through 
the four-year follow-up. On average, 
participants’ earnings increased by about 
$600 over the four-year period, though these 
gains were concentrated in years three and 
four. Job Corps participants were less likely 
to be arrested (mostly in the first year); 
they were also less likely to be convicted or 
incarcerated, and less likely to be victims of 
a crime. 
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Despite the positive effects in other areas, 
there were no significant differences in the 
share of male treatment and control group 
members who were married after four years, 
about 13 percent of each. Similarly, there 
were no significant differences between the 
groups in the share who were cohabiting. 
But the follow-up period was only four years, 
and all the participants were under 24 when 
they enrolled. Given that the median age of 
first marriage in the United States for men 
is currently 29, it’s possible that participants 
simply saw themselves as too young to 
marry, though there were no differences in 
cohabitation.


JobCorps participation also increased weeks 
employed in the year, hours employed per 
year, and earnings in the year for women, 
though these effects were significant only 
for women who had no children when the 
program began. Among these women, 
16 percent of treatment group members 
were married after four years, compared 
with 13 percent of control group members. 
A later study similarly found that increases 
in employment and earnings associated with 
JobCorps increased women’s but not men’s 
likelihood of marriage.


JOBSTART
The JOBSTART demonstration gave low-
skilled school dropouts a set of training and 
support services designed to place them 
in jobs. It was modeled on JobCorps, but 
it wasn’t a residential program and was 
therefore less expensive. As with JobCorps, 
participants received basic remedial 
education, vocational training, and job 
placement services. The participants, ages 
17–21, were drawn from very disadvantaged 
backgrounds. All were high school dropouts 
with limited literacy, and they lived in 
households that received public assistance or 
subsisted at less than the federal poverty line.


MDRC evaluated JOBSTART at 13 sites in 
New York, Georgia, Connecticut, California, 
Illinois, Pennsylvania, Texas, Colorado, and 
Arizona.35 A group of 2,312 young people was 
randomly assigned to either the treatment or 
the control group. Follow-up surveys were 
conducted one, two, and four years after the 
program ended. 


The program significantly increased the 
chances that participants would earn a GED 
or complete high school; 42 percent of the 
treatment group did one or the other, versus 
28.6 percent of the control group. Initially, 
participants had lower earnings than those 
in the control group because they were 
more likely to be enrolled in school than 
to be working. But over the next two years, 
participants’ earnings began to increase 
compared to those of the control group, 
although the difference was not statistically 
significant. Perhaps unsurprisingly, then, 
the program had no effects on marriage for 
either men or women. As with JobCorps, 
the young age of the participants likely 
limited the potential for marriage effects 
to appear after four years. But where 
JobCorps had significant economic effects, 
JOBSTART did not, making marriage 
effects unlikely in any case.


Center for Employment 
Opportunities (CEO)
This transitional jobs program, run by the 
Vera Institute of Justice, places recently 
released ex-offenders directly into paid jobs, 
where they earn minimum wage. In addition 
to a short employment-preparation program, 
participants also receive counseling on 
employment and other matters. Eventually, 
participants get help in making the transition 
to a permanent job. Participants were older 
on average than those involved in JobCorps, 
JOBSTART, or Career Academies, with 
a mean age of 34. They were also quite 
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disadvantaged. About half lacked a high 
school diploma, and nearly 100 percent 
were nonwhite.


MDRC evaluated the program from 
January 2004 to October 2005.36 Of 977 
ex-offenders referred by their parole 
officers, 568 were assigned to the program 
and 409 to a control group. Follow-up 
surveys were conducted after one, two, 
and three years. Control group members 
weren’t directly placed in transitional jobs, 
but they did get help finding other work. 
The program generated a large but short-
lived increase in employment. The increase 
was driven by the treatment group’s access 
to transitional jobs; after the jobs ended, 
treatment group members did not fare 
any better than those in the control group. 
The program had more sustained impacts 
on participants’ recidivism, reducing 
convictions and incarcerations over the 
two-year follow-up period.


The program did not affect marriage, 
however. There were no significant 
differences between the treatment and 
control groups in whether they had ever 
been married, were married at the time of 
the follow-up survey, or were cohabiting.


National Guard Youth Challenge
This quasimilitary 17-month program 
helps youth who have dropped out of high 
school. It involves a two-week qualification 
phase followed by a 20-week residential 
phase, in which participants, or “cadets,” 
receive training in eight areas and study for 
a GED. At the end, participants are placed 
in jobs, education, or military service.


MDRC conducted a randomized evaluation 
of the Challenge program beginning in 
2005, enrolling 1,200 participants and 
following up to assess a range of outcomes 
at nine, 21, and 36 months.37 Participants 


ranged in age from 16 to 18. They were 
overwhelmingly male and had generally 
performed poorly in school, as shown by 
low grades and suspensions. At 21 months, 
members of the treatment group had higher 
mean weekly earnings and educational 
attainment than did members of the control 
group; various subgroups also saw positive 
effects on full-time employment. At 36 
months, treatment group members were 
more likely to have graduated from high 
school or received their GED, were more 
likely to be employed, and had higher annual 
earnings.


The study did not separately examine 
marriage and cohabitation, only finding no 
effect of participation at 21 months on the 
combined outcome of living with a spouse 
or partner. At 36 months, 24 percent of 
program group members were married 
or cohabiting versus 20 percent of control 
group members, but this difference was not 
considered significant.


Employment Retention and 
Advancement (ERA)
This project used randomized trials to test 
12 programs around the country, each 
using different interventions designed to 
help low-wage workers retain work and 
advance. The interventions fell into three 
groups: (1) programs that offered career 
counseling and training for low-wage 
workers; (2) programs that offered help 
with job placement, often for particularly 
disadvantaged populations, such as those 
with disabilities or substance abuse 
problems; and (3) programs that used a mix 
of services and targeted them primarily at 
welfare recipients.


MDRC studied 45,000 control and treatment 
group members, beginning between 2000 
and 2004 and conducting follow-up between 
three and four years later.38 Of the 12 
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program sites, the evaluation study found 
significant economic effects for only three 
of the programs: those in Texas, Chicago, 
and Riverside, California. The interventions 
at these sites appeared to produce gains 
in earnings and employment for their low-
income, single-parent clients.


Most of the evaluation data was drawn 
from administrative records, which did not 
contain information on romantic union 
status. However, a survey that asked about 
marriage and cohabitation was conducted at 
42 months at three of the 12 sites: Chicago, 
Riverside, and Los Angeles, two of which 
(Chicago and Riverside) had shown positive 
effects on economic outcomes at both 12 and 
42 months. The survey found no significant 
effects on marriage at any of the three sites 
and mixed effects on cohabitation. 


Center for Employment 
and Training (CET)
This program provided employment training 
in a work-like setting in San Jose, California, 
seeking to connect participants to jobs.39 The 
model was expanded and tested at 12 sites 
around the country in the mid-1990s; it was 
successfully implemented, with high fidelity 
to the model program, in four. However, the 
economic impacts of even these successful 
implementations were very weak. Access to 
the program didn’t increase young people’s 
employment or earnings by the end of the 
54-month follow-up period, compared with 
a control group. After 30 months, positive 
effects on women’s employment and earnings 
were evident, but they didn’t persist beyond 
that point, while evidence of negative 
effects on men’s employment at 30 months 
also did not persist at 54 months. Effects 
in the medium- and low-fidelity sites were 
either negligible or negative. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, then, there were no impacts on 
union status.


Other Interventions
New Chance
This program was designed to increase the 
educational attainment of unwed mothers 
who were high school dropouts.40 New 
Chance offered participants an array of 
services that included academic instruction, 
training for employment, help finding a job, 
and instruction in parenting skills, among 
others. The program was implemented 
between 1989 and 1992 at 16 sites around 
the country. Enrollment was randomized, 
and respondents were contacted for 
follow-up at 18 and 42 months. The 
evaluation found, first, that many control 
group members were able to obtain similar 
services through other means, meaning that 
the comparison of treatment with control 
group members was really a comparison of 
the use of different services, rather than a 
comparison of people who received services 
with people who didn’t. With that in mind, 
the results suggest that those in the program 
were more likely to get their GEDs, but 
were not any more likely to work or reduce 
their use of welfare, among other outcomes. 
The share of treatment group members 
who were married was 8 percent at 18 
months and 13 percent at 42 months, not 
significantly different from the 7 percent 
and 12 percent of control group members.


New Hope
Between August 1994 and December 1995, 
low-income people in two Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, neighborhoods were given the 
opportunity to opt in to a program of wage 
supplements, affordable health insurance, 
child-care subsidies, and community 
service jobs.41 Those who were interested 
were randomly assigned to treatment and 
control groups. The program lasted for 
three years, during which nearly 90 percent 
of participants made use of at least one 
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program benefit; on average, participants 
drew on the available benefits in about half 
of the program months.


The New Hope evaluation enrolled 1,300 
people. About 750 had children, and these 
families were tracked over eight years. The 
evaluation found strong evidence of positive 
effects on employment and income, poverty, 
health, children’s involvement in structured 
programming and activities, and children’s 
academic achievement. While most of the 
economic effects faded once the program 
ended, effects on children’s activities, school 
engagement, and social behavior persisted 
through follow-ups at five and eight years.


New Hope appeared to increase marriage, 
though only for women who had never been 
married when they entered the program. 
The 337 women who had never been 
married when the program began, and who 
gave information about their marital status 
at a five-year follow-up, were nearly twice 
as likely to have married by year five than 
were control group members (20.7 percent 
vs. 11.8 percent); there were no effects 
on cohabitation. Further, as we would 
expect, New Hope’s marriage effects were 
partially mediated by the program’s impacts 
on earnings and employment; that is, it 
appears that the gains in income preceded 
the changes in marital status. Taken 
together, then, we have strong evidence that 
economic resources have a positive causal 
effect on women’s marriage.


Opportunity NYC
This conditional cash transfer program—
that is, a program in which participants 
receive cash in exchange for completing 
certain actions—is a multifaceted 
antipoverty effort piloted in New York 
City in 2007. Participants could earn cash 
rewards for compliance with a set of 22 


behaviors, including children’s school 
attendance and achievement, regular health-
care visits and coverage, and employment 
and human capital development. 
Completing any of these behaviors could 
earn participating families rewards ranging 
from $20 to $600.


In cooperation with another nonprofit, 
Seedco, MDRC conducted a randomized 
evaluation of the program that followed 
4,800 participants, most of whom were 
women, studying outcomes at 18 and 42 
months.42 Participating families lived in 
one of six low-income communities and 
had incomes of less than 130 percent of the 
federal poverty line. The data on outcomes 
came from administrative records and 
surveys. The evaluators found that almost 
all of the families (98 percent) received 
rewards; the average family received about 
$3,000 per year. Those who earned the most 
tended to be more educated, employed 
full time, and married. Participants saw 
a range of positive economic effects, 
including reduced material hardship and 
improved household savings. However, the 
program had only modest or no effects on 
most measures of children’s education and 
family health, and it had mixed effects on 
employment.


The 18-month follow-up found some 
evidence that the program affected 
marriage. Nineteen percent of participants 
reported that they were married and living 
with a spouse, compared with 15.6 percent 
of control group members, a statistically 
significant difference. There were no 
significant differences in the share of each 
group who were living with a partner: 
10.6 percent of participants and 9.3 
percent of control group members. The 
program’s effects on marriage could have 
been produced by either the cash rewards 
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themselves or by participants engaging 
in the encouraged behaviors, or both. 
However, the evaluators also suggest that 
marriage could reflect strategic economic 
behavior in which initially single treatment 
group members married to bring their 
partner into the program and so increase the 
possibility of earning rewards by having two 
enrolled adults in the household. However, 
whatever the reason, by the 42-month 
follow-up survey, there were no significant 
differences in the share of participants and 
control group members who were married 
(18.7 percent vs. 17.8 percent), and, in fact, 
treatment group members were somewhat 
more likely to have divorced (15.4 percent 
vs. 13.1 percent).


Wisconsin Child Support 
Demonstration (WCSD)
Wisconsin’s Child Support Demonstration 
Evaluation reports the results of an 
experimental child support policy that 
increased the income of low-income 
unmarried mothers.43 The analysis is based 
on survey and administrative data collected 
from a sample of 709 women in treatment 
and control groups who entered the study 
between September 1997 and July 1998 
and were followed up in the spring and 
summer of 2004. In general terms, the study 
participants were quite disadvantaged; two-
thirds of mothers were black and only half 
had completed high school. 


The program had some positive effects. 
Those in the treatment group were more 
likely to establish paternity and more 
likely to receive child support. Further, as 
expected, the program increased women’s 
total support; treatment group members 
received 20 percent more than control 
group members in year one and 12 percent 
more in year three. Six and a half years after 
the program began, however, there was 


no significant difference between the two 
groups in whether they were married to or 
cohabiting with the fathers of the children 
who were the focus of the study. However, 
treatment group mothers were significantly 
less likely to be cohabiting with men 
who were not the fathers of the children. 
Perhaps increased economic resources 
don’t reduce the likelihood that women will 
marry, but do reduce the need to enter into 
cohabiting relationships with men who are 
not the biological fathers of their children.


Welfare Reform Interventions
Many evaluations conducted in the 1990s 
sought to understand how modifications 
to state public assistance policies might 
affect marriage. These interventions 
were conducted in the context of 
large-scale changes to federal public 
assistance policy, in particular the 1996 
passage of the Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act, which replaced the Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children program with 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families. 
The new program had a very different 
structure. It put limits on how long people 
could receive public assistance and required 
participants to engage in employment-
related activities. It also provided enhanced 
earnings disregards, meaning that program 
participants could remain eligible while 
earning more money. 


In the years before the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act was passed, a number of 
states secured federal waivers to conduct 
experimental pilot studies of the effects 
of modifying existing Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children rules. In general, 
these welfare reform experiments tested 
the effects of one or more of the following 
interventions: (1) mandatory employment, 
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(2) enhanced earnings disregard, and 
(3) time limits on receiving welfare. 
One study pooled the data from 14 such 
experimentally evaluated interventions.44 
Since all these modifications were designed 
to reduce dependency on public benefits 
and increase employment, the authors 
wanted to see whether the interventions 
could either increase women’s marriage 
(if greater affluence encourages marriage) 
or decrease women’s marriage (if greater 
affluence allows for more independence). 
However, they found little evidence of any 
effects on marriage, positive or negative, 
whether they were examining the main 
sample, demographic subgroups, or specific 
combinations of policy changes.


Another review, rather than pooling 
the data, examined each experiment 
individually.45 While it found that one, 
the Minnesota Family Investment 
Program, increased marriage for long-term 
recipients of public assistance, and another, 
Delaware’s ABC program, produced small 
increases, none of the other 12 programs 
affected marriage. In sum, there is no 
strong evidence that these alterations of 
public assistance policy, which could have 
increased work and income, had consistent 
positive effects on women’s marriage. That 
said, there is also no evidence that any 
of them reduced women’s likelihood of 
marriage, as the independence hypothesis 
might predict.


Conclusions
Over the past 40 years, social scientists have 
undertaken a massive effort to understand 
the social and economic forces behind 
family change in the United States. Scholars 
have used large representative surveys of 
men and women, followed respondents 
over many decades, and carefully modeled 
the relationships between their economic 


resources and their transitions to marriage 
and cohabitation. A fairly consistent story 
has emerged: Men’s economic resources 
are positively associated with marriage, but 
perhaps not with cohabitation; women’s 
economic resources, perhaps contrary to 
expectations, are also associated positively 
with marriage and perhaps negatively with 
cohabitation. 


This social science research estimates the 
relationship between economic resources 
and union status based on the economic 
resources that men and women come 
to possess through social and economic 
processes. In this review, in contrast, I’ve 
drawn on a much smaller but potentially very 
useful set of studies that randomly assign 
some people to a control group that is simply 
followed over time and others to a treatment 
group that receives an intervention designed 
to increase the amount and kind of their 
economic resources.


This experimental method is very powerful. 
It allows us to exclude the possibility that 
unobserved personal and social processes 
that determine different people’s economic 
resources also determine their union status. 
These experiments are also useful because 
they focus on the disadvantaged subgroups 
of men and women who are of primary 
concern to both scholars and policy makers. 
Finally, these experiments also test concrete 
and actionable policy ideas. They tell us 
whether to expect significant effects on family 
formation from economic interventions 
that are often already under way or might 
realistically be scaled up.


Effects on Men’s and Women’s Marriage
What have these experiments shown us about 
how economic factors affect union status? 
For men, the evidence is not very strong. 
One study, JOBSTART, essentially had no 
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economic effects and so, unsurprisingly, 
no effects on being married. Two others, 
JobsCorps and Center for Employment 
Opportunities, had positive economic 
effects, but neither affected marriage. 
A fourth study, the National Guard Youth 
Challenge, had positive economic effects, 
but it assessed only the combined outcome 
of being married or living with a partner, 
rather than marriage by itself, finding no 
effects.


The exception is Career Academies. In 
line with expectations from observational 
studies, Career Academies produced large 
economic effects, and, when they were 
surveyed nine years later, participants were 
significantly more likely to be married than 
were control group members. Why was this 
intervention so much more successful than 
others? Perhaps the simplest explanation is 
the size of the economic effects. But certain 
features of the program’s implementation 
and evaluation may also have contributed. 
First, the Career Academies follow-up 
period was fairly long—nine years, as 
opposed to two to four years for JobsCorps, 
JOBSTART, Center for Employment 
Opportunities, and National Guard Youth 
Challenge. Though most economic effects 
appear quickly (unless delayed by increased 
school enrollment), marriage effects may 
take longer, and this may be particularly 
true for the relatively young participants in 
job training and placement programs like 
Career Academies and JobsCorps. Second, 
the Career Academies study population 
was disadvantaged, but it appears to have 
been somewhat better off than those 
involved in JobsCorps or JOBSTART. 
For example, while 24 percent of Career 
Academies respondents lived in households 
that received social welfare, nearly all 
participants in those other two programs 
received public benefits.


For women, the experimental results 
are more nuanced. First, there is very 
little evidence for the hypothesized 
independence effect, through which 
greater economic resources would reduce 
women’s likelihood of marriage. For the 
most part, experiments that successfully 
raised women’s economic standing show no 
evidence of such reductions in marriage. 
For example, the Employment Retention 
and Advancement programs in Chicago 
and Riverside, as well as JobsCorps (when 
considering women without children), all 
had significant economic effects but did not 
depress marriage. Reviews of welfare reform 
experiments similarly found no effects.


But, second, several interventions offer 
evidence that increasing women’s economic 
resources can increase marriage. JobsCorps 
provides only indirect evidence of this. 
But several other studies that evaluated 
either multifaceted programs to alleviate 
poverty or early childhood interventions 
have found clear and significant positive 
effects. Perhaps the best example is New 
Hope. This intervention, designed to 
support poor working adults through an 
earnings supplement, subsidized child care 
and health insurance, and temporary work 
when needed, produced large economic 
effects and, after five years, significantly 
raised the share of those who were married 
among those who had never previously been 
married when the program began. Though 
it ran for a limited time and thus didn’t 
promise long-term support, it provided help 
on an as-needed basis, with participants able 
to use a variety of supports when necessary. 
In New Hope, we see some evidence for 
the argument that managing economic risk 
may affect marriage. A second multifaceted 
antipoverty program, Opportunity NYC, 
also had some positive effects on marriage, 
though it took a different form from New 
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Hope—participants were paid when they 
engaged in program-sanctioned activities. 
Opportunity NYC successfully increased 
employment and appeared to increase 
marriage as well, but only at the 18-month 
follow-up and not at 42 months. While 
these effects may have been the result of 
increased financial stability due to program 
payments, it is also possible that they were 
simply a strategic response to program 
rules that made spouses eligible for the 
conditional cash transfers.


Several interventions offer 
evidence that increasing 
women’s economic resources 
can increase marriage.


I’ve also discussed how several interventions 
in young children’s lives affected marriage 
in adulthood. Of the four interventions that 
focused on young children—Abecedarian, 
the Perry Preschool Project, Moving to 
Opportunity, and Project STAR—three 
had significant positive effects on marriage 
decades after intervention.


Third, for women, cohabitation has some 
interesting dynamics. Unlike for marriage, 
there is little reason to think that increasing 
economic resources would increase 
cohabitation. Rather, we would expect a 
decline in cohabitation, either because of 
an independence effect or because those 
who are better off would opt for marriage 
over cohabitation. In general, evaluations 
that assess cohabitation separately from 
marriage find no effects. However, the 
Employment Retention and Advancement 
site in Chicago found evidence of higher 
rates of cohabitation among the treatment 
group women than among the control group 


women. New Hope, on the other hand, found 
lower rates (but though the difference was 
large at 31 percent of treatment vs. 23 percent 
of controls, it was not statistically significant). 
Wisconsin’s Child Support Demonstration 
Evaluation offers perhaps the most nuanced 
finding, showing that although marriage and 
cohabitation with the father of the children 
in the study was unaffected, treatment 
group women, who had higher incomes as 
a result of the intervention, were less likely 
to cohabit with other men. This finding, at 
least, supports a version of the independence 
hypothesis.


The Limits of Experimental Design
Though experimentally based empirical work 
offers some evidence that increasing men’s 
and women’s economic resources can increase 
marriage, the findings are by no means 
overwhelming. Many interventions have had 
economic effects but no detectable marriage 
effects. In some cases, this lack of marriage 
effects can perhaps be attributed to relatively 
short follow-up periods or the young age of 
participants at follow-up, but several other 
factors could be at play.


First, a key virtue of the experimental 
studies I’ve reviewed is that they test either 
existing programs or interventions that have 
potential to be implemented widely. But 
it’s also possible that the improvements 
in short-run earnings or employment that 
these interventions produce may simply not 
be large enough to affect marriage, and if 
we could produce even greater economic 
change, then marriage effects might 
follow. But it’s also possible that the real 
economic impediment to marriage is not 
current economic standing but expectations 
about the future, and that even when their 
income temporarily rises, people may 
still feel uncertain about their economic 
future. Alternatively, if access to economic 
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resources earlier in life establishes a certain 
understanding of marriage and family, then 
these cognitive models might well persist 
despite improved economic standing later 
in life.


Second, these experimental interventions 
are highly focused on individuals. While 
manipulating men’s and women’s own 
economic resources may affect marriage, 
this approach ignores the larger social 
context in which union formation occurs. 
For instance, if neighborhood poverty 
exerts an independent negative effect 
on union formation, then simply altering 
one person’s income while leaving other 
aspects of the context in which they live 
unchanged may not accomplish much. 
The effects of the Moving to Opportunity 
program on the treated children’s 
marriage in later life suggest that such 
contextual effects may be quite important. 
More broadly, the changes in family 
structure over the past several decades 
have occurred in a context of widening 
economic inequality, which may affect 
marriage. Individual-focused interventions 
do little (and intend to do little) to address 
such broad distributional issues.46


Third, we may be focusing too much on 
the role that economic factors play in 
family change. In interviews, low-income 
and working-class men and women discuss 
the importance of economic factors for 
marriage, but they also give great weight 
to non-economic factors, including trust, 
relationship quality, and gender equality.47 
These relational factors often play a bigger 
role than economic factors do in people’s 
decisions about forming relationships.48


Future Research
Given these limitations, can we learn more 
from this line of inquiry? I would suggest 


that future work examining experimental 
evaluations pursue three avenues.


First, among the most dramatic findings 
we’ve seen are Perry Preschool’s and 
Project STAR’s significant effects on 
marriage, decades after the intervention. 
Though Abecederian, a contemporary 
early-childhood experiment, shows no 
such effects for a pooled sample of men 
and women, other early interventions may 
have marriage effects in adulthood. Several 
observational studies of Head Start’s effects 
on adult outcomes find no strong association 
with teen parenthood or years spent in 
marriage, but an ongoing experimental 
evaluation of Head Start—the Head Start 
Impact Study—promises to provide clearer 
insight into the program’s effects later in 
life if control and treatment group children 
are followed into adulthood.49 Finally, 
an evaluation of another educational 
intervention—the Harlem Children’s Zone’s 
Promise Academy, which is targeted at 
middle and high school students, rather 
than preschoolers—finds large effects on 
teen pregnancy, though marriage has not yet 
been assessed as an outcome.50


Second, though I report here only on 
experimental evaluations that assessed 
marriage as an outcome, I identified 
many more experimentally evaluated 
economic interventions that did not report 
marriage outcomes. It might be possible to 
examine marriage as an outcome of those 
interventions, either using archived data or, 
perhaps, interviewing participants again. 
Though new interviews would be expensive 
and difficult to execute, this approach would 
ensure adequate follow-up time for any 
marriage effects to appear.


Recent work on family formation in the 
United States suggests that beyond income, 
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work, and education, young couples also feel 
that assets are an important prerequisite 
for marriage.51 In interviews, poor and 
working-class couples express a desire to 
have some savings, own a car, and even 
purchase a home before marrying.52 This 
observation parallels a movement in social 
policy and social services to help poor 
families build savings.53 Perhaps the most 
prominent such effort is the American 
Dream Demonstration, a randomized 
evaluation of a matched savings program in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma. Though this intervention 
produced only a modest increase in savings, 
it would be useful to see whether this 
increase translated into any measurable 
change in asset ownership and therefore in 
marriage.54


Lastly, current and future evaluations of 
economic interventions should consider 


examining marriage and cohabitation 
as outcomes, for both men and women. 
Though many post-intervention outcomes 
can be assessed using administrative 
data, information on union status will 
generally have to be obtained through 
follow-up surveys. However, such surveys 
are frequently used, and collecting and 
reporting union status outcomes would 
be valuable. Among current and planned 
interventions, it would be good to learn 
whether we see effects on marriage from 
Family Rewards 2.0, a revised version of 
the conditional cash transfer model used 
in Opportunity NYC that is currently 
being tested in the Bronx and Memphis; 
the GED Bridge to Health and Business 
program; and the ASAP program (designed 
to speed community college completion in 
New York).
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    Chapter 8   
 Gates, Gaps, and Intergenerational Mobility: 
The Importance of an Even Start                     


       Timothy     M.     (Tim)     Smeeding   


    Abstract     This chapter focuses on how intergenerational mobility is affected by 
children’s earliest life experiences from conception through preschool. These expe-
riences are important because of their effects on outcomes later in life. One conse-
quence is that intervening early is the most cost-effective way to put a child on 
course to pass through the gates that determine adult success and thereby reduce 
differences in mobility among children born in different circumstances. Using a 
life-cycle model, we examine the evidence on trends in factors that affect child 
development. The evidence we assess leads to the conclusion that opportunity and 
mobility are declining for lower and even middle class children as changes in family 
life, parenting practices, economic inequality, unresponsive social institutions, and 
increasingly economically homogeneous neighborhoods all point to a serious 
decline in the factors that are associated with greater mobility. We conclude that the 
decline in opportunity and mobility for current generations of American children is 
likely the biggest negative effect of the continuing U.S. inequality boom in income, 
wealth, and consumption. The paper ends by outlining a series of policies that would 
help restore opportunity in America by intervening early in the life course.  
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       Introduction: How Can We Make the Start More Even? 


  Efforts  to   address  economic opportunity   are not enough as we seek to improve 
American society. That’s because addressing economic opportunity does not deal 
with another problem: a lack of  intergenerational mobility (IGM)  . Without more 
widespread opportunities to improve  childhood outcomes   and do a better job of 
building  human capital   for all children, we are not likely to see a systematic increase 
in relative social and economic intergenerational mobility—movement up (or down) 
in socioeconomic class within a family from one generation to the next (see, for 
instance, Jencks and Tach  2006 ; Smeeding  2015 ). 


 Policy makers concerned about IGM need to think about how to overcome barri-
ers in order to create more opportunity for those left behind and how to make greater 
opportunity translate into more mobility. In the parlance of the  Opportunity in 
America  project, we need to open more gates to opportunity for more children. And 
we need to reduce the gaps in successful outcomes between the children of the 
haves and have-nots, with the latter passing through key transition points with posi-
tive momentum instead of confronting closed gates at each point, falling further and 
further behind. 


 To guide our analysis, we need a framework to map out progress in reducing bar-
riers that inhibit equalizing opportunity and IGM. The traditional literature on IGM 
does not help us much in this task. Most scholarly discussions of IGM focus on the 
question of income mobility for children once they have reached adulthood. Some 
of these studies tell us overall mobility has not declined in recent decades, which is 
unsurprising for an economy where income gains were widespread and living stan-
dards rose across the distribution up until the early 1980s (compare Mazumder  2015  
and Smeeding  2015  with Chetty et al.  2014 ). We also know from national and cross- 
national research that there is substantial “stickiness” at both the top and bottom of 
the U.S. IGM matrix of parental and child incomes, with about 35–40 % of children 
that start in families at the top or the bottom of the heap ending up there as adults 
(Jäntti et al.  2006 ). Finally, we know that the resource levels separating the poor 
from the rich have grown in magnitude since the inequality generation was born in 
the 1980s, meaning that even with constant mobility, the consequences of ending up 
at one end or the other of the adult outcome distribution are much greater now 
because the dispersion in outcomes is much wider due to growing  inequality   in 
 income   and wealth. 


 If we are to advocate for policies to enhance opportunity and improve IGM for 
the next generation, we need to look at the factors affecting today’s and tomorrow’s 
children’s chances at upward mobility, both in a relative and an absolute sense. A 
 life-cycle approach   begins to do this by setting up markers of success along the road 
to greater IGM from conception onward. By viewing IGM from this perspective, we 
are able to observe factors that increase or decrease equality of opportunity and 
mobility, and therefore, those that affect gates and gaps. These include both policies 
and institutions that open or close gates, and actions and choices made by  individuals 
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that either help to reduce opportunity gaps for themselves and their children or have 
the opposite effect—to widen them. 


 In this chapter, I focus on just a few steps along this continuum but the ones that 
I believe are the most important—those earliest in life. Increasingly, scientifi c evi-
dence on  child development   and success focuses on the very earliest developmental 
periods (Aizer and Currie  2014 ; Mazumder et al.  2010 ).  Thus         we argue that worry-
ing about a child’s chances of success in life by starting with  preschool   is not start-
ing too early but rather at least two or three steps too late. Indeed preschool is the 
fi nal step along the life cycle that we address in this chapter. 


 We begin by asking what makes a difference early in life. We consider just a 
sample of the evidence on child differences by social and economic origin that is 
accumulating in all social and behavioral science fi elds, as well as the brain sci-
ences. We then review recent changes in the fi ve most important factors that propel 
or hinder progress at early (and later) life stages:  family structure and stability  ; 
 parenting practices  ;  economic inequality  ;  social institutions  ; and  neighborhoods 
and the role of place  . These factors interact with one another and together strongly 
infl uence both opportunity and mobility. We also discuss how these dynamics will 
be playing out in a very different world, one in which there is no racial or ethnic 
majority but ever-larger numbers of children of color. 1  


 The goal is to produce a healthy, active, curious, happy, and engaged child for the 
fi rst day of elementary school. With this in mind we examine how children are 
affected by these forces in three early life stages:  prenatal   and family birth status; 
early home life, health, and  childcare   during ages 6 months to 3 or 4 years; and fam-
ily life, neighborhood, and preschool during ages 4–6. Evidently, there are large 
gaps in outcomes related to school readiness that are systematically linked to the 
contextual factors listed above. In particular, we need to determine if the gap 
between the top and bottom of the child well-being distribution has narrowed or 
widened along this path. Finally, we will conclude with some suggestions on policy 
levers that can increase the chances of success for children born to disadvantage. 


 Throughout the chapter, we must ask what the “proper” roles of government are 
and society is in this process. How might we target public investment in children’s 
(and in some cases their parents’) development—in their education, health, safety, 
and so on—to compensate for lower private investment and less capable parenting? 
Resources can play a signifi cant role at strategic transition points in the life cycle 
(i.e., places where more investment on the part of parents or institutions can make a 
big difference in children’s outcomes). Some come early and are addressed here, 
such as parent-child interactions and the development of  cognitive skills   and char-
acter (grit, social competency, perseverance, and good habits), while others come 
later in life. The latter include schooling choices, paying for college, providing 
funding to enable acceptance of an unpaid internship, direct job provision in family 
fi rms (nepotism), or helping a fi rst entrance into the housing market. But in all 
cases, disparities in child outcomes appear at the earliest stages of life. And there is 


1   See, for instance, Frey  2014  and the section entitled “The 5 Big Factors That Determine Early 
Development.” 
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ever mounting evidence that the early childhood period, when the brain is most mal-
leable, is the time where interventions for at-risk children might be most cost-effec-
tive (Heckman and Mosso  2014 ). 


 The scope of this investigation includes not only the poor but also the lower 
middle class. Stagnant earnings and fl at or falling incomes, such as those that most 
workers are now experiencing, suggest that the barriers we identify are a worry for 
strapped  middle classes  , not just poor families with children (Shapiro  2015 ). There 
is a need for wages and incomes to rise in real terms for those now in the middle 
class. There is a difference between making a life on a  poverty   budget that provides 
just enough to barely shelter, feed, and clothe one’s children, and one that is based 
on a budget suffi cient to support a “well raised” child. In this regard, the important 
issue of the split in these costs between parents/families and the public sector and 
even the private sector arises. 2  Hence mobility is an issue for middle class families, 
not just the poor. 


 The present study is not simply an academic one: Opportunity and  social mobil-
ity   are growing popular and political issues. The belief in the opportunity to reach 
the  American Dream   is being seriously questioned today. 3  It once was a strongly 
and widely held view that if you worked hard and played by the rules, you could get 
ahead in America. But that has changed. Today, only 42 % of Americans agree that 
if you work hard, you’ll get ahead, while just less than half (48 %) believe that was 
once but no longer true. Also notably, less than one-third of Black Americans 
believe that hard work gets you ahead, while one-seventh never believed this was 
true. Indeed, fl at incomes indicate hard work and recovery from the Great Recession 
have not yet paid off for the middle classes. 


 More to the point for IGM analysis, most Americans (55 %) believe that one of 
the biggest problems in the country is that not everyone is given an equal chance to 
succeed in life. And according to Galston ( 2014 ),  other   recent surveys have shown 
the same result— parents’ confi dence in their children being better off than they are 
is at or near the lowest point ever recorded:


  (W)hen the August 2014 NBC/WSJ poll asked “Do you feel confi dent or not confi dent that 
life for our children’s generation will be better than it has been for us?”, only 21 percent 
expressed confi dence, down from 30 % in 2012. During the same month, the CBS poll 
asked, “Do you think the future of the next generation of your family will be better, worse, 
or about the same as your life today?”, only 23 % responded “better” compared to fully 
50 % who said “worse.” 


 In June, CNN/ORC found that only 34 % of respondents believed that most children 
would grow up to be better off than their parents, while 63 % expected the children to be 
worse off. And the Heldrich Center at Rutgers’ Bloustein School found in August that only 
16 % of Americans expect job, career, and employment opportunities to be better for the 


2   Kirkegaard ( 2015 ) suggests that public fi nance support for U.S. children is amassed mainly in the 
tax code and therefore supports rich children much more than poor ones. Absent changes in federal 
funding to favored new investment in children, new methods to pay must be found. The new insti-
tution of Social Impact Bonds (SIBs), where the public sector pays back private investments in 
outcomes that reduce future public costs, might help in such instances. For more, see Liebman 
( 2011 ) and Costa ( 2014 ). 
3   Data collected in July and August 2014; Jones et al.  2014 . 
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next generation than for the current generation, compared with 40 % in November of 2009, 
just months after the offi cial end of the Great Recession (Galston  2014 ). 


   And families are not just imagining retrenchment, they are living it. A recent 
Brookings Institution report (Shapiro  2015 ) notes that in 2000, 16 % of households 
were headed by people without  high school diplomas  , and an additional 51 % were 
headed by people without  college degrees  . From 2002 to 2012, the median income 
of the group without high school diplomas declined at an average annual rate of 
2.4 % across age cohorts year after year; the median income of the group without 
college degrees fell at an average annual rate of 1 % across age cohorts year after 
year. That tells us that two-thirds of American households have suffered persistent 
income losses from 2002 to 2012, a period that included eight years of economic 
“expansion” and two years of serious recession. 


 Overall then, it appears that most Americans express signifi cant concerns about 
the economic future of their children and themselves. But they also are questioning 
their beliefs in America being an  equal opportunity   society, a principle widely 
thought by many to be our highest social value. 4  Restoring opportunity in America 
has to become an important and continuing national priority.  


    What Makes a Difference Early in Life? 


 In this section, we introduce the life-cycle model. We then provide a brief review of 
what we know about early infl uences on health, behavior, and learning, establishing 
the following:


•    Child development starts at conception, infl uenced by prenatal health and intra-
uterine environment, and these factors have important longer-term effects, 
according to evidence from test of the fetal origins hypothesis.  


•    Brain development   differs between rich and poor children from conception 
onward.  


•   Health status,  health care access  , and parenting are the keys to successful early 
child development (after birth but before formal preschool).  


•   Poor health and bad birth outcomes make it harder for such children to catch up 
with others as life progresses according to the “dynamic complementarity” 
hypothesis.  


•   Diffi culties persist in providing high-quality preschool experiences for poor 
children.    


4   “[Only] in America is equality of opportunity a virtual national religion, reconciling individual 
liberty—the freedom to get ahead and ‘make something of yourself’—with societal equality. It is 
a philosophy of egalitarian individualism. The measure of American equality is not the income gap 
between the poor and the rich, but the chance to trade places” Reeves ( 2014 ). 
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    Gates and Gaps and the Life-Cycle Model 


 In a recent pair of cross-national research volumes, the authors and editors took the 
life-cycle approach to studying the relationship of parental education and income to 
child outcomes from birth to age 30 (Smeeding et al.  2011a ; Ermisch et al.  2012 ). 
Figure  8.1  summarizes their model of the process from birth to adulthood for one 
generation, moving across six life stages from origin (parental socioeconomic sta-
tus, or SES) to destination (children’s adulthood SES). Parental investments and 
social institutions affect each step, where intermediate gains or losses are measured 
in multiple domains. 


 This structure allowed us to combine evidence from different cohorts at different 
times, with every outcome in every country being ranked by adult educational dif-
ferences. Taken as a whole, these studies suggest a powerful effect of parental SES 
on child outcomes in health, cognitive testing, sociobehavioral outcomes, school 
achievement, and adult social and economic outcomes. Examination of standard-
ized outcomes across 11 countries found a defi nite and universal pattern: the higher 


ParentalSES


Birth YearAge 0-1


Early ChildhoodAge 2-6


Middle ChildhoodAge 7-11


AdulthoodAge 30+


AdolescenceAge 12-17


Early AdulthoodAge 18-29


Investments_t


and
Institutions_t


Parental SocioEconomic Variables (ParentalSES) 
Measures: Education, Income, Earnings, SES, Occupation, Wealth, Employment


Table A. Variable Definitions and Examples of Proposed Measures at Different Points in the Life Course


Childhood/Early Adulthood Life Stages Birth Year (age 0-1), Early Childhood (age 2-6),
Middle Childhood (age 7-11), Adolescence (age 12-17), Early Adulthood (age 18-29)
Measures: Educational attainment, cognitive measures, socio-emotional behavior, 
employment/labor market, health/physical


Investments_t and Institutions_t 
Are assumed to be different public and private investments and institutions
contributing to children’s development that vary by country.


Adulthood (Age 30+) 
Measures: Child SES, Income, Education, Employment, Labor Market Attachment


  Fig. 8.1    A model of intergenerational transmission of advantage by life stage (Ermisch et al. 
 2012 )       
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the adult SES as measured by educational attainment, the larger the positive effect 
on children’s outcomes as they crossed each transition point. 


 The gaps among children ranked by parental education were observed from birth 
onward and did not diminish as they got older. Although in some cases the gaps 
widened, this was not always the case. Notably, the slopes of the relationships 
between parental SES and child outcomes were most steep in the United States. 5  


 The same structure facilitates the assessment of how various cohorts of United 
States children will be affected by growing gaps in parental SES (education, earn-
ings, wealth, and income). In this chapter we concentrate only on the fi rst two stages 
in Fig.  8.1 : conception and birth through early childhood. 6 


       What We Know about Early Infl uences on Health, Behavior, 
and Learning: A Very Brief Review 


 Child development starts at conception. The fetal origins hypothesis fi rst suggested 
by Barker ( 1995 ) hypothesizes that pre-birth experiences have long-term effects on 
health. Ever mounting evidence suggests that maternal impoverishment during the 
prenatal period has a substantial causal impact on infant health and long-term out-
comes (Aizer and Currie  2014 ). Behaviors (smoking, drinking, substance abuse—
each holding other factors constant) and exposure to toxins all exert a negative 
infl uence on in-utero child health, full-term birth,  birth weight  , and early child well- 
being (Lien and Evans  2005 ). Exposure to harmful  environmental factors   such as 
pollution, violence, and stress also take their toll on mothers and children alike 
(Currie et al.  2009 ; Currie and Walker  2011 ).  Nutritional   and health effects in-utero 
are also important to long-term outcomes for children—the fi ndings of multiple 
studies suggest the growing importance of such effects (Mazumder et al.  2010 , 
 2015 ; Almond and Mazumder  2011 ; Almond et al.  2012 ; Almond and Currie  2011 ). 


 Mothers born in a high-disease environment were also more likely than other 
women to have low-birth-weight offspring and to be suffering from diabetes when 
they gave birth, suggesting a strong intergenerational environmental component to 
poor health (Almond et al.  2011 ; Aizer and Cunha  2012 ; Smeeding  2015 ). 
Disadvantaged women also have greater exposure to, and are more susceptible to, 
contagions such as seasonal infl uenza. Hence, they may be disproportionately 
affected by pandemics which, in turn, can negatively affect fetal development. 
There are a number of factors that can potentially explain disadvantaged women’s 
greater susceptibility. These include that disadvantaged women are more likely to 


5   But not all the steps were fi lled in for any one country, save Sweden, where the paper by Mood 
et al. ( 2012 ) covers all the steps in the life course. In the larger study, most outcomes were mea-
sured for only one cohort. For more, see Ermisch et al. ( 2012 ), especially Chap.  2 . 
6   In this review we draw heavily on recent reviews of the child development literature by Aizer and 
Currie  2014 ; Magnuson and Duncan  2014 ; Heckman and Mosso  2014 ; Duncan and Magnuson 
 2013 . 
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live in crowded homes, are more reliant on public transportation, are less able to 
stay home from work when ill, are less likely to be immunized, and are less likely 
to believe the infl uenza vaccine to be effective (Wooten et al.  2012 ; Sanders  2012 ; 
Quinn et al.  2011 ). Finally, women who are poor, minority, or both are also more 
likely to be the victims of domestic violence (Vest et al.  2002 ). The literature on 
 maternal health  , exposure to toxins and the like, and poverty strongly suggest that 
from conception through birth, children from lower-income families are at a disad-
vantage in comparison to those born to higher-income families. 


 Moreover, there is evidence that poor birth outcomes and low birth weight have 
effects that are liable to persist through childhood and even into adulthood. In a 
recent paper, Figlio and colleagues ( 2014 ) fi nd that the effects of poor neonatal 
health on adult outcomes are largely determined early in life and continue for all 
births to rich and poor families alike and to families at all levels of educational 
attainment (Figlio et al.  2014 ). However, children with poor  neonatal health   born to 
highly educated families perform much better in the longer run than do those with 
good neonatal health born to poorly educated families, suggesting that patterns of 
nurture and early child development can at least partially overcome poor health at 
birth. Their fi ndings are very much in keeping with the literature on the positive 
relationship between household income and health status in childhood and adult-
hood (Hoynes et al.  2012 ; Dahl and Lochner  2012 ) and are consistent with the 
notion that parental inputs and neonatal health are complements rather than substi-
tutes, a “ dynamic complementarity  ” that we return to below. 


 Recent research has focused on understanding how environmental experiences, 
including stress and poverty, affect the underlying neurocognitive, biological, and 
physiological processes of development. This phenomenon is often referred to as 
the way that “ poverty   gets under the skin.” About fi ve years ago, early research 
identifi ed abnormal levels of, and fl uctuations in,  cortisol   (the “stress” hormone) as 
the primary underlying mechanism (McEwen and Gianaros  2010 ; Champagne and 
Mashoodh  2009 ; Seeman et al.  2010 ). More recently, given that stress-related, ele-
vated levels of cortisol in the mother can affect the placenta, researchers have 
focused on the potential negative effects of maternal stress on fetal outcomes. 
Comparisons of siblings suggest that those who were apparently exposed to higher- 
than- average levels of cortisol in utero have lower IQ levels at age 7 and complete 
one less year of schooling (Aizer et al.  2012 ). In some recent studies, environmental 
experiences are linked to individual differences in developmental outcomes through 
stable and permanent changes in genetic expressions (Essex et al.  2013 ). 


 Although genetic endowments are largely invariant during development, there is 
considerable change in the  epigenome  —the biochemical system that regulates gene 
expression. Moreover, the epigenome has been found to be particularly responsive 
to environmental conditions, including poverty directly (Hanson et al.  2013 ; Essex 
et al.  2013 ; Boyce  2012 ; Sameroff  2010 ). Research has also found that early mater-
nal stressors are related to epigenetic changes in their children during adolescence, 
with implications for their mental health (Hanson et al.  2014 ; Knudsen et al.  2006 ; 
Shonkoff et al.  2012 ). Finally in a recent study of great importance, Noble et al. 
( 2015 ) provide the strongest evidence to date that socioeconomic disparities, 
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 particularly in income, are associated with large differences in cognitive develop-
ment. Investigating patterns in brain structure across social and economic status, 
they found that children from lower-income families had relatively large differences 
in brain surface area in comparison to children from higher-income families, likely 
predictive of future differences in cognitive development. 


 Postpartum health and development (but prior to pre-preschool) is also important 
for child outcomes (Beller  2009 ). Several studies have documented the relationship 
between the amount and type of speech directed at a child by caregivers during the 
course of a typical day and the child’s later expressive language and vocabulary 
(Weisleder and Fernald  2013 ; Rowe  2012 ). Studies of parenting and children’s self- 
regulation also point to associations between parents’ early support of their chil-
dren’s autonomy with later assessments of children’s executive function (Landry 
et al.  2006 ; Bernier et al.  2010 ). Because higher-income parents are typically better 
educated and also have more money to invest, their children tend to have better 
outcomes than children of lower-income parents (Guryan et al.  2008 ; Yeung et al. 
 2002 ; Kaushal et al.  2011 ). Further, child-parent interactions, such as those outlined 
above, may be more productive for children born healthier. In other words, prenatal 
and postpartum investments may be complementary in producing better child out-
comes (Bono et al.  2012 ; Hsin  2012 ). 


 In fact, research on the malleability of cognitive and language abilities shows 
these skills to be highly responsive to both positive  and  negative infl uences (Fox 
et al.  2010 ; Shonkoff  2010 ). In effect this suggests that  newborn health   and postna-
tal investments are complementary. This hypothesis, termed “dynamic complemen-
tarity,” implies that the impacts of general  parental investments  , as well as  early 
childhood education   on child outcomes, will be greater for children who enter the 
preschool period with higher levels of cognitive and socioemotional skills (Aizer 
and Cunha  2012 ). In particular, preschool settings that are designed to expose chil-
dren to sensitive caregiving environments should increase children’s socioemotional 
skills much more among children with more sensitive caregivers in their home envi-
ronments (Duncan  2014 ). This process of dynamic complementarity is still just a 
hypothesis, and one whose negative effects can be overcome by consistent, strong 
investments in children from the beginning of their lives, even for the most disad-
vantaged children (Cunha and Heckman  2007 ,  2008 ; Camilli et al.  2010 ; Heckman 
and Mosso  2014 ). 


 Thus, despite some uncertainty, the available evidence suggests that the conse-
quences of initial health disadvantages associated with being born to a poor mother 
are likely to be exacerbated over time without intensive policy and practice inter-
ventions. Unfortunately, children with poorer initial health endowments typically 
receive fewer postnatal investments, and the investments they do receive may be 
less effective due to dynamic complementarity. This mechanism can explain not 
only the considerable persistence of in-utero conditions in later-life outcomes, but 
also why the long-term impact of low birth weight is greater when children are born 
into poverty and other unsatisfactory circumstances (Figlio et al.  2014 ). In terms of 
the framework of this project, early gaps can easily become larger and increasingly 
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more diffi cult to reduce. However, continuous investments before the preschool 
period can still make an important difference in outcomes.  


    Preschool Investments 


 The life-cycle model leads us to the topic of preschool and its effectiveness. 
Although about 70 % of children overall have attended a preschool-like program, 
the rate is much higher among the top two quintiles of the income distribution 
(nearly 90 %) than among the three bottom-income quintiles (65 %) (Duncan and 
Magnuson  2013 ; Magnuson et al.  2012 ). Currently, about 25 % of children do not 
attend preschool at all before they enter kindergarten, while some unknown fraction 
of children are privately reared in strong developmental childcare and early educa-
tion systems from ages 1 or 2. Because lower-income children are least likely to be 
enrolled compared to higher-income children, and because income gaps in early 
development forecast lower levels of human capital accumulation, improving 
enrollment and attendance for low-income children should be a fi rst priority for 
policy. 7  But in this area, the United States pales in comparison to other nations. 
According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and  Development   
(OECD  2015 , chart PF3.1.A) public expenditure on childcare and early education 
services was less than 0.5 % of GDP in 2011, placing the U.S. last among rich 
OECD countries in such efforts. Surprisingly,  African-American children   are, if 
anything, more likely than comparable  White children   to be enrolled in school- or 
center-based care at age 5, though often of lesser quality (Magnuson et al.  2006 ; 
Magnuson and Waldfogel  2005 ). 


 Any discussion about preschool for disadvantaged children must begin with the 
much maligned, but currently irreplaceable,  Head Start   program, the oldest and 
largest federally funded preschool program in the United States. Head Start not only 
provides early childhood education, care, and services for children but also tries to 
promote parental success. Although recent critical federal evaluations suggest that 
the effects of Head Start on learning and cognitive outcomes begin to fade in the 
second grade and later disappear, others defend the program as having positive 
longer- term outcomes for children and parents (Duncan and Magnuson  2011 ). 


 For instance, employing a quasi-experimental design, Sabol and Chase-Lansdale 
( 2015 ) examined whether children’s participation in Head Start promoted parents’ 
educational advancement and employment. They found that parents of 3-year-old 
Head Start children had steep increases in their own  educational attainment   by the 
time the child was 6, with strong effects particularly for African-American parents. 


7   We also note that there are other demographic groups that have comparatively low levels of pre-
school enrollment—Hispanic children and children of immigrants. No doubt, part, but not all, of 
the lower rates of enrollment can be attributed to their families having lower incomes. But both 
language barriers and cultural factors are also likely infl uences that play a role in the lower levels 
of enrollment among Hispanic children and children of immigrants (Takanishi  2004 ). 
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Further, Head Start centers offering full-day service boost cognitive skills more than 
other centers, while Head Start centers offering frequent home visits are especially 
effective at raising noncognitive skills in children and adults (Cunha and Heckman 
 2008 ; Cunha et al.  2010 ; Walters  2014 ). Carneiro and Ginja ( 2014 ) provide new 
estimates of long-term impacts of Head Start on health and behavioral problems, 
suggesting that participation in the program reduces the incidence of  behavioral 
problems  , health problems, and  obesity   of male children as teens, lowers  depression   
and  obesity   among  adolescents  , and reduces engagement in  criminal activities   and 
idleness for young adults. 


 What skill development strategies will likely have the greatest payoff in pre-
schools? Heckman and colleagues 8  have continued to establish that we need to bet-
ter understand the mechanisms through which successful early childhood programs 
work. And their evidence suggests those that appear to work best affect the so-called 
“ soft skills  ,” social and behavioral outcomes such as character building, self- control, 
and conscientiousness, in comparison to cognitive skills which often fade out early 
in elementary school (Heckman  2012 ; Kautz et al.  2014 ). For instance, those young 
children and their parents who practice small acts of self-control fi nd it easier to 
perform big acts in times of crisis. Quality preschools and parenting coaches have 
produced lasting effects by encouraging young parents and students to observe 
basic etiquette and practice small but regular acts of self-restraint (Roberts et al. 
 2014 ). 


 Simple things like showing up also matter. Research from the Consortium on 
Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago suggests almost half of 
3-year-olds and more than a third of 4-year-olds enrolled in pre-K are “chronically 
absent”—defi ned as missing more than 10 % of days—from Chicago’s pre-K pro-
gram and, further, these absences are strongly correlated with negative outcomes in 
elementary school learning (Ehrlich et al.  2013 ). Such fi ndings reinforce the con-
nection between health and learning and, in particular, the dynamic complementar-
ity of bad health and poor early childhood education outcomes as the child transfers 
from preschool to elementary school. 


 The most encouraging news is that there are successful models of preschool on 
which to build. One example of a public preschool program that has developed 
exemplary curricula by integrating proven literacy, math, and social skills interven-
tions and then implemented them, is the  Boston Pre-Kindergarten Program   (Duncan 
and Murnane  2013 ). Rigorous evaluation reveals large impacts on vocabulary, math, 
and reading but smaller impacts on executive function (Duncan and Murnane  2013 ; 
Weiland and Yoshikawa  2013 ). Another is  Chicago’s Child Parent Center education 
program  . This program engages not only with the children but also with their par-
ents to foster better learning at home and to help families address the myriad chal-
lenges they face. The program comprises a dedicated parent resource teacher and a 
school community representative who engage parents both inside and outside the 
program. Students who participate in the program are better prepared for kindergar-
ten, perform better on standardized tests, are less likely to need special education 


8   Heckman et al.  2013 ; Heckman and Mosso  2014 ; Heckman and Kautz  2014 ; Kautz et al.  2014 . 
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services, and are more likely to graduate from high school and be successful in life 
(Chetty et al.  2011 ). The program is now funded in the Chicago area by a series of 
 Social Impact Bonds  , where the public sector pays back private investments in out-
comes that reduce future public costs (Costa  2014 ). 


 In summary, we are fi nally coming to understand the importance of maternal and 
child health, as well as maternal behaviors related to poverty,  substance abuse  , bad 
neighborhoods, stress, pollution, and  domestic violence  . Together these toxic ingre-
dients make a powerful negative cocktail of dynamic complementarity that is hard 
to overcome without strong and continuous interventions as a child moves from 
birth through preschool. Further study and examination of evidence on child out-
comes are beginning to tell us not only what conditions matter, but also what treat-
ments appear to offer effective counterweights. To reduce disparities in opportunity, 
we must take advantage of these fi ndings.   


    The Five Factors That Determine Early Development 


 Here we briefl y review fi ve separate, but often highly intercorrelated, factors or 
forces that infl uence child development and, ultimately, IGM by determining 
whether the gates to opportunities are open, slightly ajar, or closed for the child. 
Unless we are able to counter the distributions of advantage and disadvantage that 
are infl uenced by each of these factors, we will not be able to meaningfully increase 
opportunity or mobility for those children born to disadvantage. We begin with the 
two most closely related factors: family structure early in life and parenting. These 
are followed by economic factors (money), social institutions, and neighborhoods. 


    Family Structure 


 Family formation and parenting practice are treated together, as they are often 
highly intertwined and because they matter a great deal from a child’s earliest days 
through adolescence and beyond. Many analysts believe that family composition 
and stability may matter even more than income for equality of opportunity and 
IGM. As  McLanahan   and coauthors (McLanahan  2014 ; McLanahan and Jacobsen 
 2013 ) and Cherlin ( 2014 ) have established, we are seeing a growing parental class 
divide in America—in income, education, neighborhood, and especially family 
formation. 


 Children born into continuously married families have much higher economic 
mobility than those in single-parent families, especially those headed by unmarried 
mothers. In this regard, we must recognize the long, steady decline of  marriage  . In 
1960, only 12 % of adults aged 25–34 had never married; by the time they were 45 
to 54, the never-married share had dropped to 5 %. But by 2010, 47 % of Americans 
25–34 had never married, and based on present trends, their share will be about 
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25 % in 2030 when they’re 45–54 (Wang and Parker  2014 ). This is a stunning 
decline that befuddles demographers and social policy wonks alike. The growth in 
the number of  single unmarried mothers   in the United States has both been massive 
and concentrated among the least educated (no high school degree), as well as those, 
especially in their 20s, who have graduated high school and even may have some 
postsecondary education. These women are typically more educated than the men 
who fathered their children and do not want to marry men who do not have an edu-
cation or regular jobs. Some scholars believe that changes in the labor market have 
been particularly important in reducing the marriageability of undereducated men 
(Wilson  1996 ). Others argue that  incarceration   and street violence have drastically 
reduced the numbers of Black men who are eligible for marriage. 9  


 Because family differences begin at birth, it is often useful to characterize the 
middle ground of an issue by looking at the extremes. If we examine both what is 
considered to be the best and the worst ways to become a parent, we can better 
understand the genesis of “diverging destinies” (McLanahan  2014 ; McLanahan and 
Jacobsen  2013 ). The “best” way to become a parent is through living the American 
Dream. The process is the same for men and women alike: Finish school, fi nd a 
decent job, fi nd a partner you can rely on, make plans for a future together including 
marriage as a commitment device (see Lundberg and Pollak  2013 ), and then have a 
baby. Following this path will likely mean that parents are age 25 or older, more 
educated, and more likely to have a stable marriage. They have better parenting 
skills and smaller families, along with more income, auxiliary benefi ts, and assets 
to support their children. For their children, these characteristics translate into open 
gates for opportunity. 


 At the other extreme, the step “have a baby” (between the ages of 16 and 22) 
moves to the top of the list, preceding all the other steps. These parents typically 
have not fi nished school, do not have a steady or well-paying job, do not have a 
stable marriage or steady partnership, and likely never had a plan. They have less 
education (high school or less), are younger and less skilled, and have lower wages 
and fewer benefi ts and more multipartner fertility. The result of this personal choice 
is less social and economic stability, as well as fewer resources and opportunities for 
their children (Smeeding et al.  2011b ; Carlson and Meyer  2014 ; Smeeding  2015 ). 
For single women under 30, almost 70 % of pregnancies are also unintended 
(Sawhill  2014 ). And there is now strong evidence that  unintended pregnancies   pro-
duce poorer outcomes in children (Ibid.). 


 Changes in fertility/marriage, cohabitation/divorce, maternal employment, and 
maternal education are therefore reinforcing differences in income inequality (see 
below) and further reducing IGM among children. Perhaps the relationship between 
children and their mothers is the most important mechanism of how families affect 
development. Better educated women are more likely to obtain jobs with higher 
earnings and family leave benefi ts, allowing these mothers to invest more time and 


9   Justin Wolfers, David Leonhardt, and Kevin Quealy. “1.5 Million Missing Black Men,”  New York 
Times , April 20, 2015,  http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/04/20/upshot/missing-black-
men.html?abt=0002&abg=0 
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money in their children. They are also more likely to have fewer children, and 
 children born later in life. Mother’s age at childbirth matters because it is a strong 
indicator of the child’s future economic mobility.  


    Parenting 


 The quality of parenting is also highly unequal because of differences in parental 
endowments with respect to skills (type and amount) and economic resources 
(income and wealth). Hours spent reading to a young child or talking with a young 
child make a big difference in later outcomes. Soft skills such as confl ict resolution 
or how to respond to setbacks are also usually better taught by those who have those 
skills—typically those with more education. And, of course, parental educational 
attainment is highly correlated with childhood education; high-skill parents not only 
realize the value of education but also make every effort to make sure their children 
succeed in reaching a high level of educational attainment. 


 Top-quintile spending on children’s’ enrichment (special classes, music, camps, 
and other experiences) is now almost $8900 per year, three times that of low-income 
quintile parents, who spend about $1320 on the same goods and services (Kaushal 
et al.  2011 ). These differences, confi rmed in multiple studies, suggest that long 
before preschool, children born to highly educated and stable families acquire 
strong foundations in both cognitive and behavioral skills. 10  Using a composite 
measure of parenting quality, 11  researchers have established that the children of par-
ents in the lowest quartile (lowest one-fourth) do worse on multiple outcomes at 
every stage of the life cycle in comparison to those born to the highest-quartile 
parents, with differences in success rates on the order of 30–45 % at  each  stage.  


    Economic Inequality: Money Matters—A Lot 


 There is a range of opinions about general trends in IGM, the trends in top-decile 
and bottom-decile income mobility, and the complicated relationship between 
income/wealth inequality and IGM. Nonetheless, almost all researchers agree that 
because differences in parental incomes between the top and bottom quintiles have 
grown substantially, the stakes for remaining at the bottom or the top of the distribu-
tion are now much larger, even with constant mobility parameters, because the 
rungs of the income ladder are much further apart. Figure  8.2  uses the Congressional 
Budget Offi ce ( 2011 )  estimates   of after-tax and transfer incomes for families with 


10   Readers should consult Kalil et al.  2012 ; Philips  2011 . 
11   The Reeves and Howard ( 2013 ) parenting scale is based on Children of the National Longitudinal 
Survey of Youth “HOME” assessments at various life stages, which includes pictures, observation, 
interviews, etc., as well as information about literacy activities. 
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children to show that the  family income gap   rose by almost $113,000, or 115 %, 
from 1979–2010. 12  This is a huge change across a fairly short time span.


   This fi gure raises an important question: Should we be more concerned about 
relative or absolute  mobility  ? The former refers to how children rank in terms of an 
outcome variable such as income relative to their parents’ rank; the latter refers to 
the level of income that a child achieves and whether it is higher or lower than their 
parents’ incomes (see Chap.   13    ). For example, do we care about absolute class gap 
or relative class gaps in child outcomes? In Fig.  8.2 , both the top- and bottom- 
quintile children are better off in income terms in 2010 than in 1979, but the gap 
between them has widened. However, fully half of the gain in real incomes in the 
bottom 20 th  percentile is because of the increase in the cost of insured health care, 
which is assigned to the poor as income. Of course, the cost of  health care insurance   
rises for the other quintiles, too, but is a much smaller fraction of their incomes and 
income gains (CBO  2011 ), hence overstating the income gains to the poor. 


12   Because of the growth in the very top income shares, how much is it driven by the top 1 % in any 
given year? If we use the mean of other percentiles to gauge the change at the top, then how much 
smaller or bigger are the differences between top and bottom? The gap between the bottom and the 
top, where the top is the 81st–90th, grows $48,900, or 49.9 %, over this period; the gap using the 
91st–95th percentile as the top grows $68,800, or 70.1 %. And if the top is the 96th–99th percen-
tile, the gap grows $115,000, or 117.2 %. 
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   Fig. 8.2    After-tax and transfer disposable income for households with children: mean income in 
bottom, middle, and top quintiles, 1979–2010 (Source: Congressional Budget Offi ce,   http://www.
cbo.gov/sites/default/fi les/cbofi les/attachments/44604-AverageTaxRates_Supplemental.xlsx    )       
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 Further, Fig.  8.2  shows that middle class children 13  are losing more ground rela-
tive to top-end children than are those at the bottom relative to the middle. The top- 
to- middle gap has expanded from $68,600 to $169,300, or by over $100,000, from 
1979–2010, while the middle-to-bottom gap rose from $29,500 to $41,900, or by 
about $12,400, over this same period. 14  It therefore appears that the top-end children 
are leaving the middle (and everyone else!) behind and helps explain why most 
“middle class” Americans worry about their children’s future socioeconomic status, 
and why we see consistent calls for inclusive prosperity and shared growth (Summers 
and Balls  2015 ). 


 In a world where wages for most education groups are fl at, as  David Autor  ’s 
( 2014 ; Fig.  8.2 ) recent review of full-time workers makes clear, one fi nds that 
incomes and wages are stagnant or worse for undereducated men, not to mention 
relatively fl at wages over the past decade even for men who are college graduates. 
This phenomenon also emerges for women since 2007 (Fig.  8.3 ). Even if women’s 
wages at the bachelor’s degree level have fl attened since the Great Recession, wom-
en’s rising wages over the longer term are in contrast to men’s, except for the most 
educated men with post-bachelor’s degrees. Beyond the diverging patterns of indi-
vidual wages, the increase in  assortative mating  —whereby members of the same 
social and economic class are more likely to marry each other—substantially com-
pounds income differences across families. 15  Evidently, these “mated” high-skill 
parents are at a substantial advantage in comparison to lower-income men or women 
who fail to marry or partner and have only a single income to support their 
families.


   If anything, the Great Recession likely has made differences in wages and 
incomes much worse, as we see increasingly widespread differences in employment 
and wages by education and age, with income gains mainly above the bachelor’s 
degree level, where the IGM correlation of parents and kids’ education is highest 
(Fig.  8.3 ; Torche  2011 ). Cross-national research suggests that the premiums in pay 
for the highest educated are the largest in the U.S., meaning that the minority who 
attain a bachelor’s degree and beyond do most well in the U.S. labor market com-
pared to their lesser educated counterparts (Autor  2014 ; Blanden et al.  2014 ; 
Ermisch et al.  2012 ). Much of this difference comes from the lack of progress in 
educational attainment in the United States compared to other rich nations (OECD 
 2014 ). 


13   Middle class children are those in households with the mean income of middle-quintile families 
with children. 
14   Again, the reader must be careful as most of the gains in the lowest income class over this 
period—just about half—can be attributed to including the value of Medicaid and the State 
Children’s Health Insurance Program in the incomes of households with children, where the value 
of Medicaid is far above the willingness of these households to pay for it. 
15   One can perform this operation by combining the incomes of men and women at each education 
level in Figure  8.3 , producing a perfectly assortatively mated outcome by educational attainment 
that looks much like Figure  8.2 . McCall and Burke ( 2014 ) show that the combined earnings rank-
ings of husbands and wives at the upper end is actually a total sum of 160–170 (where husbands 
and wives are ranked by earnings quintiles from 10 to 100). 
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 Of course, both earned incomes matter for all  two-parent families  . For families 
with children under 14, the United States has by far the largest number of two- 
parent full-time workers among the rich OECD countries. Nearly 60 % of children 
under 14 living in coupled households have both parents working full time in the 
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   Fig. 8.3    Changes in real wage levels of full-time U.S. workers by sex and education, 1963–2012 
(Reproduced from Autor  2014 )       


 


8 Gates, Gaps, and Intergenerational Mobility: The Importance of an Even Start







272


U.S., far more than in most other nations. For instance, German and Dutch couples 
with dual full-time earners represent less than 20 % of all two-parent working 
households. 16  But because of the Great Recession and the high rates of long-term 
unemployment that are still present, along with the disappearance of middle-wage 
jobs, maintaining steady full-time work is often diffi cult (Kenworthy and Smeeding 
 2014 ). Also, changes in housing markets and plant closings have led to a situation 
where, if one parent loses his or her job, the family is not able to move to another 
location due to the risk of selling their home at a loss or giving up the one remaining 
job that they have. In fact, the growth of low-wage service jobs since the Great 
Recession fi ts well with the U.S. having by far the largest number of workers who 
work weekends and evenings (Hamermesh and Stancanelli  2014 ). There is also evi-
dence that median incomes rose from 1979, and especially from 2000 to 2007, in 
the United States due almost exclusively to added hours of work and not higher 
wages (Mishel  2013 ). These work patterns pose both economic and time costs on all 
parents who are also raising children, especially on single parents. 


 Although money matters, as we have established above, it is not just about 
income.  Consumption   and  wealth   also matter (Fisher et al.  2015 ). When one looks 
at the placement of children across the consumption and wealth distributions, we 
fi nd that they are located in very different parts of the distribution compared to the 
positions of elders and childless adults. Children are overrepresented in the bottom 
half of all of these distributions, leading to concerns about their upward mobility, 
certainly in comparison to the minority of advantaged children who are located at 
the top of the wealth and consumption scales. 


 None of the current analyses of inequality or IGM have captured the full effect 
of net worth (assets, debt, and wealth) on consumption or income by considering all 
three measures of well-being simultaneously for the same households—although 
we know that each gives a different and important perspective on the distribution of 
economic well-being, and, most likely, a different outcome when considering the 
effects of inequality on IGM (Pfeffer  2011 ). For instance, recent work by Pfeffer 
and Hällsten ( 2012 ) and the Federal Reserve’s Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) 
(Yellen  2014 ) show that since 2001 (with wealth measured in early 2013), wealth 
inequality had increased and income inequality with it, especially at the top. And 
overall fi nancial wealth has increased by 20 % since the time of both surveys, 
mainly to the benefi t of those with the highest wealth levels. In particular, Pfeffer 
and Hällsten ( 2012 ) establish that the impact of parental wealth on children partly 
operates through its insurance-like effects for children (i.e., a “private family safety 
net”). Higher wealth creates the ability to purchase higher-quality childcare (e.g., a 
nanny), to afford higher-priced homes for better quality local preschools, or to pay 


16   OECD Family Policy Database  2014 . Chart LMF1.1.A “Children in couple households by 
parental employment status, 2011,”  http://www.oecd.org/els/family/LMF_1_1_Children_in_fami-
lies_by_employment_status_Jul2014.pdf 
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for tuition for private preschools. 17  Reeves ( 2013 ) and Smeeding ( 2014 ) refer to this 
as the  “glass fl oor” effect  , and it makes a difference from childbirth onward.  


    Social Institutions 


 In the United States, as in other rich nations, we are aware of a set of social institu-
tions and social policies that are intended to ameliorate some of the differences in 
opportunity that come from differences in private incomes and wealth. The two 
most important are health care and public education (in the present case, high- 
quality preschools). 18  The major social institution that almost all children experi-
ence from conception through preschool is the  health care system  , especially the 
pediatricians and other health professionals who are a part of that system. The U.S. 
health care system does not yet provide high-quality care to all of its poor and 
middle class children. The availability of such care is especially important for chil-
dren who are born with chronic exposure to toxins (e.g., lead), as well as parental 
smoking, alcohol, and substance abuse. Hence the children who would most benefi t 
from high-quality, chronic-illness-oriented health care are the ones least likely to be 
receiving it. The passage and start of the  Affordable Care Act   may in time make a 
difference in patterns and continuity of care, but much can be done to improve it. 


 The second institution is the school system, including both subsidized and pub-
licly provided early childhood education. The interaction between parental and 
child education has been studied at least back through Becker and Tomes ( 1979 , 
 1986 ). Tests of their model by others (e.g., Solon  2014 ) have established that inter-
generational correlations in socioeconomic status (or IGM) in later life can arise 
from the greater knowledge and fi nancial ability of better-off parents to invest in 
their children’s human capital, from children’s genetic or cultural inheritance, or a 
combination of all. 19  Hence, in the opinions of many analysts, the schooling system, 
including preschool, often serves to reinforce existing patterns in IGM that are the 
consequence of differences in parenting, family stability, and parental education, as 
well as economic differences (Reardon  2011 ). 20  


17   These differences also work well later in life to fi nance 529 college savings plans and pre-fund 
college with tax-free interest and capital gains, as well as the greater ability to do more for well-
timed inter-vivos transfers, especially for the following generations. See Kirkegaard  2015 ; Fisher 
et al.  2015 . 
18   For poor children, one might add the legal and child protective service system, the child support 
system, and the childhood disability systems, but they are beyond the scope of this chapter. 
19   Because these different sources of intergenerational status transmission produce similar empiri-
cal results, distinguishing the processes from one another is therefore a diffi cult task. But new 
research by Seshadri et al. ( 2014 ) presents a model of human capital accumulation that isolates the 
direct effect of parents’ human capital on children’s human capital and fi nds substantial evidence 
of strong parental spillover effect on children’s educational attainment. 
20   Also Sean F. Reardon, “No Rich Child Left Behind,” The Great Divide,  New York Times , April 
27, 2013,  http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/04/27/no-rich-child-left-behind/ 
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 Finally, the methods by which health care and schooling are supported by public 
policy in the United States differ substantially from those in other developed nations. 
Instead of direct and universal open access to health care and preschool, we regres-
sively subsidize these and other goods such as housing in good neighborhoods and 
college expenses using income tax subsidies that benefi t the rich far more than the 
poor (Kirkegaard  2015 ).  


    Neighborhoods and the Role of Place 


 Neighborhoods and residential contexts clearly affect prospects for IGM. Previous 
research by Sharkey ( 2013 ) and others suggests that  economic segregation   can at 
least in part explain IGM patterns. School quality, exposure to community violence, 
elements in the physical environment (air pollution, noise, lead), and long-term 
exposure to neighborhood disadvantage can and do affect academic trajectories, 
child cognitive development, and later economic outcomes as seen above (Aizer 
and Currie  2014 ). For those living in a high-poverty neighborhood, the odds of fall-
ing down the income ladder as adults—being worse off than their parents—are 
50 % on average, even for those children who have not grown up in a poor family. 
In other words, neighborhoods matter in terms of schooling and other attributes; 
structural clustering of disadvantages contributes to these factors reinforcing each 
other to produce bad outcomes, above and beyond the contributions of individual 
families’ characteristics. In fact, a recent study by Chetty and Hendren ( 2015 ) con-
cludes that “neighborhood effects are substantial, especially for children in low- 
income families. The county in which a child grows up explains nearly half as much 
of the variation in his/her earnings as his/her parents’ incomes.” 


 Declining manufacturing sector employment in inner cities, accompanied by the 
outmigration of Whites and the rising Black middle class in the 1990s and 2000s, 
left behind pockets of concentrated disadvantage (Wilson  1987 ,  1996 ; see also 
Chap.   2    ). From 1980 to 2010, economic segregation by neighborhood grew, while 
racial segregation per se changed by little. These poor and still racially segregated 
neighborhoods are characterized not just by high rates of poverty and crime, but 
also by high rates of unemployment,  single parenthood  , and multiple-partner fertil-
ity (Kneebone  2014 ). And while these neighborhoods were heavily populated by 
Blacks in the ’80s and ’90s, Murray ( 2012 ) shows similar patterns in formerly 
White middle class neighborhoods as well. Of course there are good urban neigh-
borhoods, with clean parks and play spaces, new schools and childcare centers, 
readily available high-quality health care, and little crime. But these are largely 
occupied by well-to-do parents who pay housing and property tax prices to segre-
gate themselves and their families (Brodmann and Massey  2014 ; Kirkegaard  2015 ).   
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    The Changing Race and Ethnicity of American Children 


 There are stark differences in mobility rates for different racial groups, especially 
between Whites and African-Americans. Half the Black children growing up in 
families in the lowest income quintile remain stuck there as adults (51 %), com-
pared to just one in four Whites (23 %) (Smeeding  2015 ). Mobility is also lower for 
Hispanic children than White children. Research on differences in mobility between 
Blacks and Whites reveal stark differences: On average, Blacks experience less 
upward mobility and Whites experience less downward mobility. In fact, Whites are 
on average 20–30 percentage points more likely to experience upward mobility than 
are Blacks. Mazumder ( 2014 ) fi nds that Black men raised in middle class families 
are 17 percentage points more likely to be downwardly mobile than are White men 
raised in the middle (38 % of Black men fall out, compared with 21 % of White 
men). A range of personal and background characteristics—such as parental occu-
pational status, individual educational attainment, family wealth, and marital sta-
tus—all help explain this gap. 


 We know far less about the mobility of ethnic minorities, especially immigrants, 
because they are not part of older panel datasets. For instance, the  Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics   and various  National Longitudinal Surveys   help assess IGM but 
are constrained by study and sample designs that began with the original adult sam-
ples in the 1960s or 1970s and followed their children, hence excluding all immi-
grant groups who have not “married into” the dataset, especially the large recent 
immigrant cohorts that are not captured at all (Duncan and Trejo  2015 ). What we 
know about Hispanic IGM, for instance, is sparse and, again, includes only those 
who emigrated before the recent immigration boom (see Duncan and Trejo  2015 ; 
Acs  2011 ). For instance, there is limited data about economic mobility among 
Hispanic families, who tend to have lower incomes compared to non-Hispanic 
Blacks and Whites but more stable family structures than do Blacks. 21  


 Most importantly, perhaps, the racial and ethnic makeup of today’s children is 
changing rapidly (Frey  2014 ). In 2011, for the fi rst time, less than half of the chil-
dren born in America were to two White Anglo-American partners. Soon most chil-
dren will be minority children, including White Anglo children. By 2050, 
Anglo-Americans will be less than half of the population (compared to aging baby 
boomers, the vast majority of whom are White Anglo-American). Hispanics, 
Asians, and multiracial populations are expected to double in size over the next 40 
years as the result of immigration, higher birth rates among minority populations 
already here, and more interracial marriages. While these changes will challenge 
the nation’s legal, political, and economic systems, they are already beginning to 
affect the youngest of the emerging majority who are just now entering our school 
systems. Indeed one should not forget that the children whose mobility we are try-
ing to improve early on are not likely to be White and Anglo-Saxon by heritage 


21   One more promising approach is for future studies to begin with the current population and trace 
back to fi nd their parental heritage instead of the other way around (Grusky et al.  2015 ). 
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(Frey  2014 ). In succeeding decades, the combination of this explosion with the 
diminishing numbers of the White Anglo baby boomers will produce intergenera-
tional competition over governmental resources (see Brownstein and Taylor  2014 ).  


    Using the Gates-Gaps Metaphor to Examine Opportunity 
and Mobility Early in Life 


 Having reviewed some of the evidence on the major economic, demographic, and 
social forces and factors that impede upward mobility for our youngest, most vul-
nerable children, we briefl y return to the three life-cycle gates. Our goal is to exam-
ine the evidence regarding trends in the distributions of opportunity and of outcomes; 
that is, in comparison to earlier cohorts, have the distributions for very young chil-
dren growing up in the twenty-fi rst century become more dispersed (i.e., greater 
inequality) or more concentrated (i.e., lesser inequality)? 


 Remember that gates represent access (open gates) or obstacles (closed gates) to 
the opportunities to accumulate human capital and to have the possibility of upward 
mobility. We have divided the early life-cycle age span into three segments, with 
endpoints chosen to match critical transition points. Now we look at the gaps at each 
point to see if they are increasing, which would signal the cumulative widening of 
differences across children as they age. We pay attention here both to the gaps we 
fi nd at each transition point and, where possible, the trends that may affect patterns 
in gaps for future generations. 


    Transition 1: Prenatal and Family Birth Status 


 The fi rst step involves being born at a normal birth weight to a nonpoor, mature 
(partnered or, better, married) mother who has at least a high school diploma. While 
we know a little about trends in life quality at birth (Aizer and Currie  2014 ), we 
know from the diverging destinies literature mentioned above that 41 % of U.S. 
births are out of wedlock (vs. 11 % in 1970) and half of all births to women under 
30 are out of wedlock (Hamilton et al.  2013 ). A majority of these births are 
unplanned as young adults “drift” into parenthood because of failed contraception 
or ambivalence about school and life goals (Sawhill  2014 ). 


 And for these parents, family complexity, defi ned here as having one or more 
children with someone who is not the birth parent of his or her earlier child, is great-
est. Multiple-partner fertility leads to very unstable lives for children and adults, 
replete with communication and coordination issues across parents, complicated 
living arrangements, and much less available time for rearing of children (Carlson 
and Meyer  2014 ; Amato et al.  2014 ). 
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 The facts are that  marriage rates   have fallen for all types of parents in their 20s, 
especially for White parents who, in earlier cohorts, were much more likely to 
marry by age 30 (Murray  2012 ; Cherlin  2014 ). But, somewhat surprisingly, the 
marriage rates for college graduates have held almost constant, along with relatively 
low divorce rates, over the past 40 years. This bifurcation in family formation pat-
terns is a large component of the “diverging destinies” that young children face 
today. 


 Although  never-married motherhood   is rising among all women, we see in 
Fig.  8.4  that the fraction of never-married mothers with children under 18 is more 
than 20 % for those who did not graduate secondary school and 15 % for high 
school graduates, as compared to 3 % for those with a bachelor’s degree or more. 
And these differences have been almost continually expanding over the past 40 
years. Not only is out-of-wedlock childbearing highest among the least educated, 
but these births occur mainly to younger mothers, most of whom are poor or near 
poor, and most of whom have unstable living conditions in terms of both partners 
and living conditions (Edin et al.  2012 ; Tach  2015 ). Over their lifetimes, these 
mothers have more children per woman on average than the typical mother 
(Smeeding et al.  2011b ). In contrast, well-educated parents have fewer children 
later (in marriage) under much better economic circumstances (McLanahan  2014 ; 
Sawhill  2014 ).


   Looking at unmarried mothers by education group in Fig.  8.5 , we can get at the 
differences in being raised by an unmarried parent. These fi gures suggest that out- 
of- wedlock childrearing almost has not changed at all since 1980 for  college- educated 
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  Fig. 8.4    Never-married mothers by education attainment (Source: Brookings tabulations of the 
Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement. Sawhill [ 2010 ], Fig. 10, 26; 
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(High Education) women, despite large increases among high school educated 
(Medium Education) and less educated (Low Education) women. These trends sug-
gest widening differences and are not at all reassuring. 22  To be sure, the choice to 
have an unplanned child early in life handicaps both the parent(s) and the child, 
reducing absolute and relative mobility for both (Smeeding  2015 ).


       Transition 2: Life at Early Ages, Post-Birth but before Preschool 
(6 Months to 3–4 Years) 


 In the face of low levels of education, instability, and meager income, most young 
single parents, including cohabitating mothers, live stressful lives that are neither 
good for themselves nor for their children (Aizer and Currie  2014 ). Various studies 
document that time spent with young children in reading and personal interaction is 
much more developmentally oriented in older and more educated married-couple 
families than in younger single-unmarried-mother families. These differences are 
then mirrored by large differences in early language development (Kalil et al.  2012 ; 
Phillips  2011 ). 


22   Of course one way to reduce this problem is reducing young unwanted pregnancy, which we turn 
to in the next section of the chapter. 
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  Fig. 8.5    Unmarried mothers by mothers’ education (Source: IPUMS Census/ACS; Tach  2015 )       
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 What is the evidence on the ways that developmental differences open up early 
in life? One important set of tests comparing children at 9 and 24 months of age was 
conducted by Halle et al. ( 2009 )  and   nicely summarizes child development issues 
over this period. Halle et al. examined disparities in child outcomes at 9 and 24 
months in 2008 using the  Early Childhood Longitudinal Birth Cohort  . They found 
that gaps in outcomes by race, ethnicity, parental income, and education were evi-
dent at 9 months and grew larger by 24 months. These gaps were evident across 
cognitive, social, behavioral, and health outcomes. Infants and toddlers from low- 
income families scored lower on a cognitive assessment than infants and toddlers 
from higher-income families, were less likely to be in excellent or very good health 
at both 9 and 24 months, and were less likely to receive positive behavior ratings at 
9 and 24 months. 


 Nearly half of all infants and toddlers—approximately 1.5 million children—in 
families with incomes below 200 % of poverty at 9 and 24 months of age had mul-
tiple risk factors. The most prevalent risk factors were low family income and low 
maternal education at both 9 and 24 months (see  Appendix ). Equally important, 
given the demographic changes underway in the U.S., infants and toddlers from 
more at-risk backgrounds (i.e., children from racial/ethnic minority groups whose 
home language was not English, and/or who had mothers with low maternal educa-
tion) scored lower on cognitive and positive behavior ratings (Fig.  8.6 ). In each of 
these minority groups, scores were below those for non-Hispanic White children 
and, in each case, differences were larger at 24 months than at 9 months.


   When a child is getting ready to enter preschool, his or her fi rst educational insti-
tution, several factors are important for whole child development, including the 
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  Fig. 8.6    Racial and ethnic cognitive disparities at ages 9 and 24 months (Source: Disparities in 
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home environment, parental skills, and behaviors as reviewed above. With respect 
to health issues, parental mental health is liable to be a major barrier to well-child 
development, along with other barriers such as poor nutrition, vision problems, 
hearing defi cits, undertreated asthma, anemia, and dental pain. These are all more 
common in low-income families, and are critical to readiness before the onset of 
formal care or schooling.  


    Transition 3: Preschool and Early Childhood Education 
(Ages 4–6) 


 The goal is to have children with pre-reading and foundational math skills and 
school-appropriate behavior by fi rst grade. More specifi cally, the goals for all early 
childhood education programs, with parental inputs and reinforcement, are to create 
a “mobility mentality” consisting of a growth mindset (the belief that success is 
learned, not preordained), instilling confi dence in children to succeed, and raising 
their aspirations, as well as those of their parents. They also need the grit and  char-
acter development   to see setbacks as hurdles to overcome, not impenetrable walls, 
and the persistence, if they confront a closed gate, to fi nd ways to open it or discover 
other paths. Fostering these characteristics in children from disadvantaged back-
grounds, along with instilling in parents the ability to take these lessons home with 
them and apply them, are crucial elements. 


 But the challenge is great. Only 38 % of American 3-year-olds are enrolled in 
early childhood education programs (as compared to an average of 70 % among the 
34 richest OECD nations; OECD  2015 ). Moreover, U.S. children tend to enter early 
childhood education at age 4. Even then, only 66 % of 4-year-olds were enrolled in 
2012 (the OECD average was 84 %), a slight decrease from 68 % in 2005, when the 
OECD average was 79 %. 23  


 It is well documented that there are large gaps in early childhood education and 
school readiness by parental education and income, which were most pronounced in 
the U.S. compared to other Anglo nations and which only recently have begun to 
stabilize (Bradbury et al.  2012 ). These gaps are larger now than in the past, in part 
because parents at the top spend vastly more in time and money on developmentally 
oriented goods and activities than those at the bottom (Kaushal et al.  2011 ; Kalil 
et al.  2012 ). We know that high-quality early childhood education programs are 
critical for development. Quality programs include productive teacher-child interac-
tions, encouragement from teachers, and opportunities to engage with varied mate-
rials. Teacher quality and retention are also key ingredients for producing better 
outcomes for disadvantaged children. But these conditions are hard to establish or 
maintain in low-income areas (Duncan  2014 ). 


23   See OECD ( 2014 ) and fi gures in the section entitled “What Makes a Difference Early in Life?”. 
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 President  Obama  ’s national drive to improve early childhood education for these 
children is central to the effort to overcome these gaps but is hampered by differen-
tial state take-up rates in expanding preschool to all children ( Duncan and Magnuson 
2011 ). Cross-national research in Denmark and France, where universal early child-
hood education is the norm, shows that effective high-quality preschools do reduce 
the slope of the relationship of achievement to family education background. But 
even so, the remaining differences in both cognitive and behavioral outcomes are 
still signifi cant when outcomes are ranked by parental education (Bingley and 
Westergaard-Nielsen  2012 ; Dumas and Le Franc  2012 ). This suggests that while 
early childhood education can improve opportunity and mobility from the bottom, 
it is not by itself the “magic bullet” for achieving desirable levels of IGM.  


    Cumulative Gaps? 


 In many ways, the U.S. system of supports and institutions performs well enough to 
maintain but not reduce SES-related outcome gaps once school begins (Ermisch 
et al.  2012 ; Duncan and Magnuson  2013 ). Hence, the gap at the beginning of ele-
mentary school is key—assuming smaller gaps upon the start of grade school would 
in fact be maintained and not exacerbated. We do know from longitudinal studies 
that there are large gaps at 9 months that widen by 24 months. This is worrisome 
because cross-sectional studies reveal wide gaps based on pre-K assessments at 
ages 4–5 (see Bradbury et al.  2012 ). 24  Thus, we need effective, scalable, and repli-
cable interventions before preschool, as well as through the preschool period, if we 
are to make progress in improving mobility for children coming from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.   


    Summary 


 Essentially all the factors key to healthy child development are very much affected 
by parental circumstances at a point in time, and almost all the trends in differences 
in child development (or gaps) by parental incomes, education, and SES are on the 
upswing at early ages. Conditions at birth, family background, parenting, neighbor-
hoods, social institutions, and economic circumstances all make it more diffi cult for 
low-income children, especially minority children, to successfully cross each transi-
tion point on their way to elementary school. 


 The social policy challenges are many, and are not just situated in the health and 
learning domains; the greater challenge is that medical and educational  professionals 


24   Whereas the data we have on young children follows the same children from ages 9–24 months, 
we do not have follow-up data on the same children as they exit preschool or enter elementary 
school. 
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must interact with social services and deal with fractured patterns of family life, in 
addition to the children themselves. Effective action requires the integration of poli-
cies across the health, education, and family assistance silos if we are to become 
more successful in boosting mobility from below.  


    Policy Levers to Open Gates, Reduce Gaps, and Moderate 
Cumulative Gaps Early On 


 America is fi nally beginning to awaken to the reality that the next generation  is  at 
risk. 25  But we need to pay more than lip service to make a difference in children’s 
chances for upward mobility. Moreover these challenges confront federal, state, and 
local authorities, as well as faith-based organizations, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, and even some organizations in the for-profi t sector. In this fi nal section we 
focus on some emerging green shoots of hope that need to be nurtured if we are to 
make progress in opening more opportunity gates and closing the gaps that emerge 
along the developmental trajectory. We begin with the  prevention of unwanted preg-
nancies   and children who begin life with a parent who is not yet prepared. We then 
move onto other policies that can make a difference in the lives of young children. 


    Unwanted Pregnancy at Young Ages: An Agency Problem 


 Despite the somewhat gloomy data cited above, the U.S. is making some progress 
in improving children’s life chances through the reduction in the numbers of early 
unplanned pregnancies. For example, U.S. fertility is at an all-time low, reaching a 
rate of only 1.86 children per woman of childbearing age in 2013. More impor-
tantly, fertility has reached this record low because of falling birthrates among teens 
and women in their early 20s, bringing the U.S. teen pregnancy rate closer to that in 
other rich countries (Hamilton et al.  2013 ; Curtin et al.  2014 ). Much of this success 
is due to the dissemination of long-acting reversible contraceptives, which are much 
more effective than conventional birth control (Secura et al.  2014 ; Sawhill  2014 ).  


    Money Makes a Difference in Parenting 


 An important point established above is that money makes a difference, and espe-
cially so for young low-income children. An ever-growing number of studies have 
shown that refundable tax credits improve child outcomes in health, including birth 


25   This is more than 30 years after the then-Secretary of Education, Ted Bell, sounded the alarm in 
1983 with the publication of  A Nation at Risk . 


T.M.(T.) Smeeding







283


outcomes for mothers, and the learning of young children. 26  Receiving aid from the 
 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)  , a program for needy families 
with young children, has been shown to improve childhood health and learning 
outcomes as well signifi cantly reduce the incidence of “metabolic syndrome” (obe-
sity, high blood pressure, and diabetes). For women, SNAP serves to increase eco-
nomic self-suffi ciency (Almond et al.  2011 ; Hoynes et al.  2012 ). More generally, 
supplementing incomes for low-income families with children has a large number 
of positive effects,  as   summarized by Duncan et al. ( 2011 ), Duncan ( 2014 ), and 
Cooper and Stewart ( 2013 ). Specifi cally, cash transfers from the  child tax credit   and 
 earned income tax credit (EITC)   and SNAP of perhaps $1500 to $2000 per child per 
year lead to better outcomes for children and parents, especially longer- term impor-
tant positive developmental effects on very young children. 


 Building on these fi ndings, one policy strategy is to push for a stronger EITC 
(including one for single adults), larger refundable child allowances, and a higher 
minimum wage (Sawhill and Karpilow  2014 ; Heinrich and Smeeding  2014a ,  b ). 
Although such a package would help mitigate poverty, there is also a critical need 
for a labor market solution that leads to more, accessible, better-paying jobs tar-
geted at the poor and nonpoor (see Chaps.   6     and   11    ). 


 Many low-income parents are stretched thin working in one or more low-paying 
jobs at odd hours, making childcare almost impossible to schedule (Reeves and 
Rodrigues  2014 ). The effects of infl exible work schedules and the lack of paid days 
off on a parent’s ability to provide emotional and physical care for young children, 
as well as the detrimental effects of parental stress on children’s cognitive develop-
ment, are all too apparent in such situations. And so another foundational element 
in parental assistance would be the enforcement of the Fair Labor Standards Act so 
that work schedules consistent with good parenting at younger ages are planned and 
maintained. 27   


    Prenatal and Early Parenting Programs 


 Because good parenting is so important for child outcomes, one should try to make 
better parents, too. But in the new policy realm of parental improvement, ideas and 
efforts so far outstrip evidence of success, with a few exceptions (King et al.  2013 ). 
The starting point is prenatal health, where young about-to-become-parents must 
learn the importance of in-utero health and the costs of some of their own habits for 
child outcomes (Aizer and Currie  2014 ). The  Nurse Home Visiting Program   has 
been shown to be highly effective when properly deployed and when follow-up to 
emergent home-based problems is coordinated with local social service agencies 


26   For a nice summary see Duncan et al.  2014 ; also see Evans and Garthwaite  2014 ; Hoynes et al. 
 2012 ; Dahl and Lochner  2012 ; Milligan and Stabile  2009 . 
27   Lest we forget, the U.S. is the only rich nation without some form of national paid family leave 
post childbirth. 
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(Annie E. Casey Foundation  2014 ; Haskins et al.  2009 ; Mosle et al.  2014 ). Still, 
substantial systematic differences exist in children’s home learning experiences, 
and the few existing parenting programs that have shown promise often are not 
widely accessible, either due to the demands they place on parents’ time and effort 
or cost. The widespread use, low cost, and ease of scalability of text messaging 
make it an attractive approach to support parenting practices (York and Loeb  2014 ). 
One exemplar program that seems to clearly make a difference in mobility and par-
enting just about the time of preschool is the  Home Instruction for Parents of 
Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY)   program for lower-income families with children 
ages 3–5. The program seeks to effectively train parents to be their child’s fi rst 
teacher while at the same time reducing child hyperactivity. Rigorous evaluations in 
New York found that the program signifi cantly improved child reading scores 
(Sawhill and Karpilow  2014 ).  


    The Role of the Pediatrician 


 A second major type of parental-child intervention is centered on pediatricians and 
their role in early childhood development. The pediatrician and the parent are the 
bedrock of early child health and development. It is therefore essential that the phy-
sician treat the child and the parent as a single entity. Uncovering basic health issues, 
from  allergies   and  asthma   to  hearing loss   or  diabetes  , each require not only early 
detection but also successful chronic-care interventions. The burden of the habitual 
behaviors needed to overcome childhood asthma, for instance, requires competent 
parenting and regular application of medicine, cleanliness, and a host of other tasks. 
But that care management cannot be effectively delivered if a parent suffers from 
depression or high levels of stress. Health care targeting two generations at once 
holds the promise to improve both child outcomes and parent responsiveness to 
disease management programs, especially when that care is linked to social support 
services delivered by programs like the Nurse Home Visiting Program (Glied and 
Oellerich  2014 ). Pediatricians are often well positioned to assess children’s well- 
being but usually do not ask about parental risk factors to children’s health, such as 
smoking. One example is the  SEEK Project  , which trains health professionals to 
screen for parental risk factors and then refer the family to appropriate resources to 
address the problems.  
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    Preschool: The Importance of Quality 


 In addition to cognitive training, there is overlap in skills training for the labor mar-
ket and family formation among children and parents alike. Soft skills such as con-
fl ict resolution or how to respond to setbacks should be emphasized more in 
preschools  and  in parenting classes (Cunha and Heckman  2007 ,  2008 ). Because we 
do not yet have a good substitute for Head Start, we need to improve the model 
(Barnett  2011 ). One way to expand childcare may be to make such care more afford-
able through new, targeted subsidies for early childhood care (Ziliak  2014 ). A closer 
look at the programs that seem to work best in Boston and Chicago is a good start-
ing point.   


    Conclusion 


 Americans have always been more tolerant of income inequality than their European 
forbearers; perhaps this was because the average standard of living was increasing 
across the board and because the “rising tide was lifting all boats.” Americans also 
believed that inequality was acceptable because there was lots of movement up and 
down the income ladder. If one worked hard and followed the rules, he or she had a 
good chance of rising to the top (the “Horatio Alger” ideal). But the U.S. now faces 
a fourfold threat: stagnant growth in standards of living for all below the top rungs 
of the income ladder; a growing gap between the rich and the rest; high rates of early 
unplanned children by parents who are not prepared to raise them, and low rates of 
upward mobility that threaten belief in equality of opportunity. 


 Nowhere is this more apparent than in the recent patterns of uneven child devel-
opment at early ages. To paraphrase Robert Putnam ( 2015 ), “our kids” are not doing 
well and need help to succeed. Larger majorities do not believe their children’s 
generation will be as well off as they were. If we are to restore opportunity and 
improve upward mobility in the United States, we need to start very young and we 
need to begin right now.       
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  Fig. 8A.1    Disparities in cognitive and socio-behavioral outcomes by income level at 9 and 24 
months (Source: Disparities in Early Learning and Development: Lessons from the Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study – Birth Cohort (ECLS-B) – Executive Summary by Halle, Tamara, 
and Nicole Forry. Reproduced with permission of Child Trends Inc. in the format Republish in a 
book via Copyright Clearance Center)       
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Abstract


We present a 50-year historical perspective of the nation’s antipoverty efforts, describing
the evolution of policy during four key periods since 1965. Over this half-century, the
initial heavy reliance on cash income support to poor families has eroded; increases in
public support came largely in the form of in-kind (e.g., Food Stamps) and tax-related
(e.g., the Earned Income Tax Credit) benefits. Work support and the supplementation
of earnings substituted for direct support. These shifts eroded the safety net for the most
disadvantaged in American society. Three poverty-related analytical developments are
also described. The rise of the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM)—taking account
of noncash and tax-related benefits—has corrected some of the serious weaknesses
of the official poverty measure (OPM). The SPM measure indicates that the poverty
rate has declined over time, rather than being essentially flat as the OPM implies. We
also present snapshots of the composition of the poor population in the United States
using both the OPM and the SPM, showing progress in reducing poverty overall and
among specific socioeconomic subgroups since the beginning of the War on Poverty.
Finally, we document the expenditure levels of numerous antipoverty programs that
have accompanied the several phases of poverty policy and describe the effect of these
efforts on the level of poverty. Although the effectiveness of government antipoverty
transfers is debated, our findings indicate that the growth of antipoverty policies has
reduced the overall level of poverty, with substantial reductions among the elderly,
disabled, and blacks. However, the poverty rates for children, especially those living in
single-parent families, and families headed by a low-skill, low-education person, have
increased. Rates of deep poverty (families living with less than one-half of the poverty
line) for the nonelderly population have not decreased, reflecting both the increasing
labor market difficulties faced by the low-skill population and the tilt of means-tested
benefits away from the poorest of the poor. C© 2015 by the Association for Public Policy
Analysis and Management.


THE ORIGINS OF THE WAR ON POVERTY


In his January 1964 State of the Union address, President Lyndon B. Johnson de-
clared a “War on Poverty”; in August of that same year the Economic Opportunity
Act was signed. This legislation created the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO)
to design and oversee the plethora of programs that ultimately became the agents
of that “war.” Numerous other programs were also developed and enacted as part
of the War on Poverty, Great Society effort.
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The origin of the War on Poverty can be traced to a memorandum prepared in
May 1963 by Walter Heller for President John F. Kennedy. In his memo, Heller
demonstrated that the decline in the number of families who were poor (defined
as income below $3,000) slowed from an annual average reduction of 1.0 percent
during 1945 to 1955 to 0.4 percent between 1956 and 1960. He argued that even
with full employment, important groups (e.g., the aged, the disabled, and female-
headed families) would remain poor by this standard. President Kennedy followed
the memo by instructing staff at the primary executive agencies to make the case
for a major effort against poverty.


While the nation had no clear and unified view of the problem of poverty at this
time, influential writings in the early 1960s built public support for some form
of federal government effort to reduce poverty. These include the revealing 1962
book by Michael Harrington (The Other America) and an eye-opening article on
the “invisible poor” by Dwight MacDonald (1963). Both authors built upon the
earlier case for public sector action against poverty made by John Kenneth Galbraith
(1958). Following the Civil Rights March of August 1963 led by Martin Luther
King, which sought racial equality for black Americans at a time when more than
40 percent of blacks lived in poverty, President Kennedy directed that antipoverty
measures be included in his 1964 legislative program.


After President Kennedy’s tragic assassination, President Johnson sustained this
antipoverty momentum and directed that the 1964 Economic Report of the President
include a chapter profiling the problem of poverty, and documenting the charac-
teristics of those who were poor. That chapter, which concluded with a series of
antipoverty proposals, stands as a landmark of policy analysis to this day.


The report triggered a flurry of activity by the President, who appointed a 130-
member White House-based Task Force (headed by Sargent Shriver), and requested
them to draft a legislative program modeled on the proposals in the Report. The
economics-inclined policy analysts on the Task Force pushed for job training pro-
grams targeted on disadvantaged youth and remedial education for high school
dropouts—a human capital investment strategy that still reflects current policy con-
cerns. A second group of Task Force analysts focused on the “pathology” of poverty—
the notion that the heart of the poverty problem rested in the community.1 Their
plans for a community action program designed to mobilize low-income commu-
nities and encourage the “maximum feasible participation” of community residents
also found their way into the 1966 five-year antipoverty program submitted by the
Task Force.


The Economic Opportunity Bill and its proposed antipoverty budget were com-
plete within six weeks of the appointment of the Task Force and were signed into
law in August 1964. As noted, a new Executive agency, the OEO, was established to
oversee the effort and to administer some of the programs.


In the years before 1964, the federal government assisted low-income families
by providing cash assistance to mother-only families (e.g., welfare in the form of
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children [AFDC] program) and supporting
small programs providing in-kind aid (e.g., the Section 236 leased housing subsidy
program, which preceded the current Section 8 housing voucher program). The
War itself focused on programs that (1) directly provided services to the poor (e.g.,
legal and medical services); (2) promoted the development of human capital; and (3)
stimulated social and community change. Other legislation passed at about the same


1 Implicit in this perspective is the belief that participation of low-income citizens in programs and
activities would change their perceptions regarding opportunities and hence change their behavior.
Gottschalk (2005) explored this view using participation in the labor force as the example.


Journal of Policy Analysis and Management DOI: 10.1002/pam
Published on behalf of the Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management







The War on Poverty / 3


time provided health insurance to the poor (Medicaid) and (with the support of the
farming community concerned about food surplus) expanded a small Food Stamp
Program. Housing subsidies were expanded (again with producer support), as were
retirement and disability pensions. Many of these new programs were targeted on
vulnerable groups with the highest rates of poverty.


Many of the programs first enacted during this period continue in some form to-
day. These programs include the Job Corps (providing vocational training to youth
dropouts); the Neighborhood Youth Corps (which offered work experience in low-
level public employment jobs for youth who had dropped out of high school or who
were likely to drop out); the Community Action Program (CAP, which coordinated
the delivery of services in low-income neighborhoods); Upward Bound (providing
college preparatory services to disadvantaged minority youth); Head Start (centers
offering educational activities for four- and five-year-old children from disadvan-
taged families); and the Work Experience Program (a work and training program
for welfare recipients or those eligible for welfare). In the first year of OEO’s exis-
tence, over $800 million (1964) was appropriated to the agency for program support;
in today’s dollars that is nearly $6 billion.


Somewhat later, in the early 1970s, additional major programs were introduced,
such as the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program for low-income aged
families and low-income families with blind and disabled members, and a small
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which provided a refundable tax credit to families
with earnings below a maximum level. While these programs were begun after the
initial War on Poverty effort, they are among the central antipoverty measures in
place today. We will summarize them in our assessment of all major antipoverty
programs.


Thousands of gallons of ink have been devoted to describing the nature of the
War on Poverty and analyzing the effects of the War and related legislation. To
commemorate the 50th anniversary of this unique outburst of social legislation,
several reviews and assessments have been made of the War.2 We will not rework
this discussion; rather, we will focus on the following four questions relevant to
understanding the War and its impacts:


� How has the nature of public policy targeted on poor people evolved over the
past 50 years?


� How has the measurement of poverty changed over this period?
� How has the size and composition of the poor population changed over this


period, and what factors account for this change?
� How did the War on Poverty and subsequent government antipoverty programs


affect the prevalence of poverty, and how has that effort waxed and waned over
this half-century?


Our first section describes how public policy has evolved since the War on Poverty,
particularly in the direction of a much greater emphasis on work as a condition of
benefit receipt and on in-kind rather than cash transfers. Our second section shows
that while the official definition of poverty was adequate in the early 1960s when
it was developed, it has become increasingly deficient. This has a major effect on
interpreting the evolution of the prevalence of poverty in the years after the War
on Poverty. While the official poverty rate suggests that poverty has not declined
since the late 1960s, improved definitions, which include the impacts of noncash
benefits and refundable tax credits like the EITC, show that policy has in fact had
a major impact on poverty. In the subsequent section, we show that despite gains


2 These include Bailey and Danziger (2013) and the President’s Council of Economic Advisors (2014).


Journal of Policy Analysis and Management DOI: 10.1002/pam
Published on behalf of the Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management







4 / The War on Poverty


in overall poverty reduction, many subgroups continue to have very high poverty
rates. For these groups, the War on Poverty programs have not reduced poverty to
acceptable levels. The final section shows that the growth in antipoverty spending
is responsible for the decline in poverty rates since 1969—poverty would not have
declined in its absence. While the War on Poverty programs have not yet yielded
“victory,” a number of important battles have been won. However, since the mid-
1990s the distribution of spending on low-income families has tilted away from the
poorest of the poor, leading to a declining impact of spending on deep poverty. As
a result, deep poverty rates have not declined for the past 20 years, unlike overall
poverty rates.


THE EVOLUTION OF POVERTY POLICY OVER 50 YEARS


President Kennedy was heavily influenced by the debate stimulated by the Har-
rington and MacDonald writings in the early 1960s, and initiated discussions of
antipoverty policy during his term. But the War on Poverty itself, as we have de-
scribed, was launched in a period of national soul-searching after the death of
President Kennedy. President Johnson pursued the civil/voting rights and social
policy revolutions when he assumed the presidency in November 1963 in the opti-
mistic belief that the country should and could address the assortment of problems
surrounding poverty, including the nation’s racial issues and serious shortfalls from
basic civil rights.3 At that time, about 20 percent of Americans were classified as
living in poverty.


In this section, we describe in broad-brush terms changes in federal antipoverty
policy over the 50 years since 1965. The central story is the steady shift over this
period from income support to those without other income (in the form of means-
tested cash welfare like the AFDC program) to programs that emphasized work and
labor force participation (like the EITC). There was also a shift from cash income
support to in-kind benefits, such as Food Stamps and especially Medicaid.4


From 1965 to 1975: Providing Legal/Medical Services, Developing Human Capital,
and Stimulating Community Change


Prior to the initiation of the War on Poverty, one-fifth of the nation’s 47 million
families lived in poverty (defined at that time as pretax cash income less than $3,000).
More than a million families below this income level were raising four or more
children. Certain socioeconomic groups experienced much higher poverty rates,
including those with family heads with the following characteristics:


� nonwhite (48 percent),
� persons with less than eight years of education (37 percent),
� females or single parents (48 percent), especially those with low education (89


percent for nonwhites, 77 percent for whites),
� persons aged 65 or more (47 percent) or less than 25 years (31 percent),
� nonearners (81 percent),
� farm residents (43 percent), and
� those living in the South (32 percent).


3 Hersh (2015) discusses the evolution of civil rights efforts since the War on Poverty.
4 We concentrate here on income and work support policies and have less discussion of medical insurance
provisions.
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For persons living in families headed by someone with any of these characteristics,
poverty rates were more than 150 percent of the overall poverty rate of 20 percent.5


With Walter Heller as head of the Council of Economic Advisors under Presidents
Kennedy and Johnson, fiscal measures to expand aggregate demand and employ-
ment flourished as a rising tide was viewed as lifting all boats. During this period,
wages and real earnings rose throughout the earnings and income distributions.


The set of programs benefiting low-income families that were initiated or ex-
panded around the mid-1960s is extensive.6 As described above, the range of the
OEO effort itself was very broad. Two direct service programs stand out. The Legal
Services program was a novel attempt to provide legal services to poor families, and
to change social institutions. Legal services lawyers in 250 legal services projects not
only provided direct legal advice to poor families, but also led national legal reform
efforts through the bringing of test cases and class action suits in the housing, med-
ical, and consumer rights areas. The OEO neighborhood health centers program
attempted to provide comprehensive medical and dental care in areas where the
poor lived; by 1972 the budget for these centers had grown to about $750 million
(2014 dollars).


Efforts to build the human capital of poor and minority individuals were also
extensive. Job training programs targeted on disadvantaged youth and high school
dropouts (e.g., the Job Corps and the Neighborhood Youth Corps) formed one of the
main thrusts of early antipoverty policy. In addition, the Manpower Development
and Training Act (MDTA) of 1962, the first major piece of manpower legislation since
the Employment Act of 1946, inaugurated substantial job training efforts targeted
on both poor and middle class unemployed workers.


Although job creation and skill-building for the underemployed were emphasized
early in the War, there was little emphasis on expanding higher education, reflecting
the modest education earnings premium that existed at this time. The Head Start
program was the main early education program and served four- and five-year-old
children in disadvantaged families; by the summer of 1965 over one-half million
children were enrolled.7


Major efforts to generate community change were also begun in the mid-1960s.
The Legal Services program was a component of this; the CAP was more central to
this effort by both coordinating existing services to families in poor neighborhoods
and delivering new services to them. The program became the home for a number
of activists and left-leaning community organizers, whose objective was to generate
social change by giving the poor a role in the programs that affected them. The
CAP was among the most controversial programs of the War; some have accused
the program of being responsible for the riots in the summers of 1966 and 1967.8


The Model Cities program provided block grants to cities to plan and implement


5 Statistics from the Council of Economic Advisors (1964). The Report states: “When a family and its head
have several characteristics frequently associated with poverty, the chances of being poor are particularly
high: a family headed by a young woman who is nonwhite and has less than an eighth-grade education is
poor in 94 out of 100 cases. Even if she is white, the chances are 85 out of 100 that she and her children
will be poor” (p. 57).
6 An early description and assessment of the first decade of the War on Poverty is Plotnik and Skidmore
(1975). Their discussion was very helpful in drafting this section.
7 The extensive Head Start evaluation literature was recently summarized in Gibbs, Ludwig, and Miller
(2013). A review of the assessments of job training efforts over the years is in Holzer (2013). The literature
summarizing the effects of safety-net programs, including food and nutrition, assistance, and work-
related subsidies is in Waldfogel (2013). Research on the effects of neighborhood health centers is more
limited, but see Bailey and Goodman-Bacon (2015), who find that the centers had major effects in
reducing mortality.
8 See Moynihan (1969).
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development projects in physically blighted local areas—urban renewal. City offi-
cials rather than neighborhood associations were in charge of the program so that
the program was seen as a less disruptive alternative to the CAP.


In addition to the OEO-related programs, numerous other programs targeted on
the poor population were expanded in the years immediately after the declaration
of the War. Importantly, during this period, the Medicaid and Medicare programs
(providing health insurance for the poor and elderly, respectively) were inaugurated.
Both passed in 1965 as extensions of the Social Security program. Cash income
support through the AFDC program was viewed as an important instrument in re-
ducing poverty for families headed by single mothers—who were still a relatively
small group composed primarily of divorced rather than never-married mothers or
widows. At this time, single parents were viewed as “worthy” safety-net beneficia-
ries. Similarly, the Food Stamp program (characterized as a “universal guaranteed
annual income for food”) was mandated in all counties; prior to that, it was not
universal. The Section 8 housing subsidy program was also expanded. During this
same period, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 had become the
law of the land, leading to increased spending targeted on K-12 schools. In 1967,
earnings deductions were increased in the AFDC program, reducing work disincen-
tives and expanding the caseload; this change was known as the “30-and-a-third”
rule.9


In the years after 1969, when President Richard Nixon assumed the presidency, ex-
penditures and benefits targeted on poor families continued to increase, encouraged
and supported by the OEO-based coordinated legal strategy that promoted “welfare
rights” and access to public support. However, President Nixon sought to fundamen-
tally change the emphasis of social policy expansion. Benefits to elderly and disabled
people, two groups not expected to work, were expanded. In 1972, an across-the-
board increase of 20 percent in Social Security benefits was passed. When coupled
with an annual automatic cost of living increase, this one-time benefit expansion led
to a sizable increase in income support to elders. In 1974, legislation to support the
needy aged, blind, and disabled through converting state-specific programs for each
of these groups into a national SSI program with a national guaranteed minimum
income became law. The combination of these measures contributed in a powerful
way toward reducing poverty for the aged and disabled population. Today, the “of-
ficial” poverty rate for citizens older than 65 years is well below 10 percent, and a
series of extensions of coverage and benefit increases has resulted in Social Security
being our most effective antipoverty program.10


Shortly after assuming office, President Nixon announced the Family Assistance
Plan (FAP), promoted by Daniel P. Moynihan, then his Assistant for Urban Af-
fairs, over the opposition of many of the President’s most conservative advisers
(see Moynihan, 1973). It would meet the problem of poverty with the most direct
and radical of solutions: money. All families with children would be eligible for a
minimum stipend; no longer would the absence of a “man in the house” be a precon-
dition for welfare income support. After passage by the House of Representatives,
the measure failed in the Senate, in part because of concerns about work incentives.


Already in the late 1960s, there was growing concern about the work disincentives
built into cash transfer programs. The landmark 30-and-a-third legislation for AFDC
in 1967 was the first movement toward increasing work incentives. (This effort was


9 In this legislation, in addition to disregarding work expenses, states were required to disregard the first
$30 earned and one-third of the remaining monthly earnings in the calculation of benefits. The result
was a significant rise in the amount that families could earn before losing cash benefits.
10 See Engelhardt and Gruber (2006). The authors find that increases in Social Security coverage and
benefits between 1967 and 2000 can explain the entire decline in elderly poverty over this period.
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viewed as a failure by President Reagan in the early-1980s, and was eliminated;
the rate at which benefits fall as income rises returned to 100 percent.) Consistent
with concern over work disincentives, in the late-1960s and early-1970s the federal
government sponsored a number of important social experiments on the ways that
income support policies affected labor supply and work effort. These experiments
revealed the extent of work disincentives implicit in a variety of income support
policies.11 The experiments also gathered a great deal of information about how
income support and work affected children, educational attainment, and other as-
pects of family life, even if they were not analyzed until decades later.12 During the
Nixon era, several of the programs composing the War were subject to evaluation
studies; many of these studies failed to find social benefits that exceeded costs.13


This is especially true of the human capital and community participation programs.
The impacts of these programs are difficult to measure, however, and some of the
effects can only be expected to appear over subsequent decades.14


Public spending on these and other War on Poverty, Great Society programs
grew from $45 billion in 1965 to $140 billion in 1972 (both in 2014 dollars). Social
benefits15 as a percentage of personal income increased from about 6 percent in
1965 to over 10 percent in 1975.


By the mid-1970s, substantial progress against poverty was made and poverty
rates of under 10 percent were seen for the first time, especially after counting non-
cash benefits as part of income (Council of Economic Advisors, 2014; Fox et al.,
2015; Smeeding, 1977). The labor market continued to spread the benefits of eco-
nomic growth to all workers, and longtime leaders of the War on Poverty, like Robert
Lampman, foresaw an end to poverty and material deprivation within a decade.16


11 See Burtless and Hausman (1978); Hausman (1985); Moffitt (1986); Greenberg and Robins (1985);
Burtless and Moffitt (1985); and Munnell (1986). This literature introduced the “kinked budget constraint”
as the basis for understanding the effect of income support policies on labor supply; this concept is
now a basic tool understood and used by policy analysts. The results of the first income maintenance
experiment—the New Jersey Negative Income Tax Experiment—are described in Watts and Rees (1977).
The research suggested some nontrivial reductions in labor supply from income support programs. An
early assessment of the incentive and distributional effects of income transfers is Danziger, Haveman,
and Plotnik (1981).
12 See Haveman (1987a) and Bailey and Danziger (2013).
13 Haveman (1987b) discusses several of these assessments.
14 As Gilbert Steiner (1974) stated, subsequent expansions in propoor programs and increasing Congres-
sional and Executive recognition of the poor “ . . . have their explanations in . . . [War on Poverty] policy
developments [in] civil rights, civil disorder, legal services, medical services, and community action.”
15 Social benefits are estimates by the Congressional Budget Office as the cash plus in-kind benefits
received by households, including estimates of the market value (budgetary cost of provision) of gov-
ernment health insurance. These benefits include social insurance payments, including Medicare, which
compose a large fraction of the total (see Burtless, 2014 and Congressional Budget Office, 2014).
16 Lampman (1971). The increased federal spending on social welfare programs after the start of the
War on Poverty led naturally to the question raised by Robert Lampman in 1974, “What does it do for the
poor?” Developing quantitative measures to answer this question required a variety of new concepts and
measurements, and policy analysts turned their efforts in this direction. “Target efficiency” was measured
as the ratio of program benefits focused on the pre-transfer poor to total program expenditures. The use
of this measure was criticized as failing to account for the fact that targeted income support payments
tend to reduce work and earnings (and generate other behavioral responses) that would offset the income
gains from public benefits. The “pre-transfer poverty gap” was defined as the number of total dollars by
which the income of the pre-transfer poor fell below the relevant poverty lines; it and its companion, the
“post-transfer poverty gap” were used in tandem to measure the effectiveness of public transfer policy
in combating poverty. In addition to the development of these measures of the effectiveness of public
income support policy, researchers also engaged in several other lines of research with direct ties to
War on Poverty policy. The several studies of potential labor supply effects, including the negative in-
come tax experiments (see footnote 11) are examples of this effect of antipoverty policy on research.
Numerous additional lines of research, including the measurement of poverty/inequality, economic
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Table 1. Percent of persons in families with income below the Federal Poverty Line, 1965
and 1972.


Percentage point
1965 1972 change


All persons 15.6 11.9 −3.7


Zero to eight years of schooling 30.8 23.0 −7.8
Nonwhite male 35.8 19.5 −16.3
Nonwhite female 66.2 57.4 −8.8
Age 65 and older 27.6 19.2 −8.4
South 24.5 17.0 −7.5
Rural 23.8 15.4 −8.4
Black female head with children∗ 77.0 70.0 −7.0
Southern, low education, black male head∗ 64.0 55.0 −9.0
Black urban elderly couple∗ 65.0 51.0 −14.0


∗Predicted probability of being poor.


To a substantial extent, War on Poverty programs appear to have targeted those
groups with the highest pre-1965 poverty rates; the decrease in the probability of
being poor fell more for these high poverty rate families than for families with a
lower incidence of poverty. Table 1 depicts patterns that indicate the incidence of
poverty in 1965 and 1972 for a variety of family types, distinguished by race, region,
education, and sex of family head (in percentages).


While the incidence of poverty for all Americans decreased by 3.7 percentage
points between 1965 and 1972, poverty for these vulnerable groups targeted by War
on Poverty programs decreased by 7.0 percentage points to 16.3 percentage points.
All of the percentage point decreases shown are at least double the overall decrease in
poverty incidence. Hence, to the extent that the programs and expansions launched
in the mid-1960s were designed to lower poverty among the highest poverty rate
groups shown in Table 1, this objective was met in the immediate years that followed.


From 1975 to 1985: Sagging Economy, Reassessment of Early Antipoverty Programs,
Decline in Cash Income Support, and Emphasis on Work


The decade from 1975 to 1985 was a difficult economic period. The economy soured,
with rising energy prices and high inflation coexisting with slow growth. Benefit
cuts in some social programs occurred as skepticism toward early War on Poverty
initiatives grew. During the same period, the job market for lower skilled workers
deteriorated, inequality of wages and earnings increased, and the rate of nonmarital
childbearing rose. In part as a result of these developments, the steady progress in
fighting poverty that occurred following 1965 slowed markedly.


Based on evaluation studies, early efforts to provide job training were viewed
with skepticism. In response to labor market deterioration, both the EITC and the


well-being (including incorporation of the value of in-kind transfers in these estimates), social mobility,
and income dynamics were fostered by this policy effort. In the process, advances in research methods
accompanied the research; in addition to social experimentation, there were important developments in
correcting for selectivity bias in studies of the effect of policy on behavior, disentangling the processes of
education, discrimination, and labor market functioning as they affect the poor, and the construction of
microdata-simulation models. Haveman (1987b) discusses the full range of impacts of War on Poverty
policy on social science research.
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Food Stamp program were expanded. In 1979, the Food Stamp Program’s “pur-
chase requirement”—a feature of the initial program—was lifted, increasing access
to food assistance.17 At the program’s start in 1965, about half a million people
participated. Through publicity and the geographic expansion of the program, par-
ticipation increased to about 15 million people in 1974. After elimination of the
purchase requirement, participation in the program increased by 1.5 million people
in a single month (Ziliak, 2013).


The late 1970s and early 1980s also brought major changes in labor markets. Dur-
ing the high inflation and low economic growth “stagflation” period, unemployment
of lower skilled workers increased, resulting in reductions in earnings and income
in the bottom half of the distribution. Technological change stimulated demand
for educated workers, at the same time that the supply of college-educated workers
slowed. As a result, the college premium rose substantially; while Richard Freeman
could write about The Overeducated American in 1976, by the mid-1980s this was no
longer true (Autor, 2014).


The toll on workers with few skills was large18 and this, in part, justified passage
of the EITC in 1975. The EITC began as a small program providing earnings supple-
mentation to low-earnings workers through a refundable earnings-related subsidy.19


Passage of the EITC is related to the failure of President Nixon’s FAP; Senator Rus-
sell Long opposed FAP because of the work disincentives, and supported a “work
bonus,” which eventually became the EITC. Public support of both the EITC and
the New Jobs Tax Credit of 1977 to 1979 (which subsidized the creation of jobs for
low-wage workers) represented a focus on work rather than income support.


During this same period, enthusiasm for federal government efforts to provide
job training also waned. The Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA)
was initiated in 1973. CETA emphasized public sector employment for those with
low incomes and the long-term unemployed, as well as subsidized jobs in the pri-
vate sector, in which the employer was reimbursed for job training costs. The intent
was to impart a marketable skill that would allow participants to move to an un-
subsidized job. Evaluations of CETA were not favorable, leading to a search for
alternative ways of improving the earnings performance of low-skill workers.20 In
the late 1970s, the Carter Administration proposed the Program for Better Jobs and
Income welfare reform. The proposal had a massive public jobs component inte-
grated with an earnings supplement with income-conditioned cash assistance, and
extended cash benefits to individuals and intact families. The proposal failed, and
its failure contributed to the demise of federal job creation efforts (see Danziger,
Haveman, & Smolensky, 1977).


These policy debates were affected by large changes in social behavior that were
visible in nascent form in the late 1960s, but which accelerated in the 1970s and
early 1980s. The rate of nonmarital childbearing began to increase, divorce rates


17 In the early Food Stamp Program, families had to purchase their food stamps, paying an amount
commensurate with their normal expenditures for food and receiving an amount of food stamps with
greater value, designed to enable them to obtain a nutritionally adequate diet at a lower cost.
18 “If we consider the total growth of the U.S. economy in the 30 years from 1977 to 2007, we find that
the richest 10 percent appropriated three-quarters of the growth. The richest 1 percent alone absorbed
nearly 60 percent of the total increase in U.S. national income in this period. Hence for the bottom 90
percent, the rate of income growth was less than 0.5 percent per year. See Piketty (2014, p. 297). Since
1979, the wages of the top 1 percent of earners have grown by 134 percent, while those of the bottom 95
percent have grown by about 15 percent. See Autor (2014) and Popkin, Rosenbaum, and Meaden (1993).
19 Research evidence suggests that EITC benefits are more targeted on the poor population than are
benefits from an increase in the minimum wage. See Burkhauser, Couch, and Glenn (1996), and Neumark
(2004).
20 These early studies are reviewed in Barnow (1987).
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increased, and women began entering the labor force in increasing numbers. The
rate of nonmarital childbearing grew from about 15 percent of all births in the
1970s, to over 25 percent by the mid-1980s.21 Out-of-wedlock childbearing became
an important determinant of the high rate of poverty for female-headed families,
and AFDC budgets grew rapidly. At the start of the War on Poverty, female-headed
families constituted about 8 percent of all families; by 1980, about 17 percent of
families with children under age 18 were headed by a woman. In 2013, the rate was
about 23 percent. But at the same time more women, especially mothers, entered and
remained in the formal labor market, leading to a change in mores about mothers’
role in formal work.22 During the 20-year period from 1970 to 1990, the labor force
participation rate for women increased by 14.2 percentage points.


However, the main issue in the 1980 presidential election that resulted in the
election of Ronald Reagan was the performance of the economy. Triggered by the
OPEC oil embargo in 1973, the price of oil quadrupled. This price spike triggered a
long period of stagflation. Wage and price controls were among the set of unpopular
policies used to slow down inflation by Presidents Nixon and Carter.


During the period leading up to the Reagan election in 1980, the gains in the
economic status of the poor that resulted from earlier antipoverty efforts largely
held. However, the poverty rate began to drift up in the late 1970s and during the
stagflation period that ensued.


In the early 1980s, the Reagan administration supported the tight money policy of
the Federal Reserve designed to deliberately slow down economic growth in order
to squeeze inflation out of the economy. While overall federal spending continued
to grow, administration priorities shifted emphasis from social policy spending to
other spending programs, including assistance to state governments; the role of
adverse work incentives was cited.


The substantial Reagan tax cuts23 were tilted toward higher income earners and
led to an increasing deficit. Legislation during this period enabled states to obtain
waivers in order to implement changes in the AFDC program typically involving
reduced cash benefits and strengthened work requirements. The motto of the era
was “trickle down,” which promised that the poor would benefit from economic
growth, even if there were cuts to social spending. CETA was replaced by the Job
Training Partnership Act (JTPA) of 1982, which concentrated on private sector em-
ployment and which established federal assistance programs to prepare youth and
unskilled adults for entry into private employment and out of welfare dependence;
the program gave more control to states to help build partnerships with private in-
dustries (local employer organizations known as Private Industry Councils or PICs).
Evaluations of JTPA, like those of CETA, were not very favorable (see Bloom, 1987).
During this turbulent period, two programs—the EITC and Food Stamps—grew in
importance, reflecting both expanded benefits and reduced application costs; they


21 See Hamilton, Martin, and Ventura (2013).
22 Spain and Bianchi (1996) cover the major trends. See Bernstein (2007) and Thomas and Sawhill
(2002). Both articles were part of the debate on why marriage rates fell and whether marriage policy
could reduce divorce and increase marriage. Experimental efforts to promote healthy marriage had
disappointing results (Wood et al., 2012).
23 In 1981, the Economic Recovery Tax Act passed; the marginal tax rate of the top income bracket fell
from 70 percent to 50 percent, while the lowest income tax bracket saw a reduction in the rate only from
14 percent to 11 percent. These tax cuts also indexed standard deductions, and reduced tax burdens on
very low income families. While the majority of the dollar effects were on higher income earners, these
tax reforms also had positive effects on low-income families.
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have become and are expected to continue as the bedrocks of income support in the
United States (Hardy, Smeeding, & Ziliak, 2015).24


Social benefits as a percentage of personal income began the decade from 1975
to 1985 at about 10 percent and they edged up only a single percentage point over
the period.


From 1985 to 2000: Work-Based Reform and Retrenchment


The period from 1985 through the 1990s combined reform and retrenchment. Con-
cerns over the growth in mother-only families and inner-city poverty led policymak-
ers to focus more on behaviors—including work—than on deprivation. In response
to growing evidence that income support policies had substantial work disincentives
and generated reductions in work effort, work-based welfare reform passed, and to
support the new focus on work, child-care benefits were expanded.


Toward the end of the 1980s, several scholars and opinion leaders reflected on
the apparent contradiction between the main thrust of antipoverty policy and the
changing nature of the poor population (see Ellwood, 1988 and Wilson, 1987). Dur-
ing the 1980s, the nature of the poor population changed in important ways; already
high rates of nonmarital childbearing increased further, increasingly the poor were
living in inner-city ghettos, and an urban underclass developed and grew.25 The
“underclass” concept came into popular use and became a synonym, not of poverty,
but of a set of behaviors in which inner-city residents eschewed traditional work
and schooling, and engaged in behaviors that imposed costs on the rest of society
(Jencks, 1989; Ricketts & Sawhill, 1988).26


The Family Support Act (FSA) of 1988, passed at the end of the Reagan admin-
istration, responded to these concerns. The structure of the AFDC program was
modified to emphasize work, child support, and family benefits; it also initiated the
withholding of wages of absentee parents liable for child support. The law required
teen mothers who receive public assistance to remain in high school and, in some
cases, to live with their parents. The Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training pro-
gram (JOBS), created by the 1988 Act, created incentives and mandates for moving
from welfare to work.27


President Reagan was succeeded by President George H. W. Bush in 1989. There
were but few changes in the thrust of poverty policy during the Bush presidency
with one exception; the EITC was expanded in 1990. In 1993, under President Bill
Clinton, the EITC was expanded again, as part of general federal tax legislation.
Both expansions were designed to increase the targeting of assistance though a tax


24 The continued expansion of the Food Stamp Program was justified as being superior to cash income
support, reflecting the belief of some that low-income families were unable to manage their budgets
effectively. This expansion occurred in the face of assertions that the benefits enabled recipients to
purchase nonessential, nonfood items with the stamps. The EITC was expanded in the Reagan Tax
Reform Act of 1986 and again in the early 1990s.
25 See Jargowsky (1994) and Ihlanfeldt (1998).
26 The Wilson, Ellwood, and Jencks analyses complemented the skepticism of Charles Murray, in his
influential volume Losing Ground (1984). Murray’s main argument was that U.S. social welfare pro-
grams have tended to increase poverty rather than eliminate it. He emphasized the incentives in several
antipoverty programs that, in his view, rewarded short-sighted behavior that is not conducive to escap-
ing poverty in the long term; the disincentive to work was a prime example. Murray’s arguments were
critiqued in the Institute for Research on Poverty Focus publication (1985).
27 In his remarks on signing the bill in October of 1988, President Reagan stated: “Under this bill, one
parent in a two-parent welfare family ( . . . with an unemployed principal wage earner) will be required
to work in the public or private sector for at least 16 hours a week as a condition of receiving benefits. ...
Single-parent(s) . . . who have not completed high school will be required to stay in or return to school
to complete the basic education so necessary to a productive life.”


Journal of Policy Analysis and Management DOI: 10.1002/pam
Published on behalf of the Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management







12 / The War on Poverty


rebate while increasing the incentive to work. Researchers found that EITC expan-
sions were among the most important reasons why employment rose among single
mothers with children during the 1990s—the EITC was more effective in encourag-
ing work than either welfare reform or the strong economy.28 The Committee for
Economic Development, an organization of 250 corporate executives and univer-
sity presidents, concluded in 2000 that, “The EITC has become a powerful force in
dramatically raising the employment of low-income women in recent years.”29


The 1990s saw a rapid increase in the use of illicit drugs, especially cocaine, often
by minority poor youth. The “drug epidemic”30 fostered extreme penal policies that
incarcerated nonwhite undereducated men especially, separating them from fami-
lies and greatly reduced the chances of gainful legal employment upon release. The
effect of penal policy during this period is reflected in the high black male poverty
rates experienced today. At the same time, labor markets increasingly rewarded the
educated; earnings inequality continued to increase; wages and employment for the
less-skilled eroded further (Autor, 2014).


Elected in 1992, President Clinton often spoke about the Wilson and Ellwood
thesis. After the failed effort to reform health care, he turned to welfare reform, in
part responding to the newly elected 1994 Congress, which regularly decried the
growth in welfare rolls and costs.


In 1996, the Clinton welfare reform with the unruly title of the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) was enacted.
The 1996 Act reflected many of the perspectives of Wilson and Ellwood and the skep-
ticism of Murray. Moreover, the FSA was widely regarded as having failed to either
diminish the work disincentives in welfare programs or to produce improved labor
market outcomes through its human capital-training emphasis. These perceptions
supported the brute force approach in PRWORA—“welfare as we knew it” became
a thing of the past.


PRWORA ended the entitlement to AFDC benefits and turned AFDC expenditures
into block grants that were given to the states with a new name, Temporary As-
sistance for Needy Families (TANF). Recipients of TANF benefits were required to
begin working after two years of benefit receipt and a lifetime limit of five years was
placed on benefits paid by federal funds.31 The legislation also supported programs
that encouraged two-parent families and discouraged out-of-wedlock births;32 the
enforcement of child support payments was given teeth. The success or failure of
the “Clinton welfare reform” has been heavily debated.33


As a result of PRWORA, welfare rolls plummeted from over 5 million cases in
1993 to fewer than 2.5 million cases in 2000. The work requirements of PRWORA,


28 Substantial research has explored the work incentive and other behavioral effects of the EITC. See
Dickert-Conlin, Houser, and Scholz (1995); Hotz and Scholz (2003, 2006); Hoynes and Eissa (2004);
Hoynes (2009); Blank, Danziger, and Schoeni (2006); Edin, Tach, and Halpern-Meekin (2014); and
Neumark (2004).
29 The 1980s and early 1990s also saw a series of important programs that extended randomized experi-
ments on state welfare reforms that had blossomed during this period. These include the Supported Work
experiment and state-based experiments such as the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP). The
evolution of this experimental research during this period is described in Gueron (2003).
30 See U.S. Department of Justice (1991).
31 The time limit provision was viewed by some as adding an important policy lever to efforts to offset the
work disincentives implicit in the provision of cash assistance to adults who were judged to be capable
of work. There is a great deal of heterogeneity across states in the application of time limits that has been
exploited in estimates of the effects of various provisions in PRWORA. See Moffitt (2003).
32 Although specific targets were not set, annual bonuses were awarded to states that reduced the
percentage of births to unmarried women by the largest amount (without increasing abortions).
33 For instance, see the excellent summary of related issues by Besharov and Call (2010) and the debate
between Mead (2007a, 2007b) and Parrot and Sherman (2009a, 2009b).
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together with the EITC expansions and the very strong economic expansion in the
mid-1990s, led to rising employment rates for single mothers and declining poverty
rates.34 However, the late 1990s saw a leveling off of the employment rates of single
mothers and little change in their poverty rate as single mothers moved from below-
poverty cash income support to low-wage labor market work that typically also
left them below the poverty line.35 In the long run, PRWORA appears to have had
a greater impact on reducing the caseload rather than on increasing employment
rates or reducing poverty.


The 1990s also saw a rapid increase in child-care subsidies and early childhood
education programs (including Head Start); this too eased the transition of low-
income women into the labor force. This period also witnessed a rapid rise in
disability rolls in both the Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program and
in programs for disabled children and the nonaged (Muller, 2006).


In 1997, the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) was passed, in part as
fallout from the failed Clinton effort to reform the health-care system and the desire
to make health insurance available to all children. CHIP was the largest expan-
sion of taxpayer-funded health insurance coverage for children in the United States
since the Medicaid program was established in 1965.36 CHIP provides matching
funds to states for health insurance to uninsured families with children with in-
comes that are modest but too high to qualify for Medicaid. Today, CHIP covers
about 8 million children, and every state has an approved plan.


By the new millennium, the basic structure of federal antipoverty policy was much
as we see it today. The TANF block grants were never expanded and expenditures on
the program have grown only slightly, with virtually no enrollment increase during
the Great Recession. As envisioned in PRWORA, states used some TANF funds to
expand child care and job training and to add state supplements to the EITC; by the
year 2011, less than $10 billion of cash welfare benefits were paid and the TANF
rolls dipped to about 2.3 million cases. The income support system had evolved into
one largely based on work.


During this period, social benefits as a percentage of personal income increased
by only 1 percentage point, from 11 percent to about 12 percent.


From 2000 to Now: Large Expansion, Little Reform


Since the millennium, public programs supporting low-income families have grown,
with most of this growth coming during the latter part of this period. During the
George W. Bush presidency, few changes were made to the structure of the na-
tion’s antipoverty effort. The 2001 and 2003 Bush tax cuts expanded the Child Tax
Credit (CTC) from $500 per child to $1,000 and made it partly refundable. Both
efforts added support to the EITC in encouraging work. At the same time, support
for job training programs continued to erode as states took a “work-first” approach
to income support. Those without earnings due to joblessness, disability, or men-
tal illness had no recourse except for the SSI program, which also expanded but
nonetheless failed to enroll all of the eligible population; homelessness rose as a
national scourge.


34 See Meyer and Rosenbaum (2001); Sawhill, Weaver, and Haskins (2001); and Sawicky (2002).
35 Research on the effects of PRWORA has concluded that part of these subsequent trends were the effect
of the economy, not the reform. See Pavetti and Acs (2001).
36 Like Medicaid, CHIP involves both federal and state governments. While the individual programs are
run by the states, these programs are required to meet program standards set by the federal government.
State programs may be independent of Medicaid, or use federal CHIP grants to expand their Medicaid
program; combinations of the two also exist.
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During the early 2000s, researchers began describing those who could not hold
work as the “disconnected” (those not in work, education, or on welfare) and spec-
ulated about how they could be supported. As a result, the disconnected began to
emerge as a national policy issue in the 2000s (Blank, 2008).


The election of President Barack Obama in 2008 coincided with the worst reces-
sion the economy has seen since the Great Depression. The country was saddled with
a work-based safety net at the same time that jobs dried up. Two programs proposed
by the administration and enacted by Congress contained important provisions as-
sisting the low-income population—the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
(ARRA) of 2009 and the Affordable Care Act (ACA).


While the primary objective of the $800 billion ARRA was to save and quickly
create jobs, the Act also provided temporary relief for those most affected by the
recession. The Act contained a “Making Work Pay” income tax credit of $400 per
worker and $800 per couple in 2009 and 2010 targeted on low- and middle-class fam-
ilies, and an untargeted 2 percentage point cut in payroll taxes for all workers in 2011
and through February 2012. The ARRA also expanded the EITC for families with at
least three children; increased Medicaid spending; expanded Pell grants, Head Start,
and child-care services; extended unemployment benefits; and expanded benefits in
the Food Stamp Program by 14 percent.37 It provided a one-time $250 payment to
Social Security recipients, people on SSI, and veterans receiving disability and pen-
sions. The total appropriation for just those propoor programs mentioned equaled
nearly $300 billion. Because of these expenditures targeted on lower income fami-
lies, the poverty rate rose far less than it would have in the absence of these programs
(discussed more below).


The ACA—the Obama health-care reform—also provided substantial assistance to
low-income families. Medicaid benefits were again expanded38 and those with low to
moderate incomes received subsidies to obtain increased coverage and access, typ-
ically through the purchase of health insurance through state-based exchanges. In
addition, the funding of Community Health Centers was expanded,39 and eligibility
for the CHIP was extended (see Haveman & Wolfe, 2010).40 As a result, the percent-
age of those without health insurance coverage has decreased substantially—by at
least 5 percentage points, from about 20 percent to about 15 percent—from 2012 to
2014 (see Sommers et al., 2014).


Despite the expansion of existing income support and other targeted policies, out-
of-wedlock childbirth rates increased from 33 percent in 2000 to over 40 percent in
2012. In part this is due to the decline in marriage rates among those with less than a
college degree, and a related increase in rates of cohabitation. For Hispanics, about


37 The Food Stamp program increase, as well as the EITC and CTC expansions, was temporary. The
Food Stamp expansion has already expired, and in 2017 the EITC and CTC expansions are scheduled to
expire.
38 Starting in 2014, individuals with income below 133 percent of the federal poverty line regardless of
family status or location could be covered by Medicaid at state discretion. This expansion provides a
true safety net for those families with very low incomes, who gain generous coverage without required
premium payments. Also, families with incomes up to 400 percent of the federal poverty line will be
subsidized on a sliding scale basis in order to encourage them to purchase coverage via caps on insurance
premiums and co-pays. For example, a family of four with income below $88,000 (2010 dollars) can
receive a subsidy. Moreover, health insurance premiums are capped for these families, again on a sliding-
scale basis. Out-of-pocket payments are also capped for families with income below 400 percent of poverty
line.
39 Under the new reforms, neighborhood health centers are expected to expand to serve 20 million more
patients (doubling the number of patients served) with an additional 15,000 in staff.
40 The state-based CHIP was modified to expand eligibility and increase insurance coverage; an annual
eligibility period enables any child in a family with income below 200 percent of the federal poverty line
at the time a child is enrolled to remain eligible for 12 months.
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54 percent of births are to unmarried women and for blacks non-married births are
about 72 percent of all births (see Martin et al., 2013 and Solomon-Fears, 2014).


At the same time as child support began to be more strictly enforced, the phe-
nomenon of multipartner fertility emerged, where children born to multiple fathers
lived with their (typically single) mother, and became a policy issue (Carlson &
Meyer, 2014). In addition, in the face of a weak recovery from the Great Recession,
the SSDI program continued to grow.


Perhaps most importantly, as the nation slowly emerged from the recession, most
of the jobs created were low-skill, low-wage service jobs that do not have health
or pension benefits (NELP, 2014). With low wages, pressure for an increase in
the minimum wage grew. The EITC, CTC, and Food Stamp Program (since 2008,
known as the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program or SNAP) remained the
cornerstones of the income support system; in 2013, expenditures on each of these
programs totaled more than $80 billion.


As a result of a slower economy with higher unemployment, and program expan-
sions designed to address these problems, social benefits as a percentage of personal
income expanded from about 12 percent to 17 percent during this period.


A Half-Century of Poverty Policy, in Brief


Over the past 50 years then, the nation’s view of the poverty problem has changed
substantially, as has national government policy toward the poor. In the 1960s,
with living standards regularly rising for the large majority of the working-age
population, Americans viewed the problem of poverty through a variety of different
lenses, and these various perspectives became reflected in the complex War on
Poverty legislation passed at this time. These views, combined with the perceived
efficacy of social planning by social scientists, whose influence in government was at
its peak during this period, resulted in the many-faceted War on Poverty. The War on
Poverty did not have a single coherent strategy. Expansion of cash income support
(welfare) was part of the agenda. The provision of Food Stamps and health insurance
(Medicaid) was also central to the effort. Training and employment of youths formed
a “building human capital” emphasis. Efforts to mobilize communities by involving
poor citizens in decisions that affected their neighborhoods were reflected in the
legal services and CAPs. The nation seemed enthusiastic about the possibility that
the problem of poverty could be effectively addressed.


In spite of a decline in poverty during the first decade after 1965, this belief in
the ability of the nation to reduce or eliminate poverty was sorely tested. During
the 1970s and 1980s, the structure of the American family changed substantially.
Out-of-wedlock childbearing, particularly among low education, urban minorities,
increased; the prevalence of female-headed families grew rapidly. Wage inequality
began increasing, a trend that continues to the present.41 The perceived need to
support the incomes of low-wage workers led to the passage of a small EITC in
1975. Married women began entering the labor market in large numbers in the
1970s (continuing into the 1980s), in part in response to the stagnating wages and
declining employment of their low-education, low-skilled male partners, but also in
response to work-based changes in welfare policy.


By 1980, there was a backlash against the original War on Poverty
efforts—especially, the growth in cash income support. Ronald Reagan was


41 In the mid-1960s, male full-time workers at the 80th percentile of the distribution earned about $33,000
per year (2010 dollars); males at the 20th percentile earned about $14,000; a ratio of 2.36. By about 2000,
male workers at the 80th percentile earned about $45,000, while those at the 20th percentile earned only
about $17,000; a ratio of 2.65.
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elected President in 1980 as stagflation continued to plague the economy. Dur-
ing these years, spending cutbacks, a variety of programs emphasizing the need for
work (e.g., work requirements in AFDC, expanded EITC, passage of the FSA and its
JOBS program), and the substitution of in-kind for cash assistance characterized
federal policy toward the poor.


The 1990s saw the “drug epidemic,” which fostered extreme penal policies
that incarcerated nonwhite undereducated men especially. The Clinton-sponsored
PRWORA legislation was passed in 1996, ending the entitlement to AFDC benefits
and providing states with funding to create TANF programs requiring work and time
limits on the receipt of cash benefits. During the Clinton years, child-care subsidies
and early childhood education programs (including Head Start) and the EITC were
expanded, and in 1997, the CHIP was passed.


After the millennium, policy discussions turned toward the “disconnected”—those
who were not in work, education, or on welfare. Homelessness increased and only
the SSI program provided residual aid to this population. Out-of-wedlock birth
rates continued to rise, along with multipartner fertility. In 2008 to 2009, the nation
faced enormous job loss during the Great Recession; the work-based safety net was
less effective as jobs dried up. After 2008, two signal pieces of legislation affected
the poor population: the ACA and the ARRA. Under Obamacare, Medicaid benefits
were again expanded and those with low to moderate incomes received subsidies
to obtain increased coverage and access through state-based exchanges. The ARRA
included both targeted income tax credits to lower income families, as well as a cut
in payroll taxes for all workers.


Since 2008, the EITC for families has been expanded, and spending on Medicaid,
Pell grants, Head Start, and child-care services, unemployment benefits, and the
Food Stamp Program all grew. Nevertheless, the prior shift from cash income sup-
port to required work as the basis for benefit receipt eroded the safety net for the
most disadvantaged in American society. The growth in programs targeted on the
poor did reduce poverty for families with children once refundable tax and in-kind
programs are taken into account.42 As the nation slowly emerged from recession
after 2009, most of the jobs created were low-skill, low-wage service jobs without
health or pension benefits—thus pressure grew for an increase in the minimum
wage.


In spite of these major policy shifts from the original War on Poverty program,
social benefits as a percentage of personal income increased steadily from 6 percent
to 17 percent in the 50 years since 1965.


THE MEASUREMENT OF POVERTY: AN EVOLVING STORY


When the War on Poverty was launched, there were no government statistics on
poverty and no general agreement about what it meant to be called “poor.” A statis-
tical measure of poverty was needed to indicate how many people were poor, show
how the prevalence of poverty was concentrated among different groups, and enable
the tracking of the poor population over time. Such a measure could also provide a
crude indicator of the effectiveness of antipoverty policies.


The Creation of a Poverty Measure in the Johnson Administration


The Johnson administration asked the Social Security Administration (SSA) to pro-
pose a poverty definition; an SSA employee, Mollie Orshansky, was put in charge


42 Wimer et al. (2013, Figure 3, p. 9). See also Bitler and Hoynes (forthcoming).
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of this project.43 She calculated a poverty threshold that presumes the resource-
sharing unit to be the family (defined as two or more related individuals residing in
the same dwelling); the threshold for families of two or more in 1963 was based on
the following definition:


Poverty threshold = 3 × Subsistence food budget.


The subsistence food budget was the Economy Food Plan defined by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture in 1961; it was described as the funds needed for “Tem-
porary or emergency use when funds are low.” The multiplier of 3 was based on
the fact that the average family of two or more spent one-third of their after-tax
income on food, as indicated in the 1955 Household Food Consumption Survey; the
multiplication of the food budget by 3 indicated the income necessary to support
that level of food consumption. To produce poverty thresholds for families of differ-
ent sizes and configurations, an equivalence scale was used, based on relative food
expenditures among different family types.


Over time, these poverty thresholds have been updated annually by changes in
the consumer price index—CPI-U—which reflects the price of a basket of goods
purchased by typical urban consumers. Aside from these annual threshold updates,
there have been very few changes to the 1965 measure, which is often referred to as
the “official” poverty line.


To calculate the scope of poverty, it is also necessary to define “family resources” to
compare to the poverty threshold to determine if a family is or is not poor. Orshansky
used a family’s pretax cash income; hence, a family whose pretax cash income fell
below the poverty threshold for a family of their size and configuration would be
considered poor.44 The overall poverty rate was calculated as the total number of
people living in families whose income was below the poverty threshold, divided
by the total population. Separate rates were calculated for different subpopulations
(such as by race and ethnicity, age, gender, or family composition).


This poverty calculation has been used since the mid-1960s and is the nation’s
official poverty measure (OPM). It is an “absolute” measure so that if low-income
families experience real income growth, an increasing number of them will move
above this threshold and the poverty rate would automatically fall. In 1963, the
poverty line was about 49 percent of median income, but by the early 2000s it had
fallen to less than 30 percent of median income.45


The original presentation of these official poverty rates occurred in the Economic
Report of the President (1964).46 The results of Orshansky’s measurement efforts are
shown in the solid line of Figure 1. While 22.4 percent of the population was poor in
1959, this number fell rapidly to a low of 11.1 percent in 1973. It has never been this
low in any year since. After 1973, the poverty rate stagnated, rising in recessions and
falling in good times. The last year for which data are available is 2013, when the
official poverty rate was 14.5 percent, much higher than in the late 1960s and early


43 For more details on the methodology adopted by Orshansky, see Fisher (1992) or Citro and Michael
(1995).
44 This resource definition would be regularly criticized in later years, but in 1964 it was a reasonable
measure of the available economic resources for a low-income family (and made calculating poverty
quite straightforward). Low-income families had little or no federal tax payments at the time. As we have
shown, in-kind (noncash) programs such as Food Stamps, Medicaid, or housing assistance were yet to
be enacted or were very small.
45 See Smeeding (2006) and Blank (2009).
46 The Bureau of the Budget (which later became OMB, the Office of Management and Budget) was
given the initial responsibility to calculate these poverty numbers every year; in 1969, the responsibility
shifted to the Census Bureau.
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Source: SPM data from Fox et al. (2015); official poverty measure data from the Current Population
Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement.


Figure 1. Poverty Rates, 1969 to 2012: Official and Supplemental Poverty Measures.


1970s. In short, official poverty rates have shown no noticeable long-term trend in
the United States—and, in particular, have not declined—for 40 years despite the
poverty line as a percentage of median income falling nearly 20 percentage points.47


Growing Criticisms of the OPM


Within a decade of its creation, the OPM began to be criticized and suggestions
for alternative measurement approaches began to be heard. All of its components
were questioned—the definition of the resource-sharing unit, the use of pretax cash
income,48 and the thresholds (which were thought to be too low). With improved
data, analysts doubted that the threshold should be benchmarked to food alone.
Moreover, the official poverty thresholds were criticized for not reflecting substan-
tial differences in the costs of living across locations or increases in standards of
living.49


47 This is simply a statement of observed trends in the official poverty measure, and hence implies no
counterfactual; it does not imply that the programs in the War on Poverty were ineffectual, or that the
poverty rate would have increased in the absence of these programs. It is worth noting that the number
of persons living below the official poverty threshold has risen steadily, to 45 million in 2013. This is not
surprising, given substantial population growth over this period.
48 There is no accounting for taxes, tax credits, in-kind transfers, or work-related expenses in the defini-
tion of resources. Over time, an increasing proportion of low-income families owed federal taxes and a
growing number of new assistance programs for low-income families did not provide cash, but provided
in-kind benefits (including Food Stamps, Medicaid, and housing assistance). This led many to suggest
that the resource definition should include some imputed dollar amount for the in-kind benefits that
many families were receiving, and account for taxes paid.
49 See Ruggles (1990), who demonstrates that the equivalence scales used by Orshansky (based on small
samples for larger households) are inconsistent in their changes across household size.
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The absolute nature of the U.S. poverty threshold, based on data from the 1950s
and adjusted for inflation over time, means that there is no conceptual justification
to the current poverty line; it is simply an arbitrary dollar amount. Using a threshold
calculated in 1964 (based on 1950s data) to estimate poverty in 2014 is to use a
50-year-old categorization. Because this measure is based on cash income, it is not
affected by the many in-kind antipoverty programs initiated in the United States over
the past five decades. Because tax measures do not affect the definition of pretax
income, substantial increases in after-tax income among low-income families due
to the several expansions of the EITC over the years had no impact on the measure
of poverty. In essence, the very definition created in the Johnson Administration
to help understand poverty has led to serious misunderstandings because of its
growing inadequacy over time.


Some Progress


Over the years, a variety of formal efforts recognized some of these issues in attempts
to update and refine a new and improved poverty measure. In the early 1990s, the
poverty measure was formally reviewed by a panel created by the National Academy
of Sciences (NAS).50 The NAS panel recommended alterations to the definition of
the poverty threshold and adjustment of these thresholds for cost-of-living differ-
ences across regions and rural/urban areas. Moreover, the panel recommended a
resource definition that measured after-tax income (since taxes are mandatory pay-
ments) plus imputed in-kind benefits from major near-cash programs (primarily
Food Stamps and housing assistance). The value of health insurance was not im-
puted but the panel recommended that out-of-pocket expenditures on health care
be subtracted from after-tax income, since these resources are not available to be
spent on food, shelter, and clothing.51 Work-related expenses, including child care,
were also proposed to be subtracted from resources; these were treated as necessary
expenditures in order to earn a living.


The NAS recommendations led to a substantial body of follow-up research and a
few cities or regions have implemented a version of the NAS recommendations.52


Starting in 2011, the U.S. Census Bureau began to regularly report a Supplemental
Poverty Measure (SPM), which is loosely based on the NAS recommendations; other
alternative poverty measures using more expansive resource definitions, taking ac-
count of taxes and in-kind benefits, were also published.53 But neither the SPM


50 See Citro and Michael (1995), for example.
51 As health-care costs rise, the imputed value of health insurance increases also. Adding this value to
a family’s other resources would substantially increase their resources. But health insurance, unlike
food stamps or housing assistance, is not “near cash.” It cannot be utilized unless one is ill, and many
individuals utilize no health care over the year. Subtracting out-of-pocket expenditures on health care
from income assumes that health-care expenditures are unavoidable (which may not be true in all
cases), but should be indirectly affected by health insurance availability, since individuals with better
health insurance are likely to have lower out-of-pocket expenditures when they become ill.
52 Most notable was a multiyear effort to calculate an NAS poverty measure in New York City beginning
in 2008. See Levitan et al. (2010). A similar effort for the state of Connecticut is described in Zedlewski,
Giannarelli, and Wheaton (2010), and for Wisconsin beginning in 2009 by Smeeding and Isaacs (2009).
53 Smeeding (1982) was the first to impute the value of in-kind transfers to assess their impact on the
resources of low-income families, and the Bureau’s measure followed his methods. For more information
on these efforts, see Weinberg (2006) or Citro and Michael (1995). However, changing only the resource
measure without adjusting the poverty threshold leads to poverty estimates that became hard to interpret,
since the resource definition and the threshold definitions should be consistent. For instance, if one is
to count refundable tax credits tied to work (like the EITC) in the resource measure, the threshold ought
to be adjusted for the cost of going to work, including child care and transportation costs. For a detailed
description of the decisions behind the SPM calculation, see U.S. Census Bureau (2010). The latest release
of SPM data can be found in Short (2014).


Journal of Policy Analysis and Management DOI: 10.1002/pam
Published on behalf of the Association for Public Policy Analysis and Management







20 / The War on Poverty


nor alternative poverty rates published by the Census Bureau generated sufficient
support in Congress to revise the OPM.54


Figure 1 shows the SPM along with the OPM. In addition to pretax cash income,
which is the basis for the official measure, the SPM takes into account in-kind benefit
programs and benefits conveyed through the tax system in the resource measure.
The SPM also deducts work-related expenses and out-of-pocket health-care expenses
from income. Because the SPM poverty thresholds are based on expenditures on
food, housing, and clothing (rather than just food) and are adjusted over time as the
composition of expenditures changes, the SPM is a quasi-relative poverty measure.55


Differences in housing costs between areas are also accounted for, and an improved
equivalence scale is used to determine the thresholds for different types of families.
The SPM indicates that poverty has declined over time, rather than being essentially
flat as the official measure implies.


Alternative Approaches to Poverty Measurement


The SPM is an effort to update poverty measurement, but its approach is concep-
tually similar to Orshansky’s with a poverty threshold based on expenditures on
necessities and a resource measure based on family resources. There are other ap-
proaches to poverty measurement that have been proposed that would measure
poverty in fundamentally different ways.56 For example, many have suggested that
poverty be defined as the share of the population below some point in the income
distribution. Fuchs (1967) and Ruggles (1990) proposed a poverty threshold be set
at 50 percent of median income. In contrast to the absolute poverty lines used in
the official measure, a relative measure of poverty would remain constant even if
all incomes are growing proportionally across the distribution.57


An alternative approach is to define a poverty threshold by estimating the cost
of a comprehensive basket of necessary expenditures. Rather than using data on
expenditures to determine a poverty threshold, such an approach would require an
objective determination of what is “necessary” and what is a “reasonable cost” for


54 There were policy discussions about revising the poverty measures in the Carter, Clinton, George W.
Bush, and Obama administrations (see Blank, 2009). While most other major federal statistics (unem-
ployment, GDP, labor force participation, consumer price index) are regularly reviewed and updated, the
official poverty measure is not. Blank (2009) discusses several reasons why the official poverty measure in
the United States has never been updated, and cites the fact that the definition of poverty did not emerge
from any of the federal statistical agencies (but rather OMB, a White House agency). Furthermore, over
time the official poverty thresholds began to be used in legislation defining eligibility for major social
programs. Food stamps, housing assistance, and Medicaid eligibility were in some way tied to a family’s
income relative to the official poverty threshold. This meant that any change in the poverty measure
could eliminate eligibility for some number of people to important programs, while creating eligibility
for others. As a result, the political blowback from changing the poverty rate—whether revising it up or
down—was considered significant by every Administration; in the end, it just did not seem worth the
political cost.
55 The poverty thresholds in the SPM are also updated over time using a five-year rolling average in
expenditures on necessities at the 33rd percentile in the income distribution. This means that the SPM
will move slowly in relative terms as expenditures on necessities at this point in the income distribution
grow or shrink as a share of families’ overall income.
56 For an alternative discussion of the poverty measure and alternatives to it, see Haveman (2009). Not
discussed here are a wide variety of approaches that have been proposed in the theoretical literature on
poverty measurement but rarely implemented in practice.
57 The European Union (EU) has long reported a relative measure of poverty for all of their member
states, typically looking at the share of the population below 60 percent of the median. As poorer countries
have become part of the EU in recent years, the problems with a purely relative measure have become
more apparent, as some countries with much lower income levels show very similar poverty measures
to countries with much higher income levels.
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those things deemed necessary. There have been efforts to create such baskets for
the United States.58 The EU has recently funded several major research projects de-
signed to create low-income expenditure baskets and compare the resulting poverty
measure to other approaches.


A further alternative is focused on using expenditure data rather than income
data in calculating the resource side of the poverty measure. Of course, this re-
quires reliable measures of family expenditures (as opposed to income), which is
not as frequently collected in many countries (although the United States has an
annual expenditure survey).59 Interestingly, the Economic Report of the President
(CEA, 2014) suggests that the SPM shows similar trends to an expenditure-based
measure.60


A final alternative is to measure material hardship directly, rather than to assume
that it is created by low income levels. Material hardship measures are only im-
perfectly correlated with income and clearly provide additional information about
economic need.61 This approach has been adopted by the EU, which supplements
a poverty measure with multiple other measures of deprivation. The EU currently
requires each member state to report on 14 indicators of social exclusion, including
a relative poverty measure, labor market, child well-being, and health outcomes.62


THE SIZE AND COMPOSITION OF THE POOR POPULATION OVER 50 YEARS


In this section, we begin with a current snapshot of the poor population in the United
States (including those in deep poverty), using both the OPM and the SPM, shown
in Figure 1. We then show the progress that the nation has made in confronting the
poverty problem, relying on trends in these two measures of poverty. Finally, we
show how the poverty rates of various groups have changed since the beginning of
the War on Poverty.


Poverty in the United States in 2012: A Snapshot


Table 2 (column 1) shows the official poverty rates in 2012 for the entire population
and for subgroups.63 While the official poverty rate was 15 percent, nearly 22 percent
of children were poor; only 9.1 percent those aged 65 years and older were poor.


Table 2 also presents subgroup poverty estimates for the nonelderly population.
Poverty rates among nonelderly blacks and Hispanics are dramatically higher than
among whites or other races. Poverty rates in the South and West are several
percentage points higher than poverty rates in the Midwest and Northeast; the
prevalence of poverty in central city and rural areas exceeds those in other ar-
eas. Similarly, the poverty rate among individuals who live in families is nearly
10 percentage points below that for single individuals living alone (or with other


58 An early discussion of this is in Renwick and Bergmann (1993); see also Allegretto (2005).
59 Meyer and Sullivan (2012) have argued that expenditure data provide a better measure of poverty and
estimate a variety of expenditure-based poverty rates.
60 The CEA chapter is based on work by Fox et al. (2015), who extend the SPM estimates back to
1967. Bavier (2008) indicates that the trends in poverty are similar between the official poverty rate and
expenditure-based poverty, if one uses a comprehensive measure of income.
61 Iceland and Bauman (2007) and Sullivan, Turner, and Danziger (2008).
62 European Commission (2009) and Nolan and Whelan (2010). There is also an extended discussion of
differences in the United States/EU poverty measures in contributions to Couch (2009), including papers
by Douglas Besharov and Kenneth Couch, Richard Burkhauser, David Johnson, Richard Bavier, Neil
Gilbert, and Timothy Smeeding.
63 The poverty measures shown in Tables 2 and 3 are based on the authors’ calculations and may vary
slightly from the official poverty numbers published by the Census Bureau.
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Table 2. U.S. poverty in 2012.


Percent Percent Percent Percentage of the
poor poor of poor poor in deep poverty


(OPM) (SPM) (OPM) (OPM)


All 15.0 16.0 43.7
Age group


Children 21.8 18.1 34.7 44.3
Ages 18 to 64 13.7 15.5 56.9 45.5
Age 65+ 9.1 14.8 8.4 29.8


All younger than 65
Race


White 10.3 10.4 40.7 46.6
Black 28.0 25.9 23.2 47.7
Hispanic 25.9 27.7 31.8 39.9
Other 11.6 16.3 4.3 53.3


Region
Northeast 14.2 15.5 15.7 45.1
Midwest 14.5 12.8 19.2 45.5
South 17.5 16.5 41.1 45.2
West 15.9 19.1 24.0 44.8


Urban status
Central city 20.9 22.5 36.6 45.9
Other metro 11.5 13.4 31.2 44.8
Rural 19.4 14.2 17.5 43.9
Unclassified 16.1 14.1 14.7 45.2


Family
Nonfamily 24.0 22.7 24.2 55.2
Family 14.4 14.9 75.8 41.9


Family type
Married-couple family 8.0 10.0 30.9 34.5
Male-headed family 18.5 20.9 6.4 40.8
Female-headed family 35.8 30.7 38.4 48.1
Male (nonfamily) 21.2 22.5 11.8 55.7
Female (nonfamily) 27.3 23.0 12.4 54.9


Family size
One 24.0 22.7 24.2 55.2
Two 11.6 13.3 14.3 45.0
Three 13.2 15.4 16.2 45.1
Four 12.2 12.6 17.4 41.8
Five 16.6 15.7 13.3 38.1
Six or more 25.0 22.1 14.6 39.0


Education level of primary person
Less than high school 40.8 37.9 30.6 44.3
High school 20.0 19.8 34.6 44.8
Some college 14.6 14.3 25.5 45.3
College degree 4.8 6.1 9.4 53.2


Work status of primary person
Not working 51.5 46.3 48.8 62.1
Working less than FTFY 27.8 25.9 32.7 37.6
Working, FTFY 4.6 6.2 18.5 16.5


Source: Authors’ calculations.
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nonrelated people), and the poverty rate among members of married-couple fami-
lies (8 percent) is very low relative to families headed by either non-married women
(36 percent) or non-married men (19 percent). Those in large families are at higher
risk of poverty relative to individuals in smaller families.


The education of the family head is closely related to the risk of poverty. The
incidence of poverty among individuals in families headed by a person with less
than a high school diploma is more than 40 percent, compared to less than 5 per-
cent among individuals in families headed by a college graduate. Employment also
matters; the poverty rate among individuals in families in which the head is not
working is 51 percent; by comparison, if the family head works full time the poverty
rate is less than 5 percent.


Poverty rates based on the SPM are shown in the second column of Table 2. In
2012, the SPM poverty rate—16 percent—is only one point higher than the official
poverty rate. However, the two measures vary significantly across subgroups of
the population. For example, the SPM rate for the elderly is nearly 6 percentage
points higher than the official rate, largely reflecting the large out-of-pocket medical
expenses that are counted against income in the SPM.64 Similarly, the higher SPM
poverty rates for those living in the West reflect high shelter costs in this region. The
SPM results in lower rates of rural poverty relative to the official measure largely
because shelter cost adjustments result in lower SPM thresholds in rural areas. SPM
poverty rates for children and female-headed families are lower than official poverty
rates, largely because tax subsidies (e.g., the EITC) and in-kind transfers (e.g., SNAP
benefits) vary with family size and are taken into account in the SPM. Females
that are not members of a family have much lower SPM poverty rates, largely due to
their cohabiting living situation (which is recognized by the SPM but not the official
measure).


The Composition of the Poor


The third column in Table 2 provides information on the composition of the officially
defined nonelderly poor in 2012. Subgroups can make up a large percentage of the
poor because they have high poverty rates, because they have high population shares,
or because they have both high poverty rates and high population shares. Subgroups
that compose a large fraction of the poor due primarily to high poverty rates include
blacks, Hispanics, single/cohabiting people (particularly women), those in families
in which the head has less than a high school degree, and individuals in families in
which the head is working less than full time, year round.65


In contrast, other groups (e.g., prime-aged adults, whites, married-couple families,
those living in families in which the head has some college or is working full time,
full year) represent a substantial percentage of the poor primarily because these


64 Gruber and Levy (2009) present evidence on the level and trends in medical spending (out-of-pocket
and insurance premiums combined) for elderly and nonelderly households showing that medical ex-
penditures account for a much larger share of the budgets of the elderly households than nonelderly
households. In 2007, medical expenses were above 10 percent of the household budget for elderly house-
holds at the median of medical expenditures and above 30 percent of the household budget for elderly
households at the 90th percentile of medical expenditures. Medical spending for nonelderly households is
a much smaller share of household budgets with such expenditures accounting less than 3 percent of the
household budget at the median of expenditures and less than 12 percent of the household budget at the
90th percentile. To the extent that these expenditures are on health insurance coverage (e.g., Medicare),
they may tend to reduce the costs of more catastrophic risks.
65 The extent to which high poverty rates can result in a group that composes a large share of the poor is
particularly apparent for individuals in families in which the head is not working; these people compose
only 15 percent of the population, but account for nearly 50 percent of the poor.
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groups are relatively large shares of the overall population. For example, the poverty
rate among individuals in married-couple families is only 8 percent, but because
individuals in these families make up 60 percent of the overall population, they
account for 30 percent of the poor.


Finally, children, those living in the South, in central cities, and in families with
a head that has a high school diploma (but no college) constitute a large fraction
of the poor both because of high poverty rates and high population shares. For
example, the high 22 percent poverty rate among children, along with the fact that
they compose nearly 24 percent of the population, account for children being more
than one-third of all poor people in the United States.


Deep Poverty


The final column of Table 2 shows the fraction of the official poor that are living in
deep poverty—those in families with pretax cash income of less than 50 percent of
the official poverty threshold. Deep poverty is of particular concern because of its
links to material hardship and negative outcomes among children (Brooks-Gunn &
Duncan, 1997; Iceland & Bauman, 2007; Shaefer & Edin, 2013).


Overall, 44 percent of the poor are classified as being in deep poverty. About
44 percent of poor children and 46 percent of poor adults ages 18 to 64 are in
deep poverty, compared with only 30 percent of poor adults ages 65 and older. The
high child poverty rate (22 percent), coupled with the fact that an estimated 44
percent of poor children live in deep poverty, means that about 10 percent of all
American children live in families with cash income below one-half of the poverty
line; this is a pattern of great concern.66 While between 44 percent and 48 percent
of the nonelderly poor in most of the subgroups are in deep poverty, there are some
notable exceptions. Hispanics have a high rate of poverty but, relative to blacks and
whites, a low rate of deep poverty. People living alone or with unrelated adults have
both a high incidence of poverty and an exceptionally high incidence of deep poverty
(55 percent). Another group for which deep poverty is clearly a concern is families
in which the head is not working. Over 50 percent of individuals in these families
are poor and 62 percent of them are in deep poverty.


Measurement matters a great deal in determining the extent of deep poverty in
the United States. Differences in deep poverty rates between the official and SPM
are dramatic. In spite of the SPM poverty rate exceeding the official rate, there is
a lower fraction of the poor in SPM deep poverty. This is largely because the SPM
includes measures of in-kind benefits that the very poor are likely to receive. These
differences between SPM and official measure of deep poverty are apparent for all
subgroups with the exception of the elderly, individuals in a family unit headed by a
college graduate, and individuals in a family unit in which the head is working full
time and full year.


Trends in Poverty


How much progress has been made toward alleviating poverty since the War on
Poverty was begun 50 years ago?


As noted above, Figure 1 plots the official and SPM poverty measures.67 The
SPM falls more rapidly over the late 1960s and 1970s, as Food Stamps and housing


66 Note that if SNAP benefits are counted as income, the deep poverty rate falls substantially, again
suggesting the importance of SNAP as an antipoverty tool. See Shaefer and Edin (2013).
67 Since the SPM has been produced, it has begun to be more widely used. Recent research has produced
SPM estimates going back to 1967, which provides a reasonable historical time series (Fox et al., 2015).
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assistance programs are being implemented and expanded. The SPM also falls more
rapidly in the early 1990s, when the EITC is being expanded. Both measures show
poverty trending up since 2000, although the OPM shows a much bigger jump in
poverty during the Great Recession. Over the entire period for which the official
and SPM poverty rates are available, the two measures lead to different conclusions
about progress on alleviating poverty; while the SPM indicates a downward trend,
and the official measure shows virtually no long-term trend. As the SPM and official
thresholds are historically very close (Fox et al., 2015), differences in the trends are
primarily due to differences in counted resources and, to a lesser extent, different
definitions of the resource-sharing unit.68


In the 10 years after President Lyndon Johnson’s famous State of the Union
address calling for a “War on Poverty,” the official poverty rate declined rapidly
from 19 percent in 1964 to 11.1 percent in 1973. Over the entire period since the
start of the War, the poverty rate has never been lower than it was in 1973. Between
1974 and 1979, the poverty rate remained below 13 percent despite the turbulent
stagflation during this period.


Although the 1980s economic recovery was pronounced in terms of the GDP
growth and the decline in overall unemployment, increases in earnings and income
were distributed to those nearer to the top of the income distribution. As a result,
neither poverty rate declined during this period by as much as might have been
anticipated on the basis of earlier periods of economic recovery.69


The early 1990s saw another recession followed by a prolonged recovery. Unlike
the recovery in the 1980s, this recovery led to wage gains, employment gains, and
increases in the labor force participation rate of workers at the bottom of the wage
distribution. These gains are reflected in the poverty rates with the official rate
hitting a 20-year low of about 11 percent in 2000. Before the 1990s, the SPM poverty
rate was roughly between one and two percentage points higher than the official
poverty rate. This difference reflected the burden of federal, state, and payroll taxes
on the poor. Due to expansions of the EITC beginning in 1986, reductions in payroll
tax rates that began several years earlier and continued through the late 1980s, and
changes in state-level tax policies, the tax burden on the poor decreased significantly
in the 1990s.70 All of these factors are reflected in the more rapid decline of the SPM
in the 1990s.


The recession of the early 2000s pushed the official poverty rate up to about 13
percent in 2004. Although the rate fell slightly by 2006, the end of 2007 marked the
beginning of the Great Recession. In response, the poverty rate increased to over 15
percent in 2010, where it has remained since.


Particularly interesting is a comparison of the SPM versus the OPM during
the recent recession. During the recession, recipients of Unemployment Insurance


The latest Economic Report of the President (CEA, 2014) relies on the SPM in its account of poverty
changes since the beginning of the War of Poverty.
68 In separate sets of special tabulations, Fox et al. (2015) and Smeeding and Thompson (2013) have
computed net equivalized incomes taking into account taxes, cash, and in-kind transfers at the 10th
percentile of household income distribution for the 1967 to 2012 and 1980 to 2012 periods, respectively.
The series based on an expanded concept of household resources indicates modest income growth for
households at the bottom of the income distribution over the entire period; those based on a more narrow
definition of income show no such gain.
69 The 1980s were known for the emergence of so-called skill-biased technical change, which, along with
institutional factors such as the decline in unionism and the real value of the minimum wage, led to
increases in wages among college graduates, particularly young college graduates, but saw the wages of
less-skilled workers stagnate or decline. See also Autor (2014).
70 In 1986, the average tax liability for a poor family was $732 in 2012 dollars. By 1999, the average poor
family was receiving benefits from the tax system amounting to $685 in 2012 dollars (based on authors’
calculations using the NBER’s TAXSIM estimates of tax liability).
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retained benefits far longer than the typical six-month period, increasing cash in-
come. The OPM, which reflects changes in pretax cash income, shows the poverty
rate rising by slightly less than 2 percentage points between 2008 and 2010. This
increase is surprisingly low based on the historical relationship between changes in
the unemployment rate and changes in the poverty rate. The SPM shows even less
of a rise in poverty, since it also measures the impact of increased eligibility for food
stamps and for EITC payments as family income falls due to rising unemployment.
In the SPM, poverty rises less than 1 percentage point from 2008 to 2010 to 15.3
percent.71


Subgroup Trends in Poverty


Table 3 shows official poverty rates for demographic subgroups in 1968, 1990, 2006,
and 2012 (unfortunately, SPM poverty rates for subgroups are not available going
as far back as 1968). With the exception of 2012, the years shown in Table 3 reflect
relatively low levels of the national unemployment rate. As with the poverty rates
shown in Table 2, in Table 3 the poverty rate of individuals over the age of 65 is
omitted from subgroups. In examining Table 3 a few patterns stand out.


First, there has been no apparent progress in alleviating childhood poverty. In
1968, 15.4 percent of children were poor, which is lower than the rate of poverty
among children in 1990, 2006, and 2012, the first two reflecting periods of relative
economic prosperity. A large part of the reason that the poverty rate among children
has remained stubbornly high is the increased prevalence of female-headed fami-
lies. While the poverty rate for female-headed families has decreased since 1968,
it remains high relative to other family types, and the share of children living in
such families increased markedly—from 12 percent in 1968 to 27 percent in 2012.
Had the distribution of children between married-couple, male-headed, and female-
headed families remained as it was in 1968, the child poverty rates in 1990, 2006, and
2012 would have been 15.4 percent, 14 percent, and 15.5 percent, respectively—all
considerably lower than the rates shown in Table 3.72


71 This observation is consistent with recent research suggesting that safety-net programs such as Food
Stamps, Unemployment Insurance, and the EITC have been particularly effective in mitigating the effects
of the Great Recession on poverty. Bitler and Hoynes (forthcominga and forthcomingb) investigate the
responsiveness of poverty measures to the business cycle, finding official, but especially SPM, poverty
rates were less responsive to unemployment rates during the Great Recession than at any other time
after 1980. They attribute the muted response of poverty rates to unemployment rates to growth in
resources from Food Stamp benefits, the EITC, and Unemployment Insurance. Additionally, Larrimore,
Burkhauser, and Armour (2013) find that increases in public transfers and decreases in tax liability were
more important in mitigating the effects of earnings decreases for households in the bottom quintile of
the income distribution during the Great Recession than in other economic downturns that have occurred
since 1979. Based on our own calculations using the March CPS, combined Food Stamp benefits and tax
transfers (net of liability) for the average poor family increased from $2,724 in 2006 to $4,152 in 2010 (in
2012 dollars).
72 Mechanically, the rise in the percentage of families headed by females is due to increased nonmar-
ital fertility (during the 1980s), increases in the divorce rate (during the 1970s), and, in particular, on
reductions in the prevalence of marriage (over the entire period). There is a large body of literature
that focuses on explanations for these trends. Potential explanations for these changes in marriage, di-
vorce, and fertility have focused on the effects the reduced specialization of women in traditional gender
roles and resultant decreases in the gain from marriage (Becker, 1981), deteriorating marriage markets
(Wilson, 1987), and the role of welfare benefits (Murray, 1984). (See also Oppenheimer, 1997; Lichter,
McLaughlin, & Ribar, 1997; and Moffitt, 1998, among others.) While it is hard to draw definitive conclu-
sions from such a large body of literature, there is evidence that decreased specialization in traditional
gender roles, marriage market conditions, and welfare benefit levels all play a role in influencing deci-
sions about marriage and fertility. What is also clear from the literature is that changes in gender roles,
marriage market conditions, and welfare benefits cannot explain the large changes in marriage and
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Table 3. Percent poor by year (OPM).


Year


1968 1990 2006 2012


All 12.8 13.5 12.3 15.0
Age group


Children 15.4 20.6 17.4 21.8
Ages 18 to 64 9.0 10.7 10.8 13.7
Age 65+ 25.0 12.1 9.4 9.1


All younger than 65
Racea


White 7.5 8.7 8.4 10.3
Black 32.8 31.6 24.2 28.0
Hispanic 23.8 28.3 20.7 25.9
Other 15.1 14.9 9.9 11.6


Region
Northeast 8.0 11.7 11.7 14.2
Midwest 8.1 12.5 11.7 14.5
South 18.9 15.7 14.1 17.5
West 9.3 13.5 12.2 15.9


Urban status
Central city 12.2 20.0 16.7 20.9
Other metro 6.4 8.2 9.1 11.5
Rural 16.3 16.4 15.9 19.4
Unclassified na 13.2 12.5 16.1
Family
Nonfamily 24.3 18.8 20.8 24.0
Family 10.9 13.0 11.3 14.4


Family type
Married-couple family 7.6 7.1 5.9 8.0
Male-headed family 16.7 12.4 14.7 18.5
Female-headed family 40.6 39.4 31.9 35.8
Male (nonfamily) 18.8 16.4 18.4 21.2
Female (nonfamily) 28.9 21.9 23.7 27.3


Family size
One 24.3 18.8 20.8 24.0
Two 8.3 9.8 9.5 11.6
Three 6.8 11.8 10.8 13.2
Four 7.1 10.9 9.8 12.2
Five 9.4 14.7 12.0 16.6
Six or more 19.2 24.2 19.3 25.0


Education level of primary person
Less than high school 19.5 33.3 31.4 40.8
High school 6.8 13.3 14.8 20.0
Some college 5.5 8.8 10.6 14.6
College degree 3.1 3.2 3.5 4.8


Work status of primary person
Not working 42.9 55.5 47.2 51.5
Working less than FTFY 22.0 25.4 24.3 27.8
Working, FTFY 5.4 3.8 4.2 4.6
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A second factor contributing to high poverty rates among children has to do
with poverty measurement and the movement away from cash-based assistance
and toward tax credits and in-kind benefits. Simply put, the nonmedical means-
tested programs that have expanded most rapidly since 1970 are targeted at families
with children. As we show in the following section, these programs now account for
the highest per capita expenditures among means-tested programs (see Figure 3);
however, they do not reduce official poverty directly because the benefits are not
counted as resources in the OPM. Using the official threshold, and counting just
SNAP benefits and net tax liability as resources, reduces the 2012 child poverty rate
to its 1968 levels and reduces the 2006 child poverty rate to below 14 percent. This
result is consistent with Fox et al. (2015), who show the SPM poverty rate among
children falling between 1967 and 2012 largely due to increases in in-kind transfers
that are not valued as resources under the OPM. Our own calculations indicate that
using the official thresholds, counting Food Stamp benefits and EITC benefits as
resources, and fixing the distribution of children between married-couple, male-
headed, and female-headed families at 1968 levels, would reduce the 2012 child
poverty rate by half.


The second pattern that stands out from Table 3 is the sharp increase in the
poverty rate among people living in families in which the head has less than a
college degree, particularly between 1968 and 1990. These trends reflect economic
and institutional changes that have led to declining wages and employment among
less-skilled workers, including the decline in the real value of the minimum wage
(Card & DiNardo, 2002; DiNardo, Fortin, & Lemieux, 1996; Lee, 1999); skill-bias
in technological change (Autor, Katz, & Kearney, 2008; Autor, Levy, & Murnane,
2003; Katz & Murphy, 1992); and the decline in unionization (Card, 1996; DiNardo,
Fortin, & Lemieux, 1996).


Third, there have been declines in the incidence of poverty among blacks ages
18 to 64, particularly over the 1970 to 2006 period. For blacks, the poverty rate
decreased by about 25 percent over this period from over 32 percent in 1970 to
about 24 percent in 2006.73 The black poverty rate did not decrease at a constant rate
throughout this period. Between 1970 and 1979, the black poverty rate decreased by
about 4 percentage points followed by an increase of roughly 2.5 percentage points
between 1979 and 1992. During the middle and late 1990s, the black poverty rate
dropped rapidly, reaching a historic low of 21.8 percent in 2000. Between 2000 and
2006, it increased steadily to 24 percent. Although the poverty rate among blacks


fertility behavior observed across a broad spectrum of demographic groups. Decisions about marriage
and fertility are complicated and the large changes in marriage that have occurred over the past 50
years are likely the product of complex interplay between changes in government policies and changes
in the economy that affect potential gains from marriage, reinforced by changing social norms that may
themselves be a product of changing behavior.
73 Changes in the gap between the black and white poverty rates largely mirror black–white wage gaps.
Researchers studying black–white wage gaps have identified three distinct periods. During the first pe-
riod, which spanned the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s, the gap between black and white male wages
decreased rapidly due to increases in educational attainment, changes in the distribution of experience,
and shifts in the occupational status of black men (Couch & Daly, 2002). During the 1980s, the gap
between black and white male wages increased. This increase has been attributed to changes in the rela-
tive demand for more-skilled versus less-skilled workers that disproportionately affected blacks (Bound
& Freeman, 1992; Couch & Daly, 2002); increases in the relative supply and changes in occupational
distribution of college-educated black workers (Bound & Freeman, 1992); and decreases in the mini-
mum wage (Bound & Freeman, 1992). During the 1990s, the gap between black and white male wages
closed rapidly due to improvements in the educational and occupational distributions of black workers,
tempered by a continuation of demand-side shifts that favor more-skilled workers (Couch & Daly, 2002).
While black–white wage convergence was rapid in the 1990s, there remains a large gap in joblessness,
which is much larger if incarceration is taken into account. Accounting for selection into the workforce
substantially reduces the extent of black–white wage convergence in the 1990s (Western & Pettit, 2005).
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increased during the Great Recession, these increases largely mirror those of other
traditionally disadvantaged groups with high poverty rates.


One factor that is worth considering when evaluating progress on reducing black
poverty is the impact of mass incarceration, which has disproportionately affected
black men. There is emerging evidence that the poverty rate may be substantially
elevated due to the impact of mass incarceration (Defina & Hannon, 2010, 2013).
Incarceration can affect poverty by directly removing persons from the population
considered for the purpose of calculating poverty rates and into the institutional
population, or by altering the future labor market prospects of incarcerated individ-
uals and the social capital of their communities. Defina and Hannon (2013) estimate
that in the absence of the upward trend in incarceration, the poverty rate would have
decreased by 20 percent between 1980 and 2004, a period over which the poverty
rate actually increased. While they do not conduct estimates on subgroups, given
the disproportionate increase in incarceration rates among blacks, it seems likely
that this effect would be concentrated on black poverty.


Lastly, the poverty rate in the South declined in the 1968 to 2006 period, while
poverty rates in the other three geographic regions increased, indicating far less
regional disparity in poverty today than in 1968. In spite of the reduction in regional
disparities, the South still has the highest poverty rate among the regions; in 2012,
the Southern official poverty rate was 17.5 percent compared to the national rate of
15 percent.74


Trends in Deep Poverty


Deep poverty rates (the percentage of individuals with family income below 50
percent of the official threshold) have increased substantially over the 1968 to 2012
period.75 Deep poverty rates have increased for all of the groups in Table 3 with
the exception of the elderly, who experienced a 50-percent decrease in rates of deep
poverty between 1968 and 2012—from 5.2 percent to 2.3 percent. Not only have
deep poverty rates increased, but the share of the poor that are in deep poverty has
increased. In 1968, 29 percent of the poor had incomes that fell below 50 percent
of the official poverty threshold. By 2012, over 44 percent of the poor were in deep
poverty. Increases in the percentage of the poor that are in deep poverty are apparent
in all of the subgroups of the nonelderly poor shown in Table 3 with the exception
of individuals in families in which the head works full time, year round.


As noted, there were large-scale changes in the scope of means-tested programs in
the 1990s away from traditional cash-based public assistance programs and toward
work-based supports and in-kind transfers. These changes have had effects on the
distribution of means-tested benefits, increasing the level of benefits available to
families with higher earnings and decreasing benefits to families with no earnings
or very low earnings (Scholz, Moffitt, & Cowen, 2009). These changes in the structure
of social welfare programs along with the trend toward higher rates of deep poverty
raise the issue of whether some poor people are slipping through the cracks in the
social safety net. With respect to this question there are two important factors to
consider.


74 Of the 15 states with official poverty rates above 17 percent in 2011, 10 were Southern states
(http://www.povertyusa.org/the-state-of-poverty/poverty-map-state/).
75 Note that the rates of deep poverty rely on the official definition of poverty, and hence fail to reflect the
effect of in-kind benefits and tax subsidies (among other things) that are reflected in a poverty measure
such as the SPM. Trends in deep poverty rates for subgroups of the population are not shown in the
paper; they are available from the authors, upon request.
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The first factor is the timeline of changes in rates of deep poverty and in the
incidence of deep poverty among the poor. If the large changes in social welfare
programs that began in the 1990s are a major driver of increased rates of deep
poverty, then we would expect to see a large increase in rates of deep poverty after
1990. However, the largest increase in deep poverty rates occurred between 1968
and 1990. While the overall rate of deep poverty did increase between 1990 and 2006
for many groups that make up a substantial portion of the poor (including blacks,
Hispanics, and members of female-headed families), rates of deep poverty actually
decreased over this period.


Another factor important in assessing the impact of changes in the structure of
the social safety net on deep poverty is the issue of measurement. As noted above
and emphasized elsewhere (Fox et al., 2015), deep poverty rates are much lower
when an expanded definition of resources and the resource-sharing unit is used.
Fox et al. (2015) show that between 1968 and 2012 deep poverty measured using
the SPM is below 5 percent and the trend over this period is essentially flat (see
discussion below).


SAFETY NET SPENDING TRENDS AND EFFECTS OVER 50 YEARS


The evolution of antipoverty policy has been circuitous, changing at different rates
and in different directions over different time periods, as we described earlier. It
began with a burst of energy in the 1960s and early 1970s during the early years
of the War on Poverty. This fast start was followed by a slowdown in public an-
tipoverty efforts from the mid-1970s to the late 1980s. In the 1990s, the most widely
publicized reform was the work-oriented reform of the AFDC program, which led
to a large contraction in welfare caseloads. But, as shown below, expenditures in-
creased from the late 1980s to the early 2000s on several other programs, such as
Food Stamps, Medicaid, and SSI. Then, in the late 2000s and early 2010s, during
the Great Recession, expenditure grew dramatically. In this section, we document
the expenditure patterns that accompany these phases of poverty policy and show
the effects of those expenditures on the level of poverty.


Public Antipoverty Spending and Effects on Poverty


The upper line in Figure 2 shows real per capita expenditure—federal, state, and
local combined—from 1970 to 2004 for the 84 largest means-tested transfer pro-
grams in the U.S. transfer system (Spar, 2006). In the great expansionary period
from 1970 to 1976, real spending rose by 73 percent. In the slowdown period from
1976 to 1986, real spending grew by a scant 18 percent. From 1986 to 2004, the dra-
matic reduction in spending on the AFDC program (renamed TANF in 1996) was
outweighed by major expansions in spending on the EITC, the CTC, SSI, housing
aid, and the Food Stamp Program (renamed SNAP). Total per capita real spending
rose by 93 percent over those 18 years.


A data series for this large number of programs is not available after 2004. But
compiling individual expenditure data from the largest means-tested programs,
which constitute the bulk of the change in spending, is feasible. The lower line
in Figure 2 shows real per capita spending on the 10 largest means-tested programs,
excluding Medicaid.76 From 1970 to 1976, spending increased by a large 144 per-
cent; however, spending did not grow at all from 1976 to 1986. Then, from 1986 to
2004, spending grew by another 73 percent, representing a second major expansion


76 We exclude Medicaid, which is by far the largest program in the means-tested safety net ($329 billion
in 2007, with the second largest—the EITC—at only $49 billion) and has seen the most explosive growth.
Partly driven by increases in medical prices, Medicaid real per capita spending from 1986 to 2007 grew
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Figure 2. Real Expenditure Per Capita in Means-Tested Programs, 1970 to 2010
(Real 2009 Dollars).


of the safety net. Antipoverty spending jumped after the start of the Great Recession,
rising by 16 percent in the six years from 2004 to 2010.


Figure 3 shows real per capita spending from 1970 to 2007 on several major
programs in the means-tested safety net other than Medicaid. With the exception
of the AFDC program, which was dramatically reformed in 1996, expenditures on
these programs grew substantially during the second great expansion after 1986.
Whereas AFDC was the largest program in the early 1970s, after 1996 it shrank to
a spending level that, by 2007, was only about a quarter of the level in 1970; by
2010, the program was only the seventh largest in the safety net.77 The figure shows
clearly the contrast between the downward trajectory of the AFDC/TANF program
after 1986 and the growth of the EITC, SSI, housing aid, and Food Stamp/SNAP
programs. The CTC was introduced in the late 1990s and shows more erratic growth
in subsequent years than the other programs.


The War on Poverty and the period that followed in the early 1970s set the frame-
work for the safety net we have with us today and created nearly all the programs
that are still prominent in that safety net.78 Much of the growth in spending in later


by 210 percent, which dwarfs that in any other program. These figures also exclude spending on other
social insurance programs that are not considered (primarily) antipoverty programs, such as Social
Security Retirement (OASI), Medicare, Social Security Disability Insurance, Workers’ Compensation,
and Unemployment Insurance. Per capita real spending on these programs grew by 48 percent, 28
percent, and 52 percent in the three periods 1970 to 1975, 1975 to 1986, and 1986 to 2007, respectively.
Adding some fraction of these to the means-tested transfers would result in an even greater rate of growth
over all periods.
77 TANF spending shown is only for cash payments. A large fraction of TANF spending after 1996 was
on services. Total real spending, even including these additional expenditure categories, is still below the
1970 AFDC level.
78 The exception is the CTC.
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Sources: Various governmental and administrative data series available from the authors upon request.
Note: The U.S. population data are from the "Civilian noninstitutional population" column of the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics "Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey" table (see
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat01.htm), and they include everyone in that population, including children.


Figure 3. Expenditure per Capita, Non-Medicaid Means-Tested Programs, 1970 to
2010 (Real 2009 Dollars).


years was in programs that did not play a large role in the early War on Poverty
period, the EITC and Food Stamps being the best examples. The greater growth in
the later period indicates that the government has continued to provide additional
support to low-income and disadvantaged persons at a healthy pace, at least since
1986, and there is no sign of a reduction in overall generosity.


The lower line in Figure 4 shows the SPM poverty rate (identical to that in
Figure 1 above) and the upper line shows the SPM poverty rate when all public
transfers are excluded from income (public transfers in the SPM include cash trans-
fers, many in-kind benefits, and tax-related benefits, primarily the EITC), both from
1967 to 2012.79 In the absence of public cash and in-kind benefits and tax-related
benefits, the poverty rate in 1967 would have been 24.9 percent and it would have
been 25.4 percent in 2007, just prior to the Great Recession. Thus, the poverty rate
would have hardly budged over this 40-year period. However, the lower line, which
includes these public benefits, reveals a decline in the poverty rate from 19.3 percent
to 14.3 percent, nearly a 25 percent decrease. When the value of all of these public
benefits are counted as income (as they are in the SPM, but not in the OPM), a
major dent has been made in the size of the U.S. population living in poverty.


The impact of different phases of antipoverty policy can be seen by the changes in
the gaps between the with-all-transfers (solid line) and without-all-transfers (dotted
line) curves in Figure 4. In 1967, for example, the programs reduced the SPM
poverty rate by about 5.5 percentage points, but by 1977, their impact had grown


79 The programs included are noted in the figure note.
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Source: Fox et al. (2015).
Notes: Shaded bars are recessions as defined by the National Bureau of Economic Research. The SPM
poverty rate shown in the bottom line includes both cash transfers (cash welfare, Supplemental Security
Income, Social Security, Unemployment Insurance, Workers’ Compensation, and veterans’ payments)
and several in-kind transfers and tax-related benefits (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program; hous-
ing aid; school lunch; energy subsidies; Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Chil-
dren; Earned Income Tax Credit; and stimulus payments). The top line indicates what the SPM poverty
rate would be if these cash and in-kind transfers and the tax-related benefits were not included in the
SPM.


Figure 4. Supplemental Poverty Measure, with and without Public Cash and In-
Kind Transfers and Tax-Related Benefits, 1967 to 2012.


to almost 11 percentage points. In the following slowdown period, the antipoverty
impact declined, falling to 9 percentage points by 1987. But the antipoverty effect
grew thereafter and reached 11 percentage points again by 2007. It jumped to 14
percentage points in 2012.


Work disincentives in these programs would suggest that these estimates overstate
the magnitude of the reduction, because they imply that earnings would have been
higher, and hence poverty rates lower, in the absence of transfers that are used in
the calculations here. However, Ben-Shalom, Moffitt, and Scholz (2012) have used
estimates from the research literature of the magnitudes of work disincentives for
all major transfer programs and have shown that the bias in poverty-rate impacts is
actually negligible. This is not because these programs have no work disincentives—
many do—but because the recipient populations are small relative to the size of the
total low-income population, and because the research literature has shown that
the work disincentives of some of the major programs (like SNAP) have been small.


Figure 4 depicts trends for the overall population. Limited information is available
on the impact of transfers on population subgroups. For example, poverty rates are
higher for children than for families overall, reflecting the greater number of chil-
dren in low-income families. But Fox et al. (2015) show that the trends in the impact
of transfers on the child poverty rate are very similar to those for overall poverty,
rising over time from 1967 to 2007 and to 2012.80 Most means-tested transfers have


80 Recent data on levels of transfer program impacts, rather than trends, are reported in Short (2014).
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little impact on poverty rates of the elderly, the exceptions being SSI, which lowered
the 2013 elderly poverty rate by 1.5 percentage points, and SNAP, which lowered
the rate by 0.8 percentage points. Moreover, these programs and most others lower
poverty rates more for children than for adults.81


Changes in The Distribution of Aid and Effects on Deep Poverty


Although support for low-income families has increased strongly over the last 50
years, the nature of the expansion changed after the late 1980s and 1990s. Those
programs that expanded and those that contracted covered different types of fam-
ilies. This differential pattern of growth and contraction is reflected in a changed
distribution of support provided to various demographic and socioeconomic groups.


For example, the expansion of the SSI program exclusively supported disabled
and elderly families, with most of that increase going to the disabled. Increases in
social insurance programs like OASI and SSDI likewise went to the aged and the
disabled. Conversely, the expansion of the EITC and the creation and expansion of
the CTC, reflecting the increased emphasis on work for the able-bodied, provided
additional support to families with earnings.82


On the other hand, prior to 1996 the AFDC program was the only cash program
for the very poorest families in the country, including those with no or very low
earnings. The general requirement that one able-bodied parent be absent from the
household also meant that single-parent families were the largest beneficiaries of the
program, although most states prior to 1996 had supplemental AFDC programs that
covered two-parent families if the primary earner was unemployed. The contraction
of the program could therefore be expected to result in declining support for the
poorest single-parent families and some poor two-parent families.


However, in-kind programs such as Food Stamps and housing programs are avail-
able to all families regardless of demographic structure, employment status, or earn-
ings level (as long as income is below the eligibility threshold) and hence benefit
all low-income families. Housing programs also benefit many single-parent fam-
ilies, who are often given preference for the restricted number of available slots,
but some housing projects also require some representation of higher income and
married families. In addition, of course, Food Stamps and housing aid provide only
partial support for family needs and do not support expenditures on goods other
than food and housing.


Impact of Transfer Programs: 1983 to 2004


Table 4 shows the total real expenditure per family from 1983 to 2004 (panel A)83


and the same real expenditures for these programs from 2004 to 2010 (panel B).
Panel A (the 1983 to 2004 period, which spanned most major program changes
since the mid-1980s) indicates the net result of these programmatic shifts.84 As the


81 For example, the SNAP program lowered poverty rates for children by 2.9 percentage points but by
1.2 percentage points for adults; corresponding figures for refundable tax credits are 5.6 percentage
points and 2.1 percentage points, respectively. The TANF program no longer has a significant impact on
poverty, never rising above 0.5 percentage points for any of these demographic groups.
82 The largest tax credits in the EITC go to families with two or more children and annual earnings in the
$10,000 to $20,000 range, which is below the poverty line for most family sizes. For low-income families
with earnings of $3,000 or more per year, the refundable CTC provides another $1,000 per eligible child
over and above the EITC. The EITC for poor childless individuals is only $400, and by definition the CTC
is zero.
83 The earliest year of 1983 is a result of using the SIPP data, which began that year.
84 Total expenditure includes both social insurance and means-tested program expenditure, but excludes
Medicaid and Medicare, for which government expenditure on individual families is not available from
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Table 4. Real monthly transfer-program expenditure per family.


A. 1983 to 2004 1983 2004 Percent change


Elderly $1,073 $1,281 19
Disabled $1,237 $1,311 6
Nonelderly, nondisabled $157 $177 13


0 to 50% poverty $604 $365 −40
50 to 100% poverty $246 $393 60
100 to 150% poverty $168 $274 63
150 to 200% poverty $115 $180 57


B. 2004 to 2010 2004 2010 Percent change


Elderly $1,281 $1,388 8
Disabled $1,311 $1,532 17
Nonelderly, nondisabled $177 $256 45


0 to 50% poverty $365 $501 37
50 to 100% poverty $393 $582 48
100 to 150% poverty $274 $387 41
150 to 200% poverty $180 $239 33


Source: Various administrative data sources available from authors upon request.
Notes: Real 2009 Dollars. Includes all major social insurance and means-tested programs except Medicare
and Medicaid.


table shows, real expenditure per elderly family grew by 19 percent over this 21-
year period, a sizable increase. Expenditure on disabled families grew by 6 percent;
smaller but still positive. Expenditure on nonelderly, nondisabled families (the rest
of the population) grew by an impressive 13 percent.


While these figures include all families regardless of the level of pretax and pre-
transfer income, the lower portion of panel A in Table 4 shows the trends in expen-
diture for families in different pretax and pre-transfer income levels. It distinguishes
those in deep poverty (incomes less than 50 percent of the poverty line), those in
shallow poverty (between 50 percent and 100 percent of the poverty line), the near-
poor (incomes greater than 100 percent but less than 150 percent of the poverty
line), and those with incomes between 150 percent and 200 percent of the poverty
line. The table reveals the shifting nature of programs during this period; for those
with the lowest incomes, transfers per family declined by 40 percent, while per-
family transfers increased by from 57 percent to 63 percent for those with higher
incomes.85


Figure 5 shows trends in the impact of transfers on deep poverty (measured using
the SPM), reflecting this change in the distribution of expenditure. Unlike overall


household surveys. Expenditure is averaged over all families in the groups described in the indicated
row, regardless of whether they were recipients.
85 The inclusion of Medicaid in these figures would substantially reduce the decline of support for
the poorest families. However, Medicaid represents only part of the family’s expenditure budget and
should not be valued dollar-for-dollar. In addition, as Burtless and Svaton (2009) and the U.S. Congress,
Congressional Budget Office (2014) have noted, if the value of Medicaid to low-income families is added
to income, the value of employer-provided health insurance needs to be added to the income of higher
income families. When both are added, the distribution of health insurance support is remarkably even
over the income distribution. Consequently, the shift in medical support over time is unlikely to change
the relative redistribution that has taken place.
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Source: Fox et al. (2015).
Notes: Shaded bars are recessions as defined by the National Bureau of Economic Research. The SPM
deep poverty rate shown in the bottom line includes both cash transfers (cash welfare, Supplemen-
tal Security Income, Social Security, Unemployment Insurance, Workers’ Compensation, and veterans’
payments) and several in-kind transfers and tax-related benefits (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram; housing aid; school lunch; energy subsidies; Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants,
and Children; Earned Income Tax Credit; and stimulus payments). The top line indicates what the SPM
deep poverty rate would be if these cash and in-kind transfers and the tax-related benefits were not
included in the SPM deep poverty measure.


Figure 5. Deep Poverty Measured by the SPM, with and without Public Cash and
In-Kind Transfers and Tax-Related Benefits, 1967 to 2012.


poverty rates, deep poverty rates in 2007 were about the same as they were in 1970.
But, just as for overall poverty, the impact of public transfers on deep poverty grew
in the period after 1967, and the lack of trend in deep poverty rates reflected the
growth in the rate of nontransfer deep poverty. However, the impact of transfers
on those in deep poverty did not grow after the mid-1990s and has declined slightly
since then. In 1994, transfers reduced deep poverty by about 13 percentage points.
If that same magnitude of impact had occurred in 2007, deep poverty rates would
have fallen to about 3 percent instead of the actual 5 percent that occurred.


Impact of Transfer Programs: 2004 to 2010


The Great Recession saw another major shift in government support. Because most
means-tested programs have automatic features that provide more support to fam-
ilies when their incomes drop, government support is expected to increase when
incomes decline in economic downturns.86 In addition, further government support


86 The only programs that cannot be expected to respond in this way are those that are not entitlements
and where expenditure is limited by the funds available. This includes the TANF program and housing
aid.
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during the Great Recession was provided when the ARRA was signed into law in
early 2009. As described above, major additional monies were provided for the UI
program, SNAP, and practically every other program, including some additional
support for the EITC and TANF programs.


Table 4, panel B, shows the pattern of governmental support per family for all ma-
jor social insurance and means-tested programs other than Medicaid and Medicare
from 2004 to 2010. In contrast to the period from 1983 to 2004, shown in panel A,
during the Great Recession, included in panel B, the support provided was widely
shared across different economic and demographic groups. The smallest increases
went to elderly families, whose support grew by only 8 percent, and the increased
support for the disabled, which grew by a larger 17 percent. However, support for
the nonelderly, nondisabled families with pretax and pre-transfer income in the
deep poverty range increased by 37 percent, a bit smaller than the 41 percent to
48 percent growth for those in shallow poverty and the near-poor, but nevertheless
substantial. However, the level of government support for the poorest families in
2012 was still below its level in 1983. Further, as the Great Recession winds down
and the additional support provided by Congress disappears, some of these gains
will be eroded.87


CONCLUSION: AN ASSESSMENT AND SPECULATION FOR THE FUTURE


The War on Poverty was a major social policy initiative that has had lasting positive
effects on the poor in the United States. The programs created in the 1960s and early
1970s established the framework for the modern social safety net, and subsequent
expansions of many of those programs have increased assistance to the poor to
historic levels, especially during the Great Recession. Some feel that this war was
lost (Tanner & Hughes, 2014). Others took a different tack, and said that we never
really tried.88 Most researchers and the results cited in this review fall somewhere
between these two views. It seems clear that we have made some progress, but many
challenges remain; the War remains unfinished.


As we have shown, relying on the SPM indicates that we have made more progress
against poverty than is shown in the official figures. And, as we have noted, the SPM-
type income of those at the 10th percentile of the income distribution has increased


87 While these results address the distributional changes in government support during the Great Re-
cession, they do not speak to changes in the poverty rate, since those depend on changes in private
income and taxes as well as transfers. Figures 4 and 5 show that the overall SPM poverty rate rose to 16
percent by 2012 and that the rate of deep poverty rose to about 5 percent. The changes shown in Table
3 imply that pre-transfer poverty rates must have risen considerably more. Larrimore, Burkhauser, and
Armour (2013) conduct a shift-share analysis of changes in the bottom quintile of income from 2007 to
2010 to examine the relative importance of transfers and taxes. They find that median income in the
bottom quintile fell by 4 percent over that period but that this was a result of a 15 percent decline in
income resulting from employment, earnings, and demographics counteracted by an 11 percent offset
from increases in transfers and decreases in taxes. While the bottom quintile does not map directly
into the poverty rate, their analysis does demonstrate that transfers played a large role in preventing
incomes in the lower part of the income distribution from declining during the Great Recession. Bitler
and Hoynes (forthcominga, forthcomingb) conduct an econometric exercise relating the unemployment
rate to transfer program expenditures, poverty rates, and deep poverty rates. They find, like Larrimore,
Burkhauser, and Armour (2013), that transfer programs had a major positive impact on poverty and deep
poverty rates in the Great Recession. They find that past recessions had equally positive impacts on the
level of overall poverty (per unit change in the unemployment rate) as in the Great Recession, although
poverty was actually more cyclical in the Great Recession than in past recessions.
88 In 1967, in his book—Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?—Martin Luther King crit-
icized President Johnson’s War on Poverty, saying that programs created—such as housing programs,
job training, and family counseling—all had “a fatal disadvantage [because] the programs have never
proceeded on a coordinated basis...[and noted that] at no time has a total, coordinated and fully adequate
program been conceived” (quote from Engler, 2010).
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since 1979. Given the rapid rise in the EITC, SNAP, and housing subsidies (shown
in Figure 3) and their large antipoverty effects, it is increasingly difficult to rely
on the official poverty figures, which fail to record the impacts of these programs.
We expect both research and policy interest in the SPM will continue to rise as we
continue to chart the effects of public income support programs on poverty.


The poverty-reducing impacts of the nation’s social safety net have been facing the
headwind of increasing inequality of earnings and family income, and reductions
in real market income of individuals and families at the bottom of the distribution.
This growing inequality of wages and income appears to have large intergenerational
effects as parental support for children is directly related to family economic position
and to the education and resources of parents. The drive for increased equality of
opportunity and upward mobility for poor children is a topic of growing interest
and includes support for more and better preschool education as well as calls for
parenting and “two-generation” programs.89


The integration of the immigrant population in our current set of antipoverty
programs is mixed; indeed, immigrants appear to be a minor fraction of the poverty
population (Raphael & Smolensky, 2009). However, the rapid growth in the share of
brown, yellow, black, and other minority children in the nation90 requires attention
by policymakers to insure that they and their families are better integrated into the
economy and that schools serve their needs.


The current and continuing problem is low aggregate demand for labor, leading
to lack of employment and trivial wage changes for the lower half of the income dis-
tribution (Autor, 2014). Although out of favor for decades now, career and technical
education (CTE) and job training programs are receiving renewed interest, espe-
cially when there is employer involvement. There is even renewed interest in direct
job creation through wage subsidies. Recent training efforts tied to job search have
recorded gains in earnings of 15 percent to 25 percent (Heinrich & Holzer, 2011).
But still labor market outcomes are not good; the majority of new jobs since the
Great Recession have come in low-paid, part-time, service-sector jobs (Heinrich &
Smeeding, 2014). However, we continue to learn more both about the character-
istics of successful career-oriented programs such as those offered by community
colleges and the effectiveness of other labor market supports. Policies that address
human capital accumulation, such as improvements in early childhood education,
better K-12 educational systems, increased rates of college-going and completion
and more successful CTE and manpower training programs are all under active
current discussion.


Another increasingly recognized problem is the existence of extreme poverty and
disconnected families. Moreover, the small fraction of the population that has vir-
tually no private income is receiving very little in government aid relative to their
needs. These families need special assistance, not just in employment, but also in
child care, housing, transportation, substance abuse, and domestic violence.


Much remains to be done, and much is under discussion, as we slowly recover
from the Great Recession. An increase in the minimum wage seems more likely to be
passed than any other antipoverty proposal. At the same time, many seek to expand
the EITC benefit for single persons and increase the refundable CTC for children
under age 6. How the changes in the minimum wage and refundable credits will be
combined is a major policy issue.


89 An example would be the Home Nurse Visiting program, which is now funded at a very low level by
the ACA.
90 An estimated 50.4 percent of Americans less than a year old were minorities in 2011, topping non-
Hispanic whites for the first time. See U.S. Census Bureau (2012).
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Overall, the War on Poverty substantially changed the social policy landscape in
this country. Although the optimism of the 1960s poverty warriors that poverty in
America would disappear was sadly misplaced, they began a series of policy changes
that continue today. The problem of poverty has shifted in the decades since the War
on Poverty was launched, as has the nature of the policy response. The poor are less
likely to be elderly and more likely to be children in single-mother families. Although
the effectiveness of government antipoverty transfers is still debated, recent research
shows that most large antipoverty programs make a significant positive difference
in the lives of the poor and their children.
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Suggested Readings 


This packet contains readings suggested by Tim Smeeding, in support of his presentation, “The 
Changing Fortunes of American and Wisconsin Families,” at the January 27, 2016 Commission 
meeting. His presentation addressed four issues: 


• History of the family – What is a family? Different historical and world definitions of family. How
the idea of family has evolved over time and continues to evolve.


• The American family – The differing family structure 1492 – present. Ethnic, religious, and
regional differences in the definition of family. Family pre and post The War on Poverty


• The Wisconsin family today – The Wisconsin Poverty Report. Family composition and
challenges in Urban, Rural and Suburban settings.


• Policy issues for building strong families and increasing marriage


1. “Marriage and Child Wellbeing Revisited,” The Future of Children: Volume 25, Number 2, Fall 2015.
This journal includes eight essays on the theme of marriage and child wellbeing.


2. “Patriarchy, Power, and Pay: The Transformation of American Families, 1800–2015,” Stephen
Ruggles, Presidential address to the Population Association of America: 2015. 


3. “Opportunity, responsibility, and security: a consensus plan for reducing poverty and restoring the
American dream,” American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research and the Brookings
Institution, Working Group on Poverty and Opportunity Report: 2015. Entire report is included;
Professor Smeeding recommended the Overview and Family chapters..


4. “An Agenda for Reducing Poverty and Improving Opportunity”, Isabel Sawhill and Edward
Rodrigue. Brookings Institution, 2015


5. Wisconsin Poverty Report, Timothy M. Smeeding, Julia B. Isaacs, Katherine A. Thornton. Institute
for Research on Poverty, University of Wisconsin-Madison: April 2015


6. “Gates, Gaps and Intergenerational Mobility: The Importance of an Even Start.” Tim Smeeding, in
The Dynamics of Opportunity in America, Educational Testing Service:  2016.


7. “The War on Poverty: Measurement, Trends, and Policy.” Robert Haveman, Rebecca Blank, Robert
Moffitt, Timothy Smeeding and Geoffrey Wallace: Journal of Policy Analysis & Management, 2015.


8. “Manufacturing Better Opportunity & A Stronger Economy,” Center on Wisconsin Strategy and the
Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership: 2013 


9. “The Parenting Gap.” Richard Reeves and Kimberly Howard, Center of Children & Families at
Brookings: September 2013


10. "The American Working Class: Mobility, Family Change & Child Well-Being:" Capitol Hill Policy
Briefing, February 12, 2016. The American Academy of Political and Social Science and the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation


11. The Negro Family: The Case for National Action. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, US Department of Labor:
Office of Policy, Planning and Research, March 
1965.
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workers and to develop future workers for expanding 
firms. Rigorous national evaluation has proven the 
strength of this model and the WRTP’s capacity to 
connect private sector needs with community interest. 
The WRTP is nationally renowned for this work and 
has gained extensive and unique understanding of and 
experience in Milwaukee manufacturing. Annually, the 
WRTP conducts a “needs assessment” of manufacturing 
which provides the pulse of the region’s leading 
manufacturers. The WRTP has also built connections 
with community organizations and Information and 
relationships allow the WRTP to design entry-level 
manufacturing training for central city workers. 


This policy paper is intended to provide key data on 
manufacturing in Milwaukee and the problems which 
our central city community confronts. More important, 
we discuss the work we at the WRTP have done and will 
continue doing in order to build a stronger bridge from 
community to manufacturers throughout the region. We 
hope that setting these things down will contribute to a 
stronger conversation in Milwaukee between business, 
labor, community, and the public sector leaders about 
the ways that we can all work together to support our 
region’s manufacturing sector and secure good family 
supporting employment for workers who have been too 
often without opportunity. 


In support of a manufacturing agenda for the region, 
the WRTP will continue to bring labor and management 
voices to the discussion, to use those voices to design 
new projects and other innovations that will support the 
bridge for more central city to cross to manufacturing 
employment. Further, on the basis of the experience and 
practices we have developed, we will continue to advocate 
for policy changes – at levels from local to federal and 
in work from institutional practice to funding – that can 
enhance manufacturing in Milwaukee and provide key 
resources to support its growth. 


WRTP to continues to focus on building key relationships 
with public leaders by coordinating efforts through 
partnerships  such as the Milwaukee Mayor’s 
Manufacturing Partnership Initiative.  Similar efforts 
over the last two years with the leadership of Milwaukee 
County and the State of Wisconsin provide critical support 
to ensure industry remains strong and grows while the 
local workforce is being prepared to meet the 21st century 
challenges of the manufacturing career pathway. 


We are substantially leveraging public and private 
resources to create a visionary workforce development 
intermediary model that bridges the regional  
disconnect between the workforce, community, 
resources and industry.


Executive Summary


Manufacturing in Milwaukee is emerging from 
the deep slump of the first decade of the 21st 
Century. Activity, output, and hiring are on the 
rise. Some firms have entry-level openings for 
the first time in over a decade. This should be 
celebrated, embraced and encouraged throughout 
our community. Manufacturing is a foundational 
Milwaukee sector, pulling dollars into the region 
as the region’s goods are sold across the world. But 
manufacturing growth is also important because 
these firms often offer jobs with good wages and 
benefits. And in a community where decent work 
is so desperately needed, especially for jobs that 
don’t require college degrees, these jobs provide an 
especially golden opportunity. As manufacturing 
grows, so will both Milwaukee’s economy and 
opportunity for workers who need it most. 


The reinvigoration of manufacturing presents 
Milwaukee with a real opportunity. And the 
manufacturing opportunity could provide 
an answer to some of the city’s most ruinous 
problems, especially the economic isolation of 
our central city population. Milwaukee can forge 
a stronger system to answer the skill needs of 
employers by building skills and connecting 
central city residents to step onto the region’s 
manufacturing shop floors. But that system will 
perform only if leaders across the region build 
on positive experience and also find new ways 
to work together on this shared project—public 
and private sectors, labor and management, 
community and business—all working together. 
Together we can embrace and pursue the 
simultaneous projects of (1) building the most 
competitive manufacturing region in the US by 
providing key supports for modernization and 
technology and workforce skills, and (2) using 
opportunities in the region’s manufacturers 
opened by growth to build a system for central 
city residents to get the skills and experience they 
need to secure jobs in the sector.  


For more than two decades, the Wisconsin 
Regional Training Partnership (WRTP) has 
been at this critical intersection connecting 
manufacturers’ needs and community 
opportunity. The WRTP is led by labor 
and management leaders in the region’s 
manufacturing and other key sectors. Their 
projects respond directly to needs identified by 
some of the region’s best firms. Often the WRTP 
helps design and promote training for current 







Milwaukee has long been a manufacturing 
city. And it still is. While employment is 
unlikely to surge to the levels of the past, the 
sector is critical in the city generating revenue, 
innovation, and jobs. Since the early 1990s, the 
Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership has 
worked with labor and management leaders 
to ensure a strong continuing future for the 
manufacturing sector. Today we are struck 
by the opportunity that is emerging in the 
sector and the many ways this community 
can come together to support its growth and 
extend its opportunities. With this paper, 
we at the WRTP seek to make the case for 
continued emphasis on manufacturing in 
this community, for forging ever-stronger 
partnerships to ensure that manufacturing 
opportunity extends to those—in schools and 
in neighborhoods—that most need it. And, 
given our insight and connections to labor 
and management leaders and data gathered 
through work in the field, we offer some 
thoughts on key steps forward in that work. 







Manufacturing  
in Milwaukee 
It is true that employment in the sector is unlikely to ever 
reach back to the levels of the late 1970s when one-in-three of 
the region’s workforce worked in manufacturing. Still, even 
given decline, nearly one-in-five workers hold jobs in the sector 
now. And these jobs provide stronger wages and benefits 
than the rapidly growing service sector – especially for those 
who don’t have college degrees. This sector is not the only 
important sector in Milwaukee. But it is critical. Supporting 
manufacturing and building stronger systems central 
city access to its opportunities is not holding onto the past 
but rather embracing and understanding a future where 
Milwaukee will thrives with both greater economic diversity 
and a vibrant manufacturing sector. 


And it is clear from talking to management and labor leaders, 
and to community residents that these opportunities are too 
good to go neglected. Emerging opportunities in manufacturing 
should be celebrate and embraced throughout our community. 
Now is the time to build a stronger Milwaukee infrastructure to 
support this industry as it grows finally after the long slump of 
the first decade of the 21st Century. 


Manufacturing facts that make this opportunity clear 







WAGES 
Metro Milwaukee manufacturing 
offers good wages. In 2012, the median 
manufacturing job paid $19.75 per 
hour, a wage substantially above the 
overall median of $17.00 per hour. 
And manufacturing jobs typically also 
offer predictable full-time schedules 
and decent benefits which are hard to 
come by in the service sector without a 
college degree.


SPECIALTY  
Milwaukee is the 6th most 
“manufacturing specialized”  
city in the nation. 


CENTRALIZED  
The state has six of the most 
manufacturing-specialized 
metropolitan areas in the country, 
the greatest number of any state: 
Milwaukee, Sheboygan, Oshkosh, 
Racine, Wausau, and Fond du Lac  
(Wial et al. 2012 appendix). 


Essential and dynamic, manufacturing still matters in Milwaukee. Leaders from across our region should 
work together to strengthen the infrastructure that can support this sector. Led by management and labor 
in the sector, the WRTP stands poised to contribute to and help promote that discussion. 


MARKET  
Wisconsin vies with Indiana as one of 
the most manufacturing specialized 
states in the nation. The state is 
number one or number two given 
the high share of the workforce in 
manufacturing: 17 percent.


STABILITY  
Over 2000-11, the nation lost nearly 
one-third of its manufacturing jobs. 
In Wisconsin, one-in-four jobs were 
lost. So while the decade was brutal 
for manufacturers, Wisconsin’s 
manufacturers were in a better position 
and remain in a stronger position 
than the national picture.  


INNOVATION  
Manufacturing is a force of innovation. 
The sector accounts for nearly  
70 percent of U.S. total R&D despite 
shrinking to approximately 11 percent of 
the economy (Atkinson 2011). 







Economic Isolation in Milwaukee’s Central City 


Manufacturing could provide a partial answer 
to some of the city’s most ruinous problems, 
especially the economic isolation of our central 
city population. This was not always so. In 1970, 
more than half of black men in Milwaukee were 
employed in factories (Levine, 2010). Thanks, in 
part to that manufacturing access, in 1979, black/
white inequality in wages was well-below the 
national average: the black median wage was 94 
percent of the white median. The 1980’s witnessed 
the rapid loss of central city manufacturing jobs 
to suburban industrial parks, southern states, and 
abroad. Milwaukee’s black male manufacturing 
workers suffered the deepest losses. Today, just 14 
percent of African American men in Milwaukee 
hold manufacturing jobs (ibid) and the median 
black worker earns 40 percent less per hour. 


The loss of family-supporting manufacturing jobs 
has contributed to Milwaukee having some of the 
country’s worst racial disparities in employment. 
In 1970, 85 percent of Milwaukee’s African 
American males in their prime working years  
(25 to 54 years old) had jobs. Today, just over half 
(53 percent) are employed. 


The tragic consequences of all these changes are 
evident and often lamented in the community. 
Wisconsin has the highest rate of incarceration 
of African American men of any state in the 
nation. And school performance in Milwaukee 
needs to improve, especially for the city’s African 
American children. We do not imagine that 
these serious problems will be solved overnight. 
But we know that there is more that can be 
done to extend economic opportunity and help 
support competitiveness and productivity for 
manufacturers in the region. 


Wage Equity 
Median wage in manufacturing for 


black males  versus white males 
in Milwaukee


 1979 2013


Factory Jobs 
held by black males  


in Milwaukee


1970


2013


And that is part of the solution.







what we do
Established in the early 1990s and still thriving 
today, we are proud that the WRTP can 
reasonably be called the nation’s premier labor-
led workforce intermediary. Evolving from 
roots in manufacturing, the WRTP has proven 
through rigorous evaluation and through long 
sustainability that intermediaries can build 
lasting solutions to problems that riddle firms, 
workers, communities, and our labor market. 
Our model is both flexible and evolving in many 
ways while being unique and firmly committed 
to specific. Perhaps most important of all 
principles of the WRTP is the organizational and 
programmatic focus on joint labor/management 
leadership of all initiatives. 


Joint labor/management leadership of the 
organization is at the core of our work. Labor and 
management leaders who lead our manufacturing 
steering committee are not looking to the WRTP 
as community service, or in order to connect 
with a few employees. They are creating an 
organization that can build the solutions that 
their industry needs, that can go out and secure 
public and private resources to respond to those 
needs, and that can advocate with public systems 
for the sorts of policy changes that will help solve 
those problems. From this perspective, the WRTP 
is much more than an single project it works on 
– not just a way to train and connect central city 
workers to entry-level jobs, though it does that 
well – it is an industry voice, and industry driven 
generator of solutions, the collective site where 
shared problems can be identified and solutions to 
them promoted and pursued. 


This labor/management focus of the WRTP 
generates a number of benefits for the 
organization, and for the community. Most 
obviously, the WRTP is connected to some of the 
best quality jobs in the regional labor market in 
terms of wages and benefits. Too often, programs 
respond to or are designed in response to the 
needs of employers with much lower quality jobs 
(and higher turnover which generates a consistent 
need to hire). Additionally, WRTP reaches more 


consistently to all jobs within the firm. Their 
focus reaches past the entry-level, directly to 
development of mentors and attendance policies, 
on to incumbent worker training issues and even 
to questions of modernization of process and 
technology. That reach provides a more dynamic 
mix for program development, and provides the 
project with a stronger understanding of a firm’s 
internal dynamics, not just the hiring process 
from the outside. In these ways, the unique labor 
foundation of the project pays off for workers and 
the community. 


Over the last two years


WRTP/BIG STEP has been instrumental in 


understanding our needs and developing a 


curriculum to meet those demands. WRTP/


BIG STEP not only supports employers 


in Wisconsin, they support individuals, 


communities and our local economy by 


helping put people back to work. 
— Alesia Butera, Milwaukee Gear Company


WRTP/BIG STEP ended 2012 with promising 
preliminary numbers. In 2012, WRTP/BIG 
STEP served 1,652 individuals. WRTP/BIG STEP 
facilitated 284 employment placements in family-
supporting jobs at an average industry starting 
wage of $17.80 per hour. Of this, 62.7% were racial 
minorities including African Americans, Latinos, 
Asian-Americans, Native Americans, and those 
who identified themselves as multi-racial or 
bi-racial. Women accounted for 7.4% of these 
placements in non-traditional occupations, with 
no wage gap by gender. WRTP/BIG STEP secured 
employment for participants with 109 different 
employers throughout the region. 


For example, WRTP/BIG STEP graduated 
31 students from CNC Manufacturing pre-
employment trainings in 2011. We worked with 
local manufacturers including Milwaukee Gear 
and Milwaukee Cylinder to develop, design and 
implement the classes. 


The flexibility in the training allowed each company 
to tailor the course to their specific needs, thereby 
increasing the value of the graduates. All 31 trainees 
were hired following graduation and began working 
at a rate of $15 per hour.







284 placements


7.4% WOmen


62.7% minorities


$17.80 per/hr. 


served 1,652 individuals


As part of the Mayors Manufacturing Partnership 
Initiative, WRTP/BIGSTEP has implemented two 
strategies to meet industry demand and connect 
individuals to employment: 1. Direct Placement 
of unemployed qualified individuals and 2. Pre-
employment occupational skills training articulated 
to career pathways and connected to employment 
upon completion.  Under the Mayor’s Manufacturing 
Partnership Initiative, WRTP/BIG STEP ran customized 
skills training classes in partnership with area 
manufacturers in the course of the project funding 
period and conducted outreach and recruitment to 
identify and place individuals into employment with 
over twenty manufacturers throughout the region. 
Direct hire assistance includes a variety of strategies 
to assist employers to improve and enhance their 
ability to identify, hire, and retain a qualified and 
productive workforce. Direct hire services available 
to employers include recruitment, applicant pre-
screening, assessment, and applicant job matching. 
Several employers utilized direct hire assistance to 
meet multiple openings throughout the project period, 
including SPX Waukesha Electric, Harley-Davidson, HB 
Performance, Oilgear and Hellman-Tyton. 


In 2012, WRTP/BIGSTEP designed and operated six 
Entry level Skills Manufacturing (ELMS) training 
programs in conjunction with manufacturing partners 
committed to training and developing their entry 
level workforce. The ELMS training program is a 
flexible and customized response to the occupational 
and production specific needs of the individual 
manufacturers and provides a direct link to graduates 
to employment. Notably, the project was built on the 
experience of the partnership between Milwaukee 
Gear, WRTP/BIGSTEP, and the MAWIB. 


Subsequent ELMS training programs were developed 
and operated with GE Energy, HB Performance 
Systems, Trace-A-Matic and Herker Industries in 
conjunction with labor partnerships. All participants 
were trained in Entry Level Manufacturing Skills 
(ELMS) curriculum with a CNC Machining focus. ELMS 
is standard industry designed essential skills training 
that integrates combination of occupation based hands 
on skills training as needed to ensure new workers have 
basic safety and knowledge needed to gain employment 
with a particular employer, as well as provide exposure 
and connection to career pathways and advancement 
opportunities in the industry. 







will continue to rise on the union scale during 
her training period with another $2.45 in raises 
through June. After one year with GE, Kimberly 
will be transferred into working directly on the 
CNC Machines at a wage of $26/hour! With a 
full line of union negotiated benefits including 
health insurance, sick leave, personal leave, 
vacations and retirement benefits, she no longer 
has to worry about how to pay her bills if she 
or her grandchildren get sick and her future is 
more secure.


Kimberly’s life has truly changed. When asked 
the most important thing WRTP/BIG STEP did to 
change her life, Kimberly said, “They gave me the 
skills and the knowledge that I can do something 
more than I was doing and to step into a career. 
I didn’t know I could even go to school anymore. 
More importantly they gave me the confidence to 
know that I did not have to settle for a minimum 
wage low skilled job, that I was capable of so 
much more. I actually feel successful now!” She 
still stops by WRTP/BIG STEP occasionally and 
says she loves her job at GE that she says is not as 
physically hard on her as working in a superstore 
was although she laughs that she does get a nice 
work out on her arms. 


As for her life now, Kimberly and her 
grandchildren have moved into their own 
apartment and her grandchildren have a new 
pride in having their own home. The other day 
the oldest said sweetly, “Grandma, why don’t you 
go take a nap.” When Kimberly awoke from the 
nap her granddaughter had cleaned the kitchen 
spotless. Kimberly marvels at the change in her 
grandchildren. She said, “Our lives are so different 
now. It’s really nice to be able to occasionally take 
my grandchildren to see a movie and not have to 
worry if I will still be able to feed them that night.” 
She has set a budget at her starting wage and 
puts all her raises into a savings account to begin 
something she’s never had before, an emergency 
fund. Eventually, she plans to purchase a home, 
so someday she has something to leave to her 
grandchildren.  


Interview by Renee S. 11/15/2012


   WRTP/BIG STEP Success Story 


“I went from ramen 
noodles to steak!”  
Kimberly Stenzel speaking for her class at WRTP/
BIG STEP graduation in January 2013 


Kimberly Stenzel, from Racine, WI says she 
never worked a job making over $10/hour in her 
entire life. She is raising her three grandchildren, 
seven year old twins and a twelve year old, and 
was living in overcrowded conditions with her 
grandchildren and her brother’s family. She was 
living paycheck to paycheck and she says that 
frequently was not enough to pay the bills. In fall 
of 2012, while working for a large chain superstore 
for minimum wage, Kimberly decided to begin a 
training program with WRTP/BIG STEP that was 
designed for GE Energy. 


Over four months, Kimberly trained in CNC 
Machining at Waukesha County Technical 
College and in Entry Level Manufacturing Skills 
in WRTP/BIG STEP’s Center of Excellence in 
coordination with IAMAW -District 10. It was not 
always easy. She and her classmates carpooled to 
make it to classes and she hadn’t been in school 
for years, so Kimberly says she didn’t have a 
lot of self confidence when she started WRTP/
BIG STEP’s program. She was still working, but 
she trusted in WRTP/BIG STEP that if she put 
in the hard work with the program something 
better was on the other side. Kimberly was a star 
student and not only inspired WRTP/BIG STEP 
staff with her dedication to the program, but 
also became a leader and a mentor for her fellow 
students who chose her to speak for all of them at 
their graduation.


Kimberly graduated from the GE-CNC Machining 
program with WRTP/BIG STEP on January 18, 
2013. After graduation, she found a temporary 
job in shipping and receiving with Super Steel for 
$16/hour. In March 2013, GE completed its hiring 
process and Kimberly started on the machining 
floor in an entry level position at $17/hour. As 
of May, Kimberly makes $18/hour and as a new 
IAMAW Local 1377 union member, her wages 







Even in a poor economy, we accomplish successful placement rates by relying heavily on our intimate 
knowledge of the regional economy, our employer-driven strategy, high quality relationships with 
community partners, and visionary leadership. Our well-established relationships result in a fluid placement 
process with quality employers and in quality careers. 


The results speak for themselves; our goals are to expand programming in 2013 to 2000 served and 500 
placed into career pathway positions with another expansion in 2014. Additional resources would allow 
our programs to grow on a scalable basis by adding additional training programs, instructors, curriculum 
development, industry field work, and more in depth mentoring services. 


A summary of the ELMS classes operated under the MMPI:
in addition to the Milwaukee Gear class 


  Working with GE Energy and IAMAW District 10 
in September, WRTP/BIG STEP designed a 12 week 
program for 13 participants that included classroom 
training at WRTP/BIG STEP, on the job training and 
job shadowing, a week of courses at Waukesha Area 
Technical College (WCTC) to prepare and train them 
in CNC Machining for open positions at GE Energy. 
WRTP/BIG STEP continue training post-hire in 
courses from the Manufacturing Skills Standards 
Council (MSSC) curriculum include the new Green 
Production Module.


  For Trace-A-Matic, WRTP/BIGSTEP ran an 8 week 
class in May and graduated 11 individuals with a 
specialization in CNC Machining and turning. 
Courses were held at the Center of Excellence and 
WCTC. Additionally, participants spent a full week 
over the course of the program job shadowing on site 
at Trace-A-Matic’s facility. 


  For Herker Industries, a June class was designed 
in collaboration with Milwaukee Area Technical 
College that included CNC Machining at MATC, 
industry essential skills at the Center of Excellence 
training, and job shadowing over the course of 9 
weeks. The program graduated 14 individuals.


  Through our partnership with Harley-Davidson, 
we coordinated the training and placement of 12 
participants who completed a 40 hour paid training 
on site prior to placement with Harley-Davidson. 


  Responding to HB Performance Systems’ request for 
workforce development assistance, WRTP/BIGSTEP, 
HB, and United Steel Workers ran an intensive ELMS 
training program that included CNC machining 
and two days of job shadowing at HB’s facility for 17 
participants. Further all students will have access 


to completing the MSSC Green Production Module. 
HB Performance Systems was having significant 
difficulty recruiting CNC Machinists and other 
positions in 2012. Frustrated and beginning to 
consider global workforce solutions, they came to 
WRTP/BIG STEP to discuss innovative workforce 
development solutions. Working through the 
Milwaukee Mayor’s Manufacturing Initiative 
and in conjunction with United Steel Workers 
in December 2012 and January 2013, WRTP/BIG 
STEP designed a training program, that included 
HB Performance Systems on the job training and 
job shadowing, and Center of Excellence training 
for 17 individuals with little or no manufacturing 
experience. Our consulting services included 
consulting, recruiting, assessing and training 
those individuals. HB Performance Systems hired 
nearly all 17 individuals and was so impressed by 
the quality of the workforce, they were able to 
expand the order to nearly 30 individuals in 2013 
with a new training class beginning as this report 
is being published. Mr. Edmund Northern was 
in post correctional transitional living when he 
attended a manufacturing orientation on 12/5/2012 
with no manufacturing experience. Our intake staff 
identified that Mr. Northern had a pressing issue, 
either find a job or enter a training program or he 
would be homeless. Either would buy him another 
month of housing to find stability. Mr. Northern 
impressed the interviewers from the company and 
with our description of his situation, the company 
decided to give him a chance. Mr. Northern excelled 
in Entry Level Manufacturing Skills training both 
in the classroom, and in OJT trainings held at the 
HB’s plant. He began working for HB on 1/7/2013 and 
graduated from our programming. In four weeks, 
he went from potential homelessness to a career 
pathway and personal stability. 







In August of 2011, Chanell found herself with no 
job, her unemployment insurance had run out, 
and she had no income at all. She had no other 
choice, but to apply for W2 benefits. A single 
mother, her twins, seniors in high school and her 
11 year old were her motivation to keep trying to 
find work. Her experience was varied. She ran a 
daycare, cleaned houses, and over 15 year ago, she 
worked in manufacturing for a very short period 
of time before her children got sick and she had to 
quit working. 


She had an idea that she wanted to get back into 
Manufacturing, but didn’t have a way to get the 
training needed for those jobs today or a way to 
get in the door. Chanell’s W2 worker sent her 
some job leads including one at Harley Davidson 
and as a motorcycle rider; she decided to apply 
for that position. She didn’t get the job because of 
her lack of training at the time, but through the 
process, she found WRTP/BIG STEP.   


In May of 2012, Chanell entered WRTP/BIG 
STEP’s Entry Level Manufacturing Skills (ELMS) 
course, at the time she was getting $653/month 
from W2 to support her entire family. Chanell’s 
family pulled together and helped her care for her 
children while she went through the training. Her 
instructors at WRTP/BIG STEP and the trainees 
became a family to her. “If I can do this, anybody 
can do this. I learned trigonometry at 42 years old!”


On Friday, July 27th, 2012, Chanell and her fellow 
trainees graduated from the WRTP/BIG STEP 
ELMS class. On Monday, July 30, 2012, Chanell 
went to work at Herker Industries as a CNC Swiss 
Machine Operator at a starting wage of $13.75/
hour. Chanell said, “I now make more in one 
week than I was getting in a month on W2!” 
The transition to work was very comfortable 
for her because of WRTP/BIG STEP’s training 
process. “We were at the company four times job 
shadowing, so I already knew some people there. 
I’m still learning on the job and I make it a point 
to work on all the machines. I make mistakes 
occasionally, but my supervisors hired me 
knowing I was an on the job trainee, so they just 
spend more time teaching me when that happens. 
I do a lot of overtime because I want experience 
doing everything in my field. After three years of 
consistent work, I’ll be considered an expert and 
my career will take off.” 


WRTP/BIG STEP Success Story 


“I now make more in 
one week than I was 
getting in a month  
on W2!”  
 
Chanell Wilder, talking about her new job as a 
CNC Swiss Machine Operater, Herker Industries. 
Graduated ELMS, July 27, 2012







Some Recommendations Looking Forward 


Our work in the field and annual research on 
firms has revealed both opportunities and 
challenges with skill, training and access to jobs in 
the region’s manufacturing sector. In conjunction 
with the Center on Wisconsin Strategy (COWS), 
the WRTP has undertaken a research project to 
better understand the skills challenges facing 
Milwaukee manufacturers, and the training 
resources available to workers. Through a series of 
interviews with industry and labor stakeholders, 
the research generated a set of recommendations 
meeting the dual challenges of economic growth 
for firms and opportunity for central city workers:


  Educate and train line-level managers to 
encourage their commitment to in-house training 
and career pathways for workers, and provide 
information on how to access and advocate for 
training resources.


  Develop strategies to build support from global 
corporate leadership, as their buy-in is central to 
effective training programs.


  Prioritize internal apprenticeship, mentoring, and 
peer-learning programs as a means to develop 
both hard and soft skills, and develop strategies to 
enhance support from management. Historically, 
these have been key avenues for career pathway 
advancement.


   Recognize the importance of semi-skilled 
positions in advanced manufacturing by 
developing training programs specific to these 
positions and promoting career pathways through 
these positions.


   Begin to build information and discussion around 
the negative potential impacts of automated hiring 
processes on candidate selection, particularly 
with respect to lower-skill positions.


  Seek direct involvement by regional firms in 
recruiting and discourage reliance on automated 
hiring processes by identifying their negative 
impacts on new hire productivity, retention and 
advancement via a career pathway. 


  Promote work based learning opportunities for 
youth and use the employer and labor leadership 
to help build stronger connections from schools to 
manufacturing careers. 


 Chanell was on public assistance in May 2012 
and working full time with full benefits by the 
end of July 2012 including health, dental, paid 
vacations and holidays, paid uniforms, short and 
long term disability and many others. This turns 
out to be an extra bonus. On public assistance, her 
twin daughters were only eligible to stay on her 
insurance until age 19 and only if they stayed in 
Wisconsin. In August, one of her daughters was 
diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis and nearly 
decided not to go to college. Being allowed to stay 
on her mother’s new health insurance through 
work gave her access to the treatment she needed 
to be free to go to the college of her choice and in 
September 2012, Chanell’s daughters chose to go 
to Lane College in Tennessee and Lincoln College 
in Missouri.  Chanell said, “I’m so proud that 
my daughters can go to college after all we went 
through financially in the past few years since my 
divorce. Not only can they go, but I can help them 
pay for it and keep them healthy while they are 
there, that means a lot to me.” 


Asked to reflect on all of this Chanell said, “I have 
great family support and I credit that for keeping 
me motivated. For me though, this is a process. 
It was hard to go on public assistance. If I hadn’t 
swallowed my pride though and asked for help, 
I never would have found WRTP/BIG STEP and 
I wouldn’t be here now working and supporting 
myself and my children. This program makes a 
difference. I’m proof of that.” 


Interview by Renee S. 11/15/2012







Conclusion


At the WRTP, we are excited about the 
opportunities that are so clear in this moment. 
We are relieved that so many firms and unions 
are moving back into the direction of growth. We 
are thrilled that this means more chances for us to 
answer industry need with community resources. 
We know that moving forward will required more 
of the same and we look forward to contributing 
our significant resources, and expertise, 
especially in terms of labor/management 
leadership and connections, to building a stronger 
manufacturing infrastructure in the city. 


A few thoughts for moving forward:  
First, effective work in manufacturing requires 
knowledge of the reality of manufacturing work. 
This may seem obvious, stated this way. But it 
should be more fully embraced. The leadership for 
WRTP work comes from the sector. Our staff know 
and understand shop floor realities. Our training is 
built on understanding from hiring to supervisors 
to workers themselves. It is this deep knowledge of 
manufacturing that has served both the sector and 
the community well. And that knowledge is built 
on relationships developed over time and work in 
the field cultivating relationships, staying current 
on new trends, understanding the evolution of 
the industry. Field work inside the sector is not 
glamorous, but it is absolutely essential. And it is a 
strength we can offer. 


Second, we are committed to not only employer 
leadership of this work, but also we are committed 
to worker leadership as well. This is another unique 
strength of WRTP work. Union leadership in 
manufacturing work helps identify trends in the 
industry with a broader perspective than one firm. 
Union contracts in firms mean that much of our 
work is with some of the best paying employers 
in the region. Worker representation and voices 
in our projects help clarify skills and make our 
training directly relevant to the jobs. We think 
of this connection to workers as a foundational 
strength that can be leveraged in ways that help the 
sector and this community. The WRTP is uniquely 
able to help bring the perspective of workers into 
this critical discussion. 


Finally, just as we are committed to building 
infrastructure to support a more competitive 
manufacturing sector, and to working with 
and involving workers in the project, we are 
also committed to using these manufacturing 
opportunities to extend economic opportunity 
throughout this community. Whether by building 
stronger connections from public schools into 
this work, or from the central city into these 
opportunities, we will continue to seek to find 
ways that the answers we build for manufacturing 
in the city bring answers to the question of 
economic opportunity as well. And we know that 
part of that work is to help firms and unions in the 
transition to workforces that may be more diverse 
in age and race than in the past. 


Our vision for what this work can mean to firms, 
to the regional economy, to the community, and 
even to democracy, is far reaching. But we are not 
naive. We just know that without these goals, the 
direction of our work will not be clear. Nor do we 
imagine that working alone (even with the firms 
and unions that we already connect with, or even 
with all the community partners we already work 
with) we can achieve this complete vision. For 
that, we will need more engagement from every 
sector. And for now, we hope to start the journey 
toward this vision by starting a conversation with 
this paper.


Mr. Northern graduating from the  
HB CNC class on January 18, 2013
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Abstract This article proposes explanations for the transformation of American
families over the past two centuries. I describe the impact on families of the
rise of male wage labor beginning in the nineteenth century and the rise of
female wage labor in the twentieth century. I then examine the effects of
decline in wage labor opportunities for young men and women during the past
four decades. I present new estimates of a precipitous decline in the relative
income of young men and assess its implications for the decline for marriage.
Finally, I discuss explanations for the deterioration of economic opportunity and
speculate on the impact of technological change on the future of work and
families.


Keywords Marriage . Family .Wage labor . Relative income


Introduction


Before the nineteenth century, most families were organized according to patriarchal
tradition. Household heads owned and controlled the means of production, and their
wives and children were obliged to provide the unpaid labor needed to sustain family
enterprises. Masters of the household had a legal right to command the obedience of
their wives and children—as well as any servants or slaves—and to use corporal
punishment to correct disobedience (Coontz 2005; Cott 2009; Hartog 2000; Mintz
and Kellogg 1988; Shammas 2002; Siegel 1996; Stanley 2002). Over the past two
centuries, this patriarchal family system collapsed, as household heads lost control over
their sons, wives, and servants.
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The waning of patriarchy was accompanied by a shift toward simpler and more
unstable families. Intergenerational coresidence, once a standard phase of the life
course, is now rare (Ruggles 1994, 2007). As shown in Fig. 1, in the mid-nineteenth
century, 74 % of persons aged 65 or older resided in multigenerational families.
Coresidence declined continuously from 1850 to 1990, reaching a low point of 18 %
before recovering slightly during the past few decades.1 After the Civil War, divorce
rates began to climb. Except for a temporary spike at the end of World War II, divorce
has increased almost continuously for 150 years. New estimates controlling for age
composition presented in Fig. 2 show that the standardized divorce rate leveled off only
briefly in the early 1980s and has climbed rapidly since (Kennedy and Ruggles 2014).


In the past half-century, the long-run trend toward atomization of families has
accelerated. A broad retreat from marriage began after 1960. It is likely that about
one-third of persons now in their early 20s will never marry, and this trend shows no
sign of slowing (Martin et al. 2014; Ruggles forthcoming).2 This is unprecedented; as
shown in Fig. 3, among all prior cohorts, at least 90 % of women married. Cohabitation
is growing rapidly, and cohabiting unions are more unstable than marriages (Kennedy
and Bumpass 2008; Kennedy and Ruggles 2015). Increasingly, however, young adults
are forgoing partners altogether. In 2014, 54 % of persons aged 25 to 29 had no
coresiding partner of any kind, up from 48 % in 2007 and about 23 % in 1970.3


1 Except where otherwise specified, statistics in this article derive from the Integrated Public Use Microdata
Series (Flood et al. 2015; Ruggles et al. 2015). In many cases, the analyses also appear in Ruggles
(forthcoming), which includes additional documentation of sources and methods.
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Fig. 1 Percentage of persons aged 65 or older residing in multigenerational families: United States,
1850–2013. Multigenerational families defined according to the IPUMS MULTGEN variable.
Source: Ruggles et al. (2015)


2 Martin et al. (2014) projected that assuming current marriage rates remain unchanged, 31 % of women and
35 % of men born in 1990 will not have married by age 40.
3 The 2014 and 2007 estimates come from the Current Population Survey (CPS), adjusted to account for group
quarters (Flood et al. 2015). The 1970 estimate derives from the census microdata, adjusted to account for
cohabitation (Fitch et al. 2005).
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This article presents an interpretation of the transformation of American families
over the past two centuries. I argue that more than anything else, the changes in families
reflect changes in work. An upheaval in the economic organization of families had
profound implications for gender and generational relations. The economic revolution
was responsible for revolutions in family composition, divorce, and marriage.4


I begin with a broad overview of changes in family economies over the past 200
years. I then describe the rise of male wage labor beginning in the nineteenth century
and the rise of female wage labor in the twentieth century, and examine the implications
of those changes for family relations. The second half of this article explores a decline
in wage labor opportunities for young men and women during the past four decades. I
present new estimates of the precipitous decline in the relative income of young men
and assess its implications for the decline of marriage. Finally, I discuss explanations
for the deterioration of economic opportunity and speculate on the impact of techno-
logical change on the future of work and families.


Family Economies


For most of the nineteenth century, production was carried out by families. In 1800,
three-quarters of the workforce was engaged in agricultural work, and a majority of the
population lived on farms until 1850 (Ruggles et al. 2015; Weiss 1992). Farms could
not operate without family labor; all family members who were old enough contributed
to farm production. Among the one-quarter of the population who did not work on
farms at the beginning of the nineteenth century, most still made their living through the
family economy. Most nonfarm production was carried out by family businesses, with
occupations such as shopkeeper, shoemaker, tailor, physician, or tavern keeper. In most
such enterprises, the family resided on the same premises as the shop, and the whole


4 This analysis is confined to the United States because it is presently the only country with a suitable long-run
data series. Similar processes, however, occurred in Northern Europe and now seem to be occurring in some
East Asian and Latin American countries (Ruggles 2009; Stanfors and Goldscheider 2015).
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Fig. 2 Annual divorces per 1,000 married women, standardized by age: United States, 1867–2013. Source:
Ruggles (forthcoming)
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family worked for the business. Like farms, these family businesses were usually
handed down from generation to generation.


Figure 4 describes the major transformations in the economic organization of
married-couple households over the past two centuries.5 In the nineteenth century,
corporate families predominated. I define corporate families to include all married
couple households with self-employed heads, except for those in which the wife had
an occupation outside the family business. Most corporate families were farm families.
In addition to kin, corporate families often included farmhands, servants, slaves, and
sometimes apprentices. Corporate families were in the majority throughout the nine-
teenth century and remained important through the first half of the twentieth century.


Corporate families were replaced by male breadwinner families in the early twentieth
century. Male breadwinner families are defined as those in which the husband works for
wages or salary and the wife has no occupation listed in the census. By 1920, the number
of male-breadwinner families exceeded the number of corporate families, and this per-
centage continued to grow untilWorldWar II. This change was driven by expanding wage
labor opportunities for men. The male breadwinner category represented a majority of
marriages for just four decades—from 1920 to 1960—reaching a peak of 57 % in 1940.


Male breadwinner families were replaced by dual-earner families in the mid-
twentieth century. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the number of married
women working for wages began to increase, and the pace of change accelerated in the
middle decades of the century. Dual-earner families have now predominated for almost
a half-century. Over the past several decades, female-breadwinner families—shown in


5 This graph was inspired by a similar illustration that appears in Stanfors and Goldscheider (2015). The term
“Corporate Family Economy” was coined by Ryan (1981), and my characterization of change was informed
by Mintz (1998).
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Fig. 3 Percentage of women never married by age 40–44 by birth cohort: U.S. women born 1825–1994.
Source: Ruggles (forthcoming)


1800 S. Ruggles







the top right of Fig. 4—have emerged as a significant new form, and they now account
for one-tenth of marriages.


The Rise of Male Wage Labor


How to keep boys on the farm and induce them cheerfully to choose farming as
their occupation for life is a question of deep interest to many parents. The
stampede of young men from the country to cities and large towns is not an evil
which finds its limit in the domestic circles which they leave, but is one which
extends through society and makes its depressing influence felt everywhere. How
to check this evil is a question of great importance and is well worthy of
consideration. (Read 1884:848)


Corporate families predominated in the nineteenth century because before the
Industrial Revolution, people did not have many other options. The earliest data
showing the full male occupational distribution come from the 1850 census, when
the transformation of the economy as already well underway. As shown in Fig. 5, wage
labor jobs that paid enough to support a family were still scarce in 1850. At that time,
about two-thirds of men were self-employed farmers or proprietors, unpaid sons on
farms or in family businesses, or slaves. Another 15 % were unskilled workers, who
were mostly farmhands and were paid mainly in the form of room and board. Such
laborers usually did not get paid enough to get married. In 1850, the biggest groups of
skilled workers and operatives were miners and sailors. They were paid better than
farmhands, but most worked in places where there were few women available to marry.
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Fig. 4 Family economies of U.S. couples aged 18–64: United States, 1800–2010. Source: Ruggles (forthcoming)
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If a young man wanted to marry, his best prospect was still to inherit the family farm or
business. Accordingly, in most families, one child remained in the parental household
under the control of the patriarch, with the expectation of eventual succession.


As the century progressed, new high-paying opportunities arose in factories.
The number of factory jobs grew 600 % between 1850 and 1900, and there
were rapidly expanding opportunities in clerical, sales, and professional occu-
pations (Lebergott 1984). The growth of well-paying wage labor jobs for men
undermined the economic underpinnings of patriarchal authority. As young men
took jobs off the farm, they moved away from home and out of the control of
the patriarch. Figure 6 compares the percentage of men in agriculture with the
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Fig. 6 Agricultural employment and multigenerational families: United States, 1800–2010. Sources: Ruggles
et al. (2015) and Weiss (1992)
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percentage of elderly residing in multigenerational families. A generation after
agricultural employment began to decline, multigenerational coresidence follow-
ed suit.


The decline of multigenerational families occurred mainly because of increasing
wage labor opportunities for the young (Ruggles 2003, 2007). When young men could
obtain well-paying employment for wages, they no longer had as much incentive to
remain at home under the control of their fathers. As wage earners grew old, the
incentives for intergenerational coresidence declined further. Under the wage labor
system, patriarchs no longer needed the labor that their sons and daughters once
provided. Moreover, retired wage earners could no longer offer the younger generation
employment and eventual inheritance of the family farm or business.


A second major consequence of the rise of well-paying male jobs was a long-run
decline in marriage age, especially among men. Under the corporate family system,
young men had to wait until they either inherited a farm or built up sufficient resources
to establish an independent household. Under the wage labor system, men could achieve
high earnings early in life. As jobs paying good wages began to open up in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, men could increasingly afford to marry at an
earlier age. Accordingly, between 1890 and 1960, median age at first marriage declined
3.6 years among men and 2.2 years among women (Ruggles forthcoming).


The rise of male-breadwinner families empowered young men, but it did not do
much for women. Even though first-wave feminists obtained the vote in 1920, in most
respects patriarchal gender norms remained firmly entrenched. In the mid-twentieth
century, women still could not get a bank account or a loan without their husband’s
signature, husbands had the right to determine where the family lived, and patriarchal
authority was still enforced through violence (Coontz 1992, 2005; May 1990).


In 1959, the New York Mirror—then the second-largest circulation newspaper in the
nation—featured man-in-the street interviews asking the question, “If a woman needs
it, should she be spanked?” All four of the men interviewed affirmed that the spanking
of wives was necessary to enforce discipline. Teddy Gallei, a parking lot attendant,
explained, “It teaches them who’s boss. A lot of women tend to forget this is a man’s
world.” William Davis, a toy factory owner, concurred: “Most of them have it coming
to them anyway. If they don’t it will remind them how well off they are . . . An ounce of
prevention is worth a pound of cure” (Aidala 1959).


The Rise of Female Wage Labor


Patriarchal control over women began to erode with the rise of female wage labor.
Wage labor opportunities for men were highly limited in the mid-nineteenth century,
but the opportunities for women were virtually nonexistent (Kessler-Harris 1982).
Figure 7 shows the occupational distribution for women since 1850.6 In the mid-


6 The white space at the top—labeled “Not in the labor force”—identifies women without identifiable
economic activities, whose effort was probably devoted mainly to housework and childcare. Housework
and childcare clearly have economic value (Folbre and Nelson 2000), but do not enable economic
independence.
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nineteenth century, the great majority of working women were unpaid workers in
family enterprises, mostly farm wives and daughters and slaves. The next largest
category—unskilled workers—was almost entirely domestic servants in 1850. The best
jobs available for women were in factories, which employed 1.3 % of women. The tiny
professional and managerial category—accounting for less than 1 % of adult women in
the mid-nineteenth century—consisted almost entirely of teachers. The growth of
better-paying jobs for women began around 1900 and expanded rapidly after World
War II.


The long-run pattern of women’s employment shown in Fig. 7 is U-shaped, and the
low point of the U was at the peak period for male-breadwinner families (Goldin 1995).
Although the great majority of women engaged in economically productive work in the
nineteenth century, that economic role did not afford them independence or power. In
all but a tiny fraction of cases, nineteenth-century women worked in corporate families
under the direction and control of their husbands, fathers, or masters.


The twentieth-century rise of wage labor for women undermined the author-
ity of husbands and fathers. New economic opportunities enabled some women
to delay or forgo marriage, and the availability of paid work also provided a
means of escape from bad marriages. From 1880 to 1990, there was a strong
spatiotemporal association between the availability of jobs for women and the
prevalence of divorce and separation (Ruggles 1997). In times and places where
women had no means of subsistence outside corporate families, they usually
remained married even if they were unhappy.


Figure 8 shows the wage labor participation rate for women aged 25–29, a group old
enough that few were still in school, but they were still of marrying age. By 1920, most
young single women had wage-paying jobs. The percentage of young married women
with such jobs grew gradually from 1900 until 1962 and then took off.


Before the 1950s, women generally left wage labor employment when they married,
partly because most employers barred married women from working for wages (Goldin
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Fig. 7 Occupations of women aged 18–64: United States, 1850–1910. Source: Ruggles (forthcoming)
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1991a). Despite the symbolic resonance of Rosie the Riveter, emergency work expe-
rience during World War II had little impact on employment after the war (Goldin
1991b). Most economic historians agree that the main reason for the sharp rise of
married women’s employment in the 1950s was the extraordinary demand for labor,
which created pressure to overcome institutional barriers to change. The economy
heated up just as the marriage boom reduced the supply of single women, so the rules
against hiring married women disappeared (Costa 2000; Cotter et al. 2001; Goldin
1990; Oppenheimer 1970).


As more and more married women began to work for wages, the balance of power
withinmarriages shifted.Manymen and somewomenwere alarmed by the rise of the dual-
earner family. A 1958 New York Mirror man-in-the-street interview asked, “Is Father
Losing his Place as Head of Family?” Charles Cogswell, a bank guard, responded:


Yes. Too many wives are getting independent. They go to work and begin feeling
they have more to say than the father. The old-fashioned way—when father was
THE boss—kept families happier. Not so many divorces, separations, and juve-
nile delinquents, then.


Simon Golos, an attorney, agreed that there was a “confusion of authority” and “a
gradual usurpation of power by the lady of the house.” Two women were also queried
by theMirror. Harriett Weisman, a housewife, agreed with Cogswell and Golos, but felt
that the decline in the power of the father was a good thing because the wife “copes
with all the family problems.” Only Mrs. Lillian Ciarvino—a housewife and secre-
tary—disagreed, saying that “a majority [of fathers] are still heads of their homes.”
Even Ciarvino, however, recognized that a fundamental change in gender relations was
underway, but she saw it as an issue of character: “The father who gives up his place as
head is either weak or doesn’t care to assume the responsibility” (Aidala 1958:27).
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Attitudes


Attitudes toward married women’s work shifted rapidly during the 1970s. The evidence
on the timing of change suggests that the transformation of attitudes represented an
accommodation to the new reality of married women’s wage labor (Rinfduss et al.
1996). Figure 9 compares the percentage of married women who were in the labor force
with the percentage of married women who disagreed with the idea that women should
stay home. In 1970, when the series of attitudinal surveys began, 44 % of wives were
already in the workforce, but less than 20 % of wives thought that women should work
outside the home. Among working wives in 1970, 70 % thought that it would be “much
better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever and the woman takes care of the
home and family” (Westoff and Ryder n.d.). The great majority of working wives felt that
wives ought to stay at home. The cognitive dissonance between behavior and attitudes
was soon resolved, however. As married women flooded into the paid workforce, the
stigma that had surrounded married women’s participation in wage labor quickly disap-
peared. By 1980, most married women approved of married women’s work (Smith et al.
2013).


When behavior changes, attitudes adjust. As divorce became more common, for
example, it lost much of its stigma. This mechanism operates at the individual level; in
a study of divorce in the Detroit area between 1962 and 1977, Thornton (1985) found
that when people get divorced, they become much more accepting of divorce. Like-
wise, Axinn and Thornton (1993) found that young people’s cohabitation experience in
the Detroit Area Study had dramatic effects on their approval of cohabitation, and also
positively affected their mothers’ approval of cohabitation.


Changing attitudes are a crucial part of the process of family change. There is a feedback
loop: as family attitudes shift, they allow still more family change (Axinn and Thornton
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2000). Changing attitudes can have especially powerful effects on family behavior through
their impact on institutional change (Bumpass 1990). Over the past 150 years, for example,
shifting attitudes permitted progressive loosening of once-formidable legal barriers to
divorce (Cherlin 2009; Hartog 2000; May 1980; Mintz 1998). Similarly, shifting attitudes
helped eliminate legal barriers to contraception and abortion in the 1960s and early 1970s
(May 2010). Women’s control of their own fertility led to a marked decline in unplanned
pregnancies, which in turn contributed to delayed marriage and childbearing, increased
educational attainment among women, and rising female labor force participation (Akerlof
et al. 1996; Bailey 2006; Goldin and Katz 2002; Myers 2012). Thus, attitudinal change
enables institutional change, which in turn affects family behavior. The massive long-run
changes in family behavior of the past 200 years could never have occurred without
fundamental changes in attitudes about family behavior.


We should not, however, view attitudinal change as the initial stimulus of family
change. For family change to occur, traditional values must be overcome. Attitudes are
ordinarily a barrier to change, not a cause of change: there must be a source of
exogenous pressure for people to reject the values with which they were raised.
Between 1800 and 2000, that pressure was exerted by an economic revolution. The
rise of wage labor, first among men and then among women, catalyzed family change
by disrupting traditional patterns of authority. When families began to change, attitudes
followed. The decline in multigenerational families occurred a generation after the rise
of wage labor for men. The shift in attitudes about married women’s work outside the
family occurred significantly after the rapid ascent of married women’s wage labor. In
both cases, rise of wage labor undercut the economic control of the patriarch, shifting
power from old to young and from men to women.7


Change in the U.S. Census reflected the transformation of family relations. In 1970,
patriarchy was embedded in the census: the form asked each respondent to identify the
household head, just as it had for the 18 previous censuses. The household head was
always the man, and the spouse of the head was always the wife. Thanks to the coordinated
efforts of feminist social scientists, by 1980 the household head was decapitated and
replaced by the gender-neutral “householder” concept (Presser 1998). Either husband or
wife could be listed as the householder, and either could be listed as the spouse of the
householder (Ruggles and Brower 2003). Initially, all but a few respondents maintained the
traditional order of enumeration even though the rules had changed; in 1980, just 4 % of
married householders were female. That percentage has grown steadily, and by 2013,
women represented 39 % of married householders (Ruggles et al. 2015).


The Decline of Marriage


The classification of family economies based on the economic activities of husbands
and wives—corporate, male breadwinner, and dual-earner—makes sense for the nine-
teenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, when the great majority of
households were headed by a married couple. In recent decades, however, the


7 Some theorists argue the opposite, maintaining that that both family change and married women’s employ-
ment resulted mainly from the rise of individualistic values (e.g., Lesthaeghe 1983, 2010; Van de Kaa 1987). I
discuss this interpretation in Ruggles (forthcoming).
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dominance of the married-couple household has receded, and it makes less and less
sense to classify family economies based on the economic activities of married couples.
Figure 10 shows the percentage of households without a married couple from 1850 to
2013. For the first 100 years, the percentage of households with no married couple
grew slowly, from 16 % in 1850 to 21 % in 1950. After 1960, young people began
delaying or forgoing marriage, sometimes cohabiting but more often residing alone or
with children but without a partner. Simultaneously, remarriage rates dropped, and the
growing divorced and widowed populations increasingly opted for solitary residence.
By 2012, the majority of households no longer included a married couple.8


Structural factors are responsible for the boom and bust of marriage. As shown in
Fig. 11, age at first marriage declined steadily from 1890 to 1930 as well-paid male
wage earners acquired the means to marry earlier in life. The Great Depression led to a
slight uptick in marriage age between 1930 and 1940. After World War II, median age
at marriage fell sharply to about 20 for women and 22 for men in 1960. During the past
half-century, age at first marriage has increased rapidly, and today Americans are
marrying at later ages than ever before. The marriage boom of the postwar period
was fueled by the rapid expansion of men’s wages, and the decline of young men’s
wages since 1975 is the main reason for the retreat from marriage in that period
(Carbone and Cahn 2014; Cherlin 2014; Oppenheimer 1988, 1994).


The three decades after World War II were a golden age of wage labor for young
men. The availability of labor was sharply constrained: immigration had been restricted
since 1924, and fertility levels during the Great Depression were the lowest that had
ever been recorded, meaning the new cohorts entering the labor force were small. The
“Lucky Few” entering the labor force after the war saw a spectacular rise in wages
(Carlson 2008). Figure 12 shows the median wages for 25- to 29-year-old men and
women in 2013 dollars. The top panel shows the medians for full-time wage and salary
workers; the lower panel is the same, but includes the entire population aged 25–29, not


8 Rising cohabitation can account for less than one-fifth of this overall change; in 2013, 44 % of households
included no couple at all, either married or cohabiting (Flood et al. 2015).
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just full-time wage earners. Median income for full-time employed young men more
than doubled in the postwar era, to a peak of $48,500 in 1973. After that peak, young
men’s wages declined 26 % to $36,000 in 2013. Wages for full-time working women
went up too, but not as rapidly. Women’s wages peaked in 2004, but by 2013, they
were lower than they were in 1973.9


Focusing on median wages for full-time wage and salary workers understates the
decline in the earning power of young men. More and more young men are working
part-time, and a growing percentage are not working at all. As a result, if we look at all
men aged 25–29 shown in the lower panel of Fig. 12—not just the full-time wage
earners—median wages declined 44 %, from a peak of $41,000 in 1973 to just $23,000
in 2013. Women do not register in the lower panel until 1968 because that was the first
year that more than one-half of 25- to 29-year-old women were in the wage labor force.
The median wages for all women age 25–29 peaked in 2001 and then fell 24 % over the
next 12 years.


Young men’s wages have been dropping rapidly for four decades. By comparison,
during the Great Depression, wages declined for just a few years before they started
heading back up. No such sustained decline in wages has previously occurred in the
United States. The sharp decline of young men’s wages provided strong incentives for
married women to enter the workforce even after opportunities for women stagnated in


9 Figures 12–14 are inflated to 2013 dollars using the Consumer Price Index Research Series (CPI-U-RS),
which was designed to address concerns that the standard Consumer Price Index for all urban consumers (CPI-
U) exaggerates inflation, especially in the late 1970s (Stewart and Reed 1999). If I had instead used CPI-U, the
decline in young men’s wages would have been even greater (32 % for full-time workers and 48 % for all men
aged 25–29). Both CPI series, however, may actually understate inflation as experienced by young adults in
the 1970s and 1980s: young adults spent a high proportion of their income on rent; and before 1987, the CPI
seriously understated rent inflation (Crone et al. 2006; Gordon and Van Goethem 2007). CPI-U-RS is available
only for the period from 1978 to the present; to inflate the earlier years, I calculated the ratio of CPI-U-RS to
CPI-U in 1978, and used it to adjust the CPI-U from 1940 to 1977.
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the mid-1970s: for many couples, two incomes were essential for economic survival
(Bianchi 1995; Oppenheimer 1994).


Easterlin (1966, 1987) argued that the salient threshold in marriage decisions is
not the absolute level of income but relative income, defined as the income of
young men relative to expectations they formed in their parental home. Figure 13
provides a simple measure of relative income: income of young men relative to the
income of men of about the same age a generation before. This number is
calculated as the ratio of median total income of all men aged 25–29 to the
median total income for the same age group 30 years earlier, when their fathers
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were approximately aged 25–29.10 The horizontal line at 100 in Fig. 13 shows the
point at which the older and younger generations made the same amount. In 1961,
young men were making four times what their fathers had made at about the same
age. For the past three decades, the younger generation has consistently done
worse than their fathers. Overall, generational relative income dropped a stunning
80 % since its peak in 1958.


We can also assess income of the young relative to the income of the affluent.
Figure 14 compares the median income of young men with the average income of the
top 1 % of the population. This measure peaked in 1970, when 25- to 29-year-old men
were making about 12 % as much as the average income of the nation’s elite; by 2013,
this statistic was down to just 2.6 %.


Both of these measures of relative income fit the timing of the marriage boom well.
In the 1950s and 1960s, when young men were doing exceptionally well in terms of
relative income, marriage age was exceptionally young. For the past four decades,
relative income has declined sharply, and marriage age has been rising at a record pace.


How much family change since 1960 might be explained by the drop in the relative
income of young men? To address that question, I carried out a demographic decom-
position, following the Das Gupta (1978) framework.11 The dependent variable is the
percentage of 25- to 29-year-old men who were currently married, with spouse present,
between 1960 and 2013. This measure went from about 75 % of young men living with
a spouse in 1960 down to 24 % in 2013—a drop of 50 percentage points. This dramatic
change mainly reflects decisions to delay or forgo marriage, but it also is affected by the
rise of divorce and separation and the decline of remarriage.


10 Median generation length for men ranged from 27.8 in 1970 to 32.2 in 2013 (Ruggles et al. 2015). To
estimate incomes before 1939, I assumed that annual changes in income for young men were proportional to
annual changes in the mean income of the bottom 90 % of the population excluding capital gains, as estimated
by Alvaredo et al. (2015). Accordingly, the early decades shown in Fig. 13 should be viewed as approximate.
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11 The analysis used the open-source DECOMP software (Ruggles 1989).
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In the decomposition exercise, I analyzed four components of change, described in
Table 1. The left two columns show the percentage of men aged 25–29 who were
married in each category of each component. Foreign-born young men are excluded
because the relative income measure is not valid for them.


The first component is relative income, defined as the income of men aged 25–29
divided by the median income of men the same age 30 years earlier. I pooled the 1960
and 2013 data sets, calculated relative income as a percentile, and classified each case
into deciles of the combined data set. As shown in the left two columns of Table 1,
there was a close linear association between decile of relative income and marriage in
both periods, with more than four times as much marriage in the highest decile as in the
lowest. The right two columns describe the sea change in the distribution of relative
income during the past half-century.


The second component is occupation.12 In both periods, the men with craft occu-
pations were most often married. These jobs—carpenters, machinists, mechanics,
painters, and plumbers—have declined dramatically since 1960. The occupational
groups least often married in both periods were the service workers and laborers, and
their frequency has almost doubled.


The third component is employment characteristics, combining information on class of
worker and employment status. Self-employed young men were disproportionately likely
to be married in both years, possibly because self-employment is still often a family
enterprise. These jobs were already uncommon for youngmen in 1960, and by 2013, they
were rare. Wage labor also declined substantially, and the percentage of young men not in
the labor force—who usually were not married even in 1960—increased dramatically.


The final component is educational attainment. The relationship of education to
marriage has shifted substantially (Torr 2011). In 1960, high school graduates were


12 The occupational classification is based on the first digit of the OCC1950 variable in IPUMS; the
decomposition categories correspond to OCC1950 codes 0–99; 100–399; 400–499; 500–599; 600–699; and
700–970 (Ruggles et al. 2015).
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more often married than any other group, and those with education beyond college
were the least married. By 2013, the relationship between educational attainment and
marriage was strong and positive.


The decomposition shows the amount of change in marriage between 1960 and
2013 that can be attributed to compositional changes in each component. It is based on
a cross-classification of the percentage married for each combination of the four


Table 1 Percentage currently married with spouse present and distribution of characteristics by selected
factors: U.S.-born men aged 25–29, 1960 and 2013


% Married Population Distribution


1960 2013 1960 2013


Relative Income
(percentiles of combined data sets)


0–9 18.9 7.0 3.9 13.0


10–19 35.1 11.0 2.1 14.2


20–29 45.5 16.8 2.7 11.8


30–39 47.9 21.4 2.2 12.6


40–49 51.6 29.1 2.1 14.6


50–59 59.4 35.6 4.1 13.1


60–69 68.4 38.5 9.8 11.9


70–79 76.4 39.8 21.2 5.8


80–89 82.8 43.0 24.4 2.0


90–99 87.6 42.5 27.5 1.1


Occupation


Professional, technical 74.2 29.7 14.2 18.4


Managers, clerical 76.4 24.0 16.7 21.2


Sales 77.2 22.7 6.0 6.0


Crafts 79.8 35.2 23.9 14.0


Operatives 79.4 27.2 22.7 11.3


Service and laborers 66.2 18.5 13.8 21.5


No occupation for 5+ years 10.6 4.9 2.6 7.7


Employment Characteristics


Self-employed 83.3 32.7 6.6 3.0


Employed for wages 78.2 28.6 83.8 74.4


Unemployed 53.5 10.7 3.6 8.2


Not in the labor force 24.6 7.9 5.9 14.4


Education


Less than high school 73.0 15.5 38.1 7.6


High school graduate 76.4 23.7 47.1 65.7


College graduate 73.9 26.7 8.9 21.1


Postgraduate 69.7 33.3 5.9 5.5


Total 74.5 24.2 100.0 100.0


Number of Men Aged 25–29 in Samples 46,708 74,095
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components in each census year, a matrix of 2,240 cells. For each component, the
analysis yields a composition effect representing how much of the change is attribut-
able to changes in the distribution of that component, net of other components. The rate
effect is the change in marriage that is unaccounted for by changes in all four
components (Das Gupta 1978).


The results appear in Table 2. The total change in the crude percentage of 25- to 29-year-
old menmarried was 50.3, reflecting the drop from 74.5%married to 24.2 %married. The
compositional effects for each component indicate how much of the change would
disappear if the socioeconomic composition of the young adult population had not
changed. The right column expresses the effects of each component as a percentage of
total change.


The first component—relative income—is the important one. If that distribution is
held constant over time, 40.6 % of the change disappears. Each of the other compo-
nents accounts for about 5 % of the change. Summing them, this simple analysis of four
economic components can account for 54 % of the overall decline in marriage.


This analysis omits many aspects of relative economic circumstances. For example,
we know that job insecurity has been increasing (Kalleberg 2011), but the decompo-
sition cannot capture that. We have information about current income and occupation,
but nothing about the perceived future prospects of workers, which must be less bright
for young men than they were 50 years ago. The census cannot tell whether young
people are optimistic about their prospects or whether their jobs are insecure. Moreover,
the decomposition analysis also does not account for the stagnating prospects of
women during this period. Thus, the real impact of declining economic opportunity
is probably even bigger than this decomposition implies. The evidence therefore
suggests that Easterlin was broadly right about relative income: the decline of marriage
since 1960 can be largely accounted for by the deteriorating circumstances of young
men compared with the previous generation.13


13 I conducted a series of decompositions using a similar approach to assess the difference in the percentage
married between black and white men. The results suggest that at least one-half of race differences in marriage
in the 1960–2013 period can be ascribed to race differences in the economic characteristics of young men,
lending further support to a structural interpretation (e.g., Wilson and Neckerman 1987).


Table 2 Components of change in the percentage married: U.S.-born men aged 25–29, 1960–2013


Components of Change Index of Change


Total Change in Marriage 50.3 100.0


Effects of Compositional Factors


Relative income 20.4 40.6


Occupation 2.2 4.4


Employment characteristics 2.9 5.7


Education 1.6 3.2


Combined Effect of Factors 27.1 53.9


Rate Effect 23.2 46.1
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The Decline of Wage Labor


Easterlin (1978, 1987) argued that the decline in relative wages for young men resulted
from generational competition. Figure 15 recreates the key graph from his 1978
Presidential Address to the Population Association of America, showing the number
of men aged 15–29 as a percentage of the number of men aged 30–64. Easterlin argued
that young men’s job prospects depended above all on how many of them were
competing for those jobs. Thus, he argued, the huge boom in relative income after
World War II occurred because young men were in short supply. As the Baby Boomers
came of age, the number of young men entering the labor force exploded. With the
abundance of workers, the golden age of postwar labor abruptly ended.


Easterlin’s 1978 address came just after the peak of his graph. He could see that
generational competition was going to drop just as quickly as it had risen. Accordingly,
he predicted that a second golden age for young men’s employment was just around the
corner. By 1984, he argued, wages would be up, relative income would recover,
marriage age would decline sharply, and there would be a new baby boom.


As it turned out, the second golden age did not materialize. Despite the smaller
cohorts entering the job market after 1978, men’s wages continued to decline. One
factor was doubtless the mass entry of married women into the labor force, which partly
compensated for the smaller size of the new cohorts. Political change also affected
youth opportunities. Ronald Reagan was elected President in 1980, and America
shifted to the right. The fading of labor unions, decline in the minimum wage,
globalization, outsourcing, and stagnation of educational attainment all contributed to
the dramatic decline of wages for young men entering the labor force and the long
stagnation of wages for young women (Massey 1996; Piketty 2014; Stiglitz 2012; Weil
2014; Goldin and Katz 2010).
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The largest source of decline of economic opportunity for young people, especially
over the past two decades and in future decades, may be the automation of both
manufacturing and services made possible by new technologies. The world’s comput-
ing capacity is doubling every 18 months (Hilbert and López 2011). Because of
innovations in artificial intelligence and sensing technology, robots are becoming
increasingly flexible and easier to train, and their cost is dropping rapidly (Brynjolfsson
and McAfee 2014). New technologies have eliminated millions of jobs over the past
several decades, and they are on the verge of eliminating many more (Frey and Osborne
2013).


From the late eighteenth century to the late twentieth century, technological inno-
vation created more jobs than it destroyed. Indeed, the rise of wage labor—the driving
force of family change—was a direct consequence of technological innovation. When
Henry Ford introduced the moving automobile assembly line in 1914, it doubled
productivity (Ford and Crowther 1922). The assembly line threw a few carriage makers
out of work as people shifted to cars, but overall employment surged. With prices
declining steadily, car sales exploded. Employment at Ford’s Detroit area plants went
from 14,000 in 1914 to 100,000 by 1926 (Ford and Crowther 1922; Segal 2005). There
were also hundreds of thousands of new jobs in automobile sales and service stations.
This is a perfect example of creative destruction, and similar processes occurred again
and again over the course of more than a century.


Today, mechanization seldom adds more jobs than it eliminates. Manufacturing
employment in the United States peaked in 1979 and declined 37 % over the next four
decades (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015); during the same period, manufacturing
output more than doubled (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System 2015).
These trends are not confined to the United States. Owing to productivity improve-
ments, employment in manufacturing is falling in most manufacturing countries, and
worldwide manufacturing employment is probably declining (Levinson 2015).


The rise of intelligent machines is also eliminating service jobs. Travel agents,
insurance agents, parking lot attendants, warehouse workers, and checkout clerks are
being replaced by machines. Within the next few decades, driving will be automated
(IEEE 2014). This will eliminate some 7 million working-class jobs—from taxi drivers
to truck drivers—employing about 5 % of the nation’s workforce. Frey and Osborne
(2013) estimated that about one-half of the U.S. workforce is employed in jobs that are
at high risk of automation within the next decade or two, and another one-fifth have a
moderate risk of automation. They judged that only about one-third of jobs are
reasonably safe. Eventually, perhaps, just a few percent of the population may be
sufficient to produce all the goods and services society needs.


Figure 16 shows the percentage of men and women aged 18–64 who were employed
for wages since 1800, with extrapolations into the future. Male wage work went up for
170 years, from 13 % in 1800 to a peak of 75 % in 1970. For the past four decades, the
percentage has declined, to 64 % by 2013.14 This decline is unprecedented. Suppose that


14 Among the 36 % of working-age men who did not work for wages in 2013, 10 % were enrolled in school or
college; 11 % were in institutions; 15 % were unemployed; 24 % were self-employed (down from 42 % in
1970); and 40 % were not in school, not employed, not institutionalized, and not looking for a job (Ruggles
et al. 2015).
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current trends were to continue. The dashed line for men in Fig. 16 is simply a linear
extrapolation of the current trend, which has been roughly the same for four decades. If
the decline of male wage employment were to continue at the same pace over the next
four decades, only 44 % working-age men would have wage jobs by 2050.


Among women, wage labor peaked in 2000. So far, the decline in wage labor has
been slower for women than for men. Because male wage work is declining so rapidly,
female wage employment will almost certainly exceed that of men within a few years.
This is partly because young women entering the labor force are increasingly better
educated than are young men (Goldin et al. 2006). In the long run, however, the
disappearance of jobs will affect women as well as men, and women’s employment will
likely follow the same trajectory. If current trends continue, however, only 56 % of
working-age women will work for wages by 2050.


For centuries, observers have been making dystopian predictions that technological
innovation would create massive unemployment and inequality, predictions that proved
to be false or at least premature (Mokyr et al. 2015). Is this time different? The past four
decades of decline in the relative income of the young might be only a temporary
setback. Easterlin could yet prove prescient: dramatic fertility decline across much of
the globe is creating very small cohorts, which might finally improve the prospects of
young workers. Perhaps some new technological innovation, as yet unimagined, will
increase rather than reduce the need for labor. It is equally possible, however, that the
opportunities are not coming back, and that we are witnessing the beginning of the end
of the era of wage labor.


Wage Labor and Families


For thousands of years, corporate families provided the means of subsistence for most
people. Then, for about 130 years, wage labor opportunities grew rapidly, first among
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men and then among women. The tectonic shifts in the structure of the economy since
the early nineteenth century transformed family relations. The transition from corporate
families to male breadwinner families was a consequence of the rise of male wage labor
in the Industrial Revolution. The transition from male breadwinner families to dual-
earner families reflects the massive increase in wage labor among married women
followingWorldWar II. The decline of corporate families led to a profound upheaval of
generational relations as family patriarchs lost control over their wage-earning sons.
The decline of male-breadwinner families led to an equally profound upheaval of
gender relations as men lost control over their wage-earning wives and daughters.
The two great transformations of family economies—from corporate to male bread-
winner and from male breadwinner to dual earner—undermined the economic logic of
patriarchal authority.


The dramatic retreat from marriage over the past half-century could never have
occurred without the loss of patriarchal control and the shift in attitudes that accompa-
nied it. But the proximate cause of the retreat from marriage since 1975 is a different
structural change: the massive decline of relative earnings and falloff of wage labor
participation among young men, combined with the long stagnation in earnings among
young women.


With growing inequality, families are facing diverging destinies (McLanahan 2004).
A minority of young people are faring well in the new economy, and young people with
resources are continuing to form marital and cohabiting unions. Among the college-
educated with good jobs, the impact of family change is muted. Marriage is still
feasible; marital instability is declining; and cohabitation and single parenthood can
be managed without hardship. For much of the population, however, the outlook is
grim. Almost one-fifth of young adults live in poverty, more than double the percentage
in 1973 (Ruggles et al. 2015). More than 10 % of young earners have their wages
garnished because of debt, often for child support (Arnold and Kiel 2014). Many who
have jobs are underemployed, taking unskilled and part-time jobs even if they have
good qualifications. Among young people who lack resources, families are difficult to
form or sustain: fewer and fewer young adults are marrying, and those who do are at
increasing risk of divorce. For people without secure jobs that provide a living wage,
cohabitating unions are highly unstable. Whether cohabiting or not, most unmarried
mothers of infants are in poverty (Amato et al. 2014; Carbone and Cahn 2014; Cherlin
2014; Flood et al. 2015).


Despite these challenges, few would choose to return to the families of the past.
Patriarchy has receded; today’s families are far more humane and egalitarian than
anything that came before. Corporal punishment of wives is universally condemned,
and wife-beating is illegal in every state. Child-beating is still legal in the United States,
but even in Texas, it is no longer acceptable to punish a child with a switch (Zinser
2014). Women are no longer legally subordinate to their husbands. Wives can work for
wages, they can keep their earnings, and they no longer need their husband’s permis-
sion to open a checking account or sign a contract. There is growing tolerance of new
family forms, to the point where same-sex marriage is now legal throughout the United
States. Time-use data show that families are becoming more and more egalitarian with
respect to housework and childcare (Goldscheider et al. 2015).


If the era of ever-expanding wage labor is truly drawing to a close, that will create
new challenges for families, but it will also create new opportunities. For the last
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10,000 years, most of humanity has been forced to work long hours in repetitive and
backbreaking toil just to earn basic subsistence. We are on the verge of being able to
make everything we need, including all kinds of things unimagined by previous
generations, without that kind of tedious and grueling drudgery—indeed, with hardly
any work at all. Our silicon servants will have the potential to provide everyone with
food, shelter, and all other necessities, freeing us to pursue our dreams and passions.


In 1930, John Maynard Keynes wrote an essay on “The Economic Possibilities for
our Grandchildren.” He predicted that the combination of technological innovation and
capital accumulation will eventually solve the problem of material needs. Keynes
argued that “the economic problem may be solved, or be at least within sight of
solution, within a hundred years” (Keynes 1930:96). Eighty-five years after this
prediction, I believe we are already within sight of solving the economic problem.
We now must address what Keynes saw as the real problem: how “to live wisely and
agreeably and well” (Keynes 1930:97).


To make families stronger, reduce family instability, enable young people to form
marital or cohabiting unions, and eliminate child poverty, we must figure out how to
share the bounty of the machines. Our biggest challenge is not how to produce wealth
but how to distribute it: how to get money into the hands of people—especially young
people—so that they can buy all those goods and services that the robots can produce
with so little human effort.
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COVER MAP KEY: Map depicts 2013 poverty rates using the Wisconsin Poverty Measure. Areas below the state average 
of 10.9 percent are blue, light yellow areas have no statistically significant difference from 10.9 percent, and orange areas 
are higher than 10.9 percent. See page 15 for further details. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


ur key finding is that while employment is modestly rising in Wisconsin, there was no reduction in 
poverty. In fact, poverty rates in Wisconsin actually rose between 2012 and 2013 under both the official 
poverty measure and the Wisconsin Poverty Measure (WPM). We find that state poverty rose between 


2012 and 2013, from 10.2 to 10.9 percent, under the WPM, which takes into account resources from tax credits 
and noncash benefits as well as earnings; the WPM remains about 2.5 percentage points below the official rate.  


While the benefits from the safety net (especially food support and refundable tax credits) played a large role in 
poverty reduction, other changes offset a good deal of these positive effects. Trends that decreased resources 
include a return of the payroll tax to pre-recession levels, increasing health care costs (especially for the 
elderly), and rising child care and other work-related expenses for families with children. 


Although the social safety net provided a buffer against poverty during the recession—and still makes a very big 
difference in countering poverty—the effects are beginning to level off or even shrink, both because of the weak 
recovery and because of changes in payroll taxes, medical expenses, and work-related expenses. This has left 
the longer-term WPM poverty measure more or less unchanged from 2009 to 2013. Hence progress against 
poverty is flattening out as the recovery remains fragile for low-income families. 
 
Additional findings of our report track how poverty has changed for children and the elderly, finding a 
surprising increase in elder poverty. We also examine poverty rates across regions within the state, revealing 
deep poverty in some areas, especially central Milwaukee and La Crosse, but with several other substate areas 
doing much better than the rest of Wisconsin.  
 
Because we believe that the long-term solution to poverty for the non-elderly is a secure job that pays well, not 
an indefinite income support program, it is troubling that the labor market rebound has not led to reductions in 
poverty in 2013 the way it did in 2012. It is a reminder of the importance of a safety net that enhances low 
earnings for families with children, puts food on the table, and encourages self-reliance—as Wisconsin’s safety 
net does—and in doing so makes a big difference in combatting poverty.  
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INTRODUCTION 


To understand poverty in Wisconsin, and the influence of both the economy and public policies on poverty, it is 
important to use appropriate poverty measures. We now have six years of data analyzing poverty according to 
the Wisconsin Poverty Measure (WPM), a measure that researchers at the Institute for Research on Poverty 
(IRP) at the University of Wisconsin–Madison have developed to better reflect a comprehensive set of needs 
and resources in Wisconsin. We can track how poverty has changed over the course of the Great Recession—the 
worst recession in the postwar era—and as the economy slowly recovers. Over this period, employment fell 
sharply in the state, with employment levels by the end of 2013 still lower than they were before the recession 
began. Both market forces and programs designed to enhance earnings and supplement the incomes of poor 
individuals and families affect poverty rates, as we discuss in this report.  


To provide a nuanced picture of economic hardship in Wisconsin, we employ three different measures for 
estimating poverty in the state from 2008 through 2013, as shown in Figure 1. The three measures are: a 
measure based on market (private) income only; the Census Bureau’s official poverty measure, which adds in 
the value of public cash benefits; and the Wisconsin Poverty Measure (WPM), which takes into account not only 
cash benefits but also noncash benefits and taxes.  


Figure 1. Wisconsin Poverty Rates under Three Measures, 2008–2013 


 
Source: IRP tabulations using 2008–2013 American Community Survey data. 


Notes: Market income includes earnings, investment income, private retirement income, child support, and other forms of 
private income. Both the market-income measure and the WPM are based on the WPM thresholds, definition of family 
unit, and treatment of work and medical expenses, which differ from the thresholds and methodologies of the official 
measure, as described in the methods section below. * = The difference between 2012 and 2013 was statistically significant 
for the official poverty measure. 


 


 







 


Under the market-income measure, which is based on private sources of income (mainly earnings, but also 
investment income and private pensions), we see that overall poverty rates increased during the recession, 
peaking in 2011, dropping in 2012, and remaining unchanged between 2012 and 2013. This is consistent with a 
slow employment recovery in Wisconsin (as summarized below and shown in Figure 2).  


Poverty estimates are much lower under the official measure as compared to the market-income measure, 
because official estimates include government cash transfers (e.g., Social Security, unemployment insurance, 
welfare cash payments) as well as market income. (The official measure also differs from the market-income 
and WPM measures in its poverty threshold and other methods, as discussed below.) Trends in poverty 
according to the official measure are similar to those shown by the market-income measure between 2008 and 
2012, but in 2013, market-income poverty stayed flat while official poverty rose from 12.8 to 13.4 percent, a 
statistically significant increase.  


The overall poverty rate as calculated by the WPM fell between 2008 and 2010, even as the cash-based 
measures were going up. One of the important differences between the more comprehensive WPM and the 
official measure is that the WPM takes into account changes in noncash benefits and tax credits. During the 
worst of the recession, the increase in noncash benefits and taxes offset the decrease in market income. Our 
annual reports focusing on 2009 and 2010 emphasized the success of policies intended to address the recession 
in keeping poverty from increasing. Since 2010, the WPM has wobbled up and down, with poverty falling as 
low as 10.2 percent in 2012, and most recently, increasingly to 10.9 percent in 2013, a statistically significant 
increase. We are not completely certain what is driving these trends, though they may reflect the fact that 
expansions to the safety net during the recession have contracted more rapidly than the economy has recovered.1 
Moreover, the recovery in Wisconsin remains fragile.  


Organization of this Report 


The remainder of this report expands upon the key findings from Figure 1 in the following manner. First, we 
consider Wisconsin’s economic and policy situation from 2008 to 2013, years of recession and a slowly 
emerging recovery. Second, we briefly discuss the methodology of the Wisconsin Poverty Measure and how it 
differs from the official poverty measure. Third, we examine results in 2013, and trends for the 2008 to 2013 
period, looking at poverty rates overall and for two vulnerable groups: children and the elderly. Fourth, we use 
the WPM to examine how public benefits (e.g., tax credits, nutrition assistance programs, housing policies) and 
expenses (medical and work-related) affect poverty. Finally, we present poverty rates across local regions in 
Wisconsin using the WPM. 


WISCONSIN’S ECONOMY AND PROGRAM PARTICIPATION DURING THE 
RECESSION 


The rise in poverty from 2008 to 2010, and subsequent decline, somewhat mirrors the decline and subsequent 
rise in employment levels in the state, although poverty trends tend to lag behind economic changes. After 
employment levels in Wisconsin fell dramatically between January 2008 and November 2009, Wisconsin 
experienced a job uptick from 2010 to 2013 (see Figure 2 below and note that job gains in both 2012 and 2013 
affected the 2013 poverty rate). By the end of 2013 (the period through which we measure poverty in this 


1For the full series of Wisconsin Poverty Reports, see http://www.irp.wisc.edu/research/wipoverty.htm. The full 
series includes an expanded discussion of methodologies and results, and technical appendices. Note that the same basic 
methodology was used in estimates for 2009 through 2012 (although some of the substate areas on which we report poverty 
changed between 2011 and 2012 due to changes in the geographic boundaries of the Public Use Microdata Areas [PUMAs] 
used by the Census Bureau). However, 2008 was estimated under a slightly older methodology. The 2008 estimates would 
be slightly higher if re-estimated under the new methodology (poverty was estimated under both methodologies in 2009 
and the overall poverty estimate in 2009 was 0.4 percentage points higher under the older methodology). However, the 
finding of insignificant change in poverty under the WPM between 2008 and 2009 is not affected by the small 
methodological refinements. 
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report), about two-thirds of the jobs lost during the Great Recession had been added back. Despite an increase in 
jobs during 2012 and 2013, there was no change in market income poverty between 2012 and 2013. Many of the 
new jobs created in Wisconsin are only part-time jobs in the low-wage service sector (e.g., retail, fast food 
industry) and this may be why jobs rose but poverty did not decline.2 And employment levels in November 2013 
(when the income and program data covered in this report end) were still 85,000 below the early 2008 pre-
recession peak.3  


Figure 2. Number of Individuals Employed and Monthly Job Gains/Losses in Wisconsin, 2007–2014 


 
 


Source: Seasonally adjusted Bureau of Labor Statistics data on total non-farm employment.  


Notes: The 2013 poverty rate is based on economic conditions from January 2012 through November 2013, because the 
American Community Survey (ACS) data for each year are collected throughout the calendar year, and include references 
to income over the previous 12 months, hence, data span a total of 23 months, as shown in the chart. For reference, the 
official recession began in December 2007 and ended in June 2009. 


 


2M. V. Levine, “Is Wisconsin Becoming a Low‐Wage Economy? Employment Growth in Low, Middle, and High 
Wage Occupations: 2000–2013,” Center for Economic Development Data Brief, University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee, 
October 2014.  


3Employment in November 2014, whose effects will be shown in next year’s report, was 75,000 more jobs than in 
November 2013, but the state is just short of the February 2008 peak of 2.96 million jobs. With the additional increase of 
jobs in 2014, it will be interesting to see in next year’s report whether poverty is reduced. 
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As unemployment and job loss rose in the recession and many of the unemployed remained out of work for six 
months or longer, caseloads for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly the Food 
Stamp Program, which is known as FoodShare in Wisconsin, but called SNAP in this report for simplicity) rose 
dramatically, in Wisconsin as well as in the nation. As shown in Figure 3, the rate of increase in Wisconsin was 
even larger than the national rate of increase; the number of people receiving SNAP benefits in Wisconsin more 
than doubled between January 2007 and January 2012 (an increase of 119 percent), compared to a 76 percent 
increase in the nation as a whole during the time considered. Between 2007 and 2012, the increase in SNAP 
caseloads was steeper outside of Milwaukee than in Milwaukee, a long-term high-poverty area. Over the past 
two years, the SNAP caseload has remained fairly flat, growing only 1 percent in Wisconsin between January 
2012 and November 2013, the time period covered by the 2013 ACS. In the last few months of 2013, SNAP 
caseloads have been falling slightly, which may be partly due to the recovering economy, but also may reflect 
the 14 percent decline in maximum SNAP benefits that occurred in November 2013, with the expiration of the 
temporary boost in benefits provided under federal legislation in 2009. The impact of this reduction will be seen 
in next year’s report.  


Figure 3. Changes in SNAP Benefit Caseloads in Wisconsin and the United States, 2006–2014 


 


Source: Data on SNAP participation are from the FoodShare data website of the Wisconsin Department of Health Services. 


Note: The number of cases in Wisconsin is shown on the left-hand scale of the y-axis, while that for the United States is on 
the right-hand scale of the y-axis.  


In the next section, we look briefly at commonly cited shortcomings of the official poverty measure developed 
by the Census Bureau and summarize the goals behind development of the Wisconsin Poverty Measure. 
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WHY IS THE WISCONSIN POVERTY MEASURE NEEDED? 


Researchers and policymakers have criticized the current official poverty measure for not accurately accounting 
for the contemporary needs and resources of American families, and have consequently called for improved 
measures. Critics assert that the official measure ignores noncash benefits and tax credits, uses an outdated (and 
substantially lower) poverty threshold based on a pattern of consumption in the 1960s, omits work-related 
expenses such as child care and health care costs, and fails to adjust for geographic differences in prices. After a 
National Academy of Sciences (NAS) panel offered an alternative method for measuring poverty that addresses 
many of these concerns, a number of scholars have developed alternative poverty measures based on the NAS 
method. In 2011, the federal government implemented the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM), which is very 
close to that recommended by the NAS committee.4  


While IRP’s efforts to develop an alternative poverty measure for Wisconsin are in line with these broader 
efforts, we contribute to the field by applying these measures to a local area (Wisconsin) in ways that reflect the 
characteristics and policy interests of the state, and by providing explicit and straightforward guidelines that 
other states and localities can use to develop their own measures. Wisconsin is an excellent site for a case study 
of alternative poverty measures because of the state’s historic importance as an experimental site for national 
policies. The research benefits from the support of the Wisconsin Community Action Program Association 
(WISCAP); the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning 
and Evaluation; and the University of Wisconsin–Madison. Finally, Wisconsin sees rich interactions of research 
and community life, largely because of the University of Wisconsin System’s adherence to the “Wisconsin 
Idea,” which is the principle that university research should improve state residents’ lives beyond the 
classroom.5 


METHODS AND DATA FOR MEASURING POVERTY UNDER THE WPM 


We use an analytical approach largely consistent with those employed in previous issues of the Wisconsin 
Poverty Report. As in previous reports, the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) is the 
primary data source for this report; specifically, a data extract from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 
(IPUMS) was used to analyze the 2012 ACS data (see source note in acknowledgements), and the IPUMS data 
were supplemented with state administrative data on participation in public assistance programs. While the SPM 
being developed at the federal level uses data from the Current Population Survey, our measure takes advantage 
of the relatively large sample sizes in the ACS data set in order to examine poverty in areas within the state.6  


We examine poverty in 28 areas in Wisconsin, including 13 large (more densely populated) counties and 
15 multicounty areas that encompass relatively small (less densely populated) counties. An additional advantage 
of the data is the inclusion of detailed housing information. While the data set used in our analysis is subject to 
limitations, such as a lack of information about SNAP benefit amounts, energy assistance, and public housing, it 


4In November 2011, the Census Bureau released the first results from the new SPM in K. Short, “The Research 
Supplemental Poverty Measure 2010: Consumer Income,” U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports P60-241, 
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. Available online at http://www.census.gov/prod/2011pubs/p60-
241.pdf. Subsequent reports using the same measure for 2012 and 2013 were released in 2013 and 2014, and are available 
online at http://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/p60-247.pdf and 
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/demo/p60-251.pdf.  


5For more about the Wisconsin Idea and the history of the Wisconsin Poverty Report, see T. M. Smeeding and J. 
Y. Marks, “The ‘Wisconsin Idea’ and Antipoverty Innovation,” Pathways: A Magazine on Poverty, Inequality, and Social 
Policy, Summer 2011, 18–21, at 
http://www.stanford.edu/group/scspi/_media/pdf/pathways/summer_2011/PathwaysSummer11_SmeedingMarks.pdf. 


6Differences in surveys and poverty measures for the United States and Wisconsin can be found in D. S. Johnson 
and T. M. Smeeding, “A Consumer’s Guide to Interpreting Various U.S. Poverty Measures,” Fast Focus 14, Institute for 
Research on Poverty, Madison, WI, May 2012, at http://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/fastfocus/pdfs/FF14-2012.pdf.  
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is the best available data for examining poverty at the local level, as we do in the current analysis. The issues 
stemming from data limitations have been alleviated by our effort to combine it with other data sources, 
including Wisconsin’s administrative data on program participation.  


The development of the WPM is in line with the development of almost all poverty measures in which poverty 
status is determined by comparing a measure of economic need to a measure of the economic resources 
available to meet that need. A poverty threshold (or measure of need) is the least amount of income deemed 
necessary to cover the basic expenses of the unit of people considered. Three major components commonly 
constitute poverty measures: the resource-sharing unit (and the universe of people included in those units), 
resources, and need. Next, we describe each of these components to demonstrate our approach to the WPM.  


The resource-sharing unit includes all persons who share the same residence and are also assumed to share 
income and consumption (called “family”). In the WPM we expand the definition of family used in the official 
poverty measure (which is restricted to married couples and their families), by including unmarried partners and 
their families, foster children, and unrelated minor children in our poverty unit. This procedure follows the 
National Academy of Sciences recommendations, although we depart from these by excluding single college 
students with annual earnings less than $5,000 because they likely have income from parents that was not 
recorded in our data and may therefore upwardly bias our poverty estimate. Excluding college students changes 
our estimate for Wisconsin’s overall poverty by 0.1 percentage points, but by a more substantial amount in 
college towns like Madison and La Crosse. 


While the official poverty measure considers nothing beyond pre-tax cash income as resources, the WPM 
incorporates a more comprehensive range of resources, including tax credits and noncash benefits such as SNAP 
and housing subsidies, and it adjusts for household needs, such as out-of-pocket medical costs and work-related 
expenses that include child care and transportation costs. Consistent with our goal of measuring poverty in 
Wisconsin, we include Wisconsin-specific public resources, such as the Wisconsin Homestead Tax Credit and 
the Wisconsin state Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), in addition to the federal EITC.  


To consider need, our poverty thresholds are constructed based on food, clothing, shelter, and other expenses, 
which are set at roughly the 33rd percentile of national consumption expenses for a two-child, two-adult family, 
with adjustments for prices in Wisconsin. This approach differs from the official poverty measure, which is 
based on three times the cost of a minimally adequate diet in the 1960s, with adjustments for inflation. To 
estimate the poverty threshold specific to Wisconsin, we begin with the current experimental federal poverty 
threshold published by the Census Bureau. In 2013, the national threshold was $27,047.7 Our baseline poverty 
threshold (i.e., the threshold for a two-child, two-adult family) for Wisconsin in 2013 was $24,406, about $285 
more than in 2012. The Wisconsin line is lower than the rest of the nation because the cost of living in 
Wisconsin is about 8 percent lower than for the nation as a whole. For comparison, the official U.S. poverty line 
for a two-child, two-adult family in 2013 was $23,624. 


In refining the measures of need, we calculated poverty thresholds for families of different sizes through the use 
of equivalence scales, which take account of differences in family size and other factors. We also made 
adjustments to the poverty thresholds based on differences in housing costs across regions in Wisconsin (owners 
with a mortgage, owners without a mortgage, and renters) and expected medical expenses (which vary across 
families based on health insurance status, presence of elders, family size, and health status). To determine 
whether or not a family—and individuals belonging to the family unit—could be considered poor, we compared 
their comprehensive measure of resources to the relevant threshold or measure of need.  


In summary, the WPM helps us to better understand the needs and resources of Wisconsin residents, as well as 
the impact of policies intended to reduce poverty by lowering expenses and/or increasing resources. 


7The Census Bureau has calculated four different versions of the NAS-based thresholds for 1999–2012, which can 
be found at http://www.census.gov/hhes/povmeas/data/nas/tables/2013/index.html. For the Wisconsin Poverty Measure, we 
used the version that included medical expenses and the repayment of mortgage principal for owned housing. 
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Specifically, we account for the effect of policies that help reduce out-of-pocket costs of working, and those that 
help reduce medical care expenses, such as BadgerCare.  


In the next section, we report our results, looking first at data for 2013. We look at poverty overall, and then turn 
to an examination of poverty for two vulnerable groups (children and the elderly). We then turn to poverty 
trends during the period from 2008 through 2013. 


POVERTY AND THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE SAFETY NET IN WISCONSIN, BY 
MEASURE AND POPULATION 


Wisconsin Poverty in 2013 


Under the market-income measure of poverty, which counts only earnings and other private income and ignores 
all government benefits and taxes, 24.4 percent of the state population as a whole and the same percentage of 
children living in families is poor, with more than half (51.4 percent) of the elderly considered poor. These are 
the three tallest bars in each segment of Figure 4 below. 


Figure 4. Poverty in Wisconsin in 2013 by Measure: Overall and for Children and the Elderly 


 
Source: IRP tabulations using 2013 American Community Survey data. 


Notes: Market income includes earnings, investment income, private retirement income, child support, and other forms of 
private income. Both the market-income measure and the WPM are based on the WPM thresholds, definition of family 
unit, and treatment of work and medical expenses, which differ from the thresholds and methodologies of the official 
measure, as described in the methods section above.  


Using the official poverty measure, which takes into account the effect of cash benefits such as Social Security 
and unemployment insurance, elderly poverty drops dramatically to 9.0 percent mainly due to cash benefits 
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under the Social Security program. Child poverty under the official measure is also lower than under the market-
income measure, but is much higher than the other age groups, with child poverty rates at 19.2 percent, in large 
part because few cash assistance benefits are currently provided to otherwise poor families with children in the 
United States. Under the official measure, overall poverty lies between the extremes of elderly and child 
poverty, and was 13.4 percent in 2013. 


Under the WPM, the last bar in each subset of Figure 4, child and elderly poverty rates still diverge but the 
differences are greatly reduced, with a poverty rate of 11.8 percent for children and 10.0 percent for the elderly. 
Overall poverty is between these at 10.9 percent. The primary reasons that child poverty was lower under the 
WPM than in official statistics is that families with children are eligible for a broader range of tax credits (e.g., 
the Earned Income Tax Credit is primarily for families with children), and also have markedly higher take-up 
rates of SNAP and other noncash safety net programs than do individuals without children. In addition, the 
WPM, unlike the official measure, counts the income of unmarried partners as contributing to family resources; 
this consideration by the WPM makes a substantial difference in estimating child poverty because many poor 
children live with single mothers and their unmarried partners. In contrast, elderly poverty is higher under the 
WPM than it is according to official measures, mainly because these individuals have out-of-pocket medical 
expenses that exceed their noncash benefits, which are not considered by the official measure. 


Trends in Wisconsin Poverty, 2008 to 2013 


As already shown in Figure 1, poverty under the WPM was higher in 2013 than in 2012, with a fairly similar 
increase in the official measure (and no change in the market-income measure).8 Specifically, in this seventh 
annual Wisconsin Poverty Report, we find that, according to the WPM, poverty rose from 10.2 to 10.9 percent 
between 2012 and 2013, bringing the WPM back to about the same rate as in 2011 and 2009. This leaves 
Wisconsin with an overall poverty rate below the official level, but with no real progress against poverty since 
the declared end of the Great Recession in 2009. The fragility of the recovery as well as reductions in noncash 
benefits and tax related credits appears to have muted the decline in Wisconsin poverty, leaving the state with an 
uncertain plateau in poverty as of this report.  


Child poverty rates, shown in Figure 5, increase under all three measures, although the apparent increase in the 
WPM (11.0 to 11.8 percent) is not large enough to be statistically significant, given the sampling error around 
the estimate. The gap between the WPM child poverty rate and the official rate is now 7.4 percentage points 
(11.8 percent as compared with 19.2 percent), which is the largest gap we have seen over the past six years. 
Although the three measures of child poverty are quite different in levels, they show the same basic trends 
between 2010 and 2013: child poverty rose in 2011, fell in 2012, and then increased again in 2013. Changes in 
market income, which essentially capture changes in employment and earnings, appear to be driving the trends 
in child poverty between 2010 and 2013. Both market-income poverty and WPM poverty rose by 0.8 percentage 
points in 2013. Children got some boost from the recovering economy in 2012, but that boost appears to have 
dissipated in 2013.While families with children continued to benefit from some of the program expansions 
under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), it was not enough to protect them against 
the rising market-income poverty of their parents in 2013. 


In contrast, at the start of the recession, the WPM shows different trends from those shown by the two cash-
based measures. Between 2009 and 2010, earnings fell sharply, but SNAP benefits rose as more families 
qualified for assistance and as both SNAP and the federal EITC and other refundable tax benefits were 


8Published Census Bureau reports show a statistically insignificant increase in poverty rates in Wisconsin between 
2012 and 2013. Our estimates of official poverty rates are similar to the published rates for 2013, but our estimates for 2012 
were lower (and thus we find a larger increase between 2012 and 2013 than shown in the published rates). See A. Bishaw 
and K. Fontenot, “Poverty: 2012 and 2013,” American Community Survey Brief No. 13-01, available at 
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/acs/acsbr13-01.pdf. Our estimates are based on the 
IPUMS, which, like other public versions of the ACS data, are based on a 40 percent sample of the original data underlying 
the published Census Bureau reports, and sampling error explains some of the difference in our estimates.  
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expanded under the ARRA. (Because the state EITC is tied to a percentage of the federal EITC, the state EITC 
also increased; however, the growth in the state EITC was offset by state action to reduce the state EITC, 
effective in tax year 2011 and continuing.) As these programs expanded, child poverty as measured under the 
WPM actually declined, despite the worsening economy and increase in market-income poverty (see Figure 5). 
Child poverty in 2010 was still higher than poverty for other age groups, but it was low relative to other years. 


Figure 5. Child Poverty Rates in Wisconsin under Different Poverty Measures, 2008–2013 


 
Source: IRP tabulations using 2008–2013 American Community Survey data. 


Note: * = The difference between 2012 and 2013 was statistically significant for the official poverty measure.  


Between 2012 and 2013, elderly poverty in Wisconsin jumped from 6.2 to 9.0 percent using the official 
measure, and the WPM rose almost as much, from 7.4 to 10.0 percent, as shown below in Figure 6. Such a large 
jump in elderly poverty is somewhat unusual. Individuals age 65 and older are less likely to be employed than 
younger individuals, and thus are generally less affected by recessions or by changes in tax policy. We plan to 
examine poverty statistics for 2014 closely, to determine whether the higher levels among this group are 
observed in 2014 as well.  


The low-market-income elderly are mainly taken out of poverty by Social Security benefits, as each new 
generation of elders have higher earnings and therefore receive higher Social Security benefits than the previous 
generation. Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits, which provide supplemental assistance to elderly 
whose earnings history leaves them with scant Social Security benefits, also help raise low-income elderly 
above the poverty line. Between 2012 and 2013, inflation adjustments for the expense-based poverty line for the 
WPM increased by more than the cost-of-living adjustments (COLA) for Social Security and SSI benefits from 
2012 to 2013. And, because there are a fairly large number of elderly individuals and couples whose incomes 
are just slightly above the poverty line, small changes in inflation adjustments can move them from one side of 
the poverty line to the other, as appears to have happened in 2013 in Wisconsin. In addition, the rise in medical 
out-of-pocket expenses was greater than the increase in Social Security benefits in 2012 and 2013, hence eating 
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up a larger fraction of elder incomes. These factors contributed to the WPM poverty rate among the elderly 
rising to its highest level since we began measuring poverty under the WPM in 2008, as shown below in 
Figure 6. 


Figure 6. Elderly Poverty Rates in Wisconsin under Different Poverty Measures, 2008–2013 


 
Source: IRP tabulations using 2008–2013 American Community Survey data. 


Note: * = The difference between 2012 and 2013 was statistically significant for both measures. 


Using the Wisconsin Poverty Measure to Assess the Effect of Policies on Poverty  


The WPM allows us to examine the economic effects of a wider range of policies aimed at the poor than does 
the official poverty measure. Partly as a result of welfare reform and the growing importance of earnings, even 
at low-paid jobs, the majority of the expansion in public benefits in Wisconsin during and since the recession 
has been in the form of noncash programs and tax-related benefits tied to work activities, rather than cash 
transfer programs. And so, it is important to document the effects of these noncash and tax benefits on poverty.  


In this section, we estimate what poverty rates would have been if we had not considered noncash and tax 
benefit receipts, or work-related resources/expenses and medical resources/expenses. Noncash and tax benefits 
lower poverty rates by increasing disposable income, as do public housing and energy benefits. Meanwhile, 
higher expenses for child care, work, and medical care move in the opposite direction to raise poverty. Hence 
we indirectly show the impact of policies designed to reduce these expenses on poverty, because such policies 
are as important as safety net programs in improving the economic well-being of low-income families.  


Among the benefit programs examined in this analysis, SNAP benefits had the greatest impact on reducing 
overall poverty in 2013, with SNAP reducing the percentage of people in poverty by approximately 
2 percentage points in each of the past few years (Figure 7). The second largest effect was from tax provisions 
such as the EITC, but here the effects were lower in 2013 than in 2010 to 2012. In earlier years, there was the 
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Making Work Pay tax credit (which was in effect in 2009 and 2010) and the 2 percentage point reduction in 
payroll taxes (which was in effect in 2011 and 2012); neither were in effect in 2013, and as a result, the net 
effect of taxes and tax credits was less likely to lift the working poor out of poverty in 2013 than in 2012.  


Figure 7. Effects of Taxes, Public Benefits, and Expenses on Overall Poverty in Wisconsin, 2008–2013 


 
Source: IRP tabulations using 2008–2013 American Community Survey data. 


Note: SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, also known as “FoodShare” in Wisconsin. To simplify the 
figure, effects averaged over two years are shown for 2008–2009 and 2010–2011; for year-to-year impacts in 2008–2011, 
see earlier Wisconsin Poverty Reports. 


Both taxes and SNAP had a larger impact on reducing child poverty than overall poverty. This was particularly 
true in 2013, when tax-related provisions reduced child poverty by 4.4 percentage points and SNAP benefits 
reduced child poverty by 4.0 percentage points (see Figure 8). The net impact of the EITC and other tax 
provisions had a somewhat smaller effect in 2013 than in the earlier years, but was still quite substantial. As 
noted above, various tax provisions have changed over the course of the recession. In contrast, the effects of 
FoodShare/SNAP on child poverty were as high as at the peak of the recession.  


Taxes had a negligible effect on elderly poverty, and SNAP benefits reduced elderly poverty by 0.8 percentage 
points during 2013, much less than for children (see Figure 9). This pattern of tax effects is expected because the 
largest tax credits are focused on working individuals who are parents of minor children; and SNAP benefits are 
also more generous to larger families. Housing and energy assistance provide modest assistance to all groups, 
reducing poverty by 1.0 percentage point or less in any year, but with the strongest effects for families with 
children. 
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Figure 8. Effects of Taxes, Public Benefits, and Expenses on Child Poverty in Wisconsin, 2008–2013 


Source: IRP tabulations using 2008–2012 American Community Survey data. 


Note: SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. To simplify the figure, effects averaged over two years are 
shown for 2008–2009 and 2010–2011; for year-to-year impacts in 2008–2011, see earlier reports.  


Work expenses and medical expenses have negative impacts on poverty; that is, the poverty rates are higher 
after one takes into account the loss of resources spent in these areas. The logic is simple: one has to incur costs 
for working in order to have the earnings that are supplemented by refundable tax credits that are based on these 
earnings. The negative impact of work expenses on poverty rose substantially in 2013 compared to 2010 to 
2012. One would expect that the effects of work-related expenses like child care should be larger as the 
economy recovers and more families have earnings and associated work expenses; what is somewhat puzzling 
here is that the increase was not apparent in 2012, but rather in 2013.9 As might be expected, the effects were 
larger on families with children (Figure 8) than overall (Figure 7) or for the elderly (Figure 9).  


While medical expenses increased poverty for all groups, the effects of medical expenses were felt more acutely 
by the elderly, who are more likely to be in need of costlier and sustained medical care. In general, out-of-pocket 
medical expenses (e.g., insurance premiums, co-payments for medical services, prescription and over-the-
counter drugs, and uninsured medical expenses) present a significant challenge for the low-income elderly and 
these costs continue to rise in Wisconsin and elsewhere. Medical costs increased elder poverty rates by 
3.6 percentage points in 2013, almost a full percentage point negative effect compared to 2012 (Figure 9). Public 


9Our estimates of child care expenses rely on imputations (using data from the Current Population Survey) and the 
use of such imputations may contribute to some variability in year-to-year patterns. Still, the increased negative impact of 
work-related expenses on poverty is consistent with rising costs for work-related expenses like child care in an economy 
with more people working yet flat or falling wages for low-skill workers. The steady decline in public spending on child 
care subsidies under the Wisconsin Shares program since 2008 also may contribute to rising out-of-pocket work expenses.  
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policies designed to increase the coverage of medical expenses for the low-income elderly can help to alleviate 
the economic hardship felt by this group, but the negative impact of high medical expenses on elderly poverty 
seen in 2013 is the largest since the WPM began in 2008. 


Figure 9. Effects of Taxes, Public Benefits, and Expenses on Elderly Poverty in Wisconsin, 2008–2013 


 
Source: IRP tabulations using 2008–2013 American Community Survey data. 


Note: SNAP = Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program. To simplify the figure, effects averaged over two years are 
shown for 2008–2009 and 2010–2011; for year-to-year impacts in 2008–2011, see earlier reports.  
 


Altogether, the net poverty-increasing effects of work and medical expenses were far less than the poverty-
alleviating effects of noncash benefits, overall and especially for children where the largest antipoverty effects 
were from SNAP and refundable taxes in 2013. For elders, medical cost increases swamped the sum of all 
noncash benefits and hence led to the larger rise in the WPM rate than that found in the official measure.  


Poverty within Wisconsin: Poverty Rates by County or Multicounty Substate Areas  


A significant strength of the WPM is its ability to portray poverty across regions within the state. Our 
categorization of substate areas includes 13 large counties and 15 multicounty areas that encompass the 
remaining areas of the state. While some of the multicounty areas comprise only two counties (e.g., Sauk and 
Columbia), others require as many as 7 to 10 of the more-rural counties in order to reach a sufficient sample size 
to obtain reliable estimates.  


As shown in Table 1 below, our analysis of substate areas reveals that the overall poverty rate hides substantial 
variations in poverty across Wisconsin regions. Estimates for poverty rates using the WPM for these substate 
areas range from 18.2 percent in Milwaukee County to 5.0 percent in Waukesha County and the Fond du 
Lac/Calumet multicounty area. As shown in Map 1, Milwaukee County and La Crosse County were the only 
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places with rates significantly higher than the state average of 10.9 percent. Milwaukee County shows the 
highest poverty rate in the state, with a rate of 18.2 percent. Meanwhile, eleven areas have rates that are 
significantly lower than the statewide rate, including the counties of Waukesha and Fond du Lac/Calumet 
(5.0 percent); Ozaukee/Washington (5.7 percent); and St. Croix and Dunn (6.7 percent).  


Table 1. Wisconsin WPM Poverty Rates by County or Multicounty Area with Upper and Lower 
Bounds, 2013 


  


Wisconsin 
Poverty 


Measure (%) 


Confidence 
Interval: 


Lower Bound 
(%) 


Confidence 
Interval: Upper 


Bound (%) 


Difference 
from State 
Average 


County 
    Milwaukee  18.2 16.6 19.8 Higher 


Dane (Madison)  11.2 9.9 12.5 NS 
Waukesha  5.0 3.8 6.2 Lower 
Brown (Green Bay)  10.7 8.1 13.3 NS 
Racine  10.4 6.9 13.8 NS 
Kenosha  10.9 7.6 14.1 NS 
Rock (Janesville)  9.6 6.4 12.7 NS 
Marathon (Wausau)  8.7 5.5 11.9 NS 
Sheboygan  8.5 5.9 11.1 NS 
La Crosse  17.6 13.1 22.0 Higher 
Outagamie (Appleton) 8.1 5.6 10.6 NS 
Winnebago (Oshkosh) 13.7 9.9 17.5 NS 
Walworth (Whitewater) 14.1 11.2 16.9 NS 


Multicounty Area 
    Washington & Ozaukee (West Bend) 5.7 3.6 7.7 Lower 


Sauk & Columbia (Baraboo) 11.3 7.1 15.6 NS 
Dodge & Jefferson 8.9 6.8 11.0 NS 
Manitowoc & Kewaunee 9.1 6.5 11.7 NS 
Fond du Lac & Calumet 5.0 3.3 6.7 Lower 
St. Croix & Dunn 6.7 4.7 8.7 Lower 
Eau Claire & Chippewa (South) 10.4 7.5 13.3 NS 
Barron, Polk, Clark & Chippewa (North) 9.2 7.1 11.2 NS 
Marinette, Oconto, Door & Florence 8.8 6.6 11.0 NS 
Central Sands—Wood, Portage, Juneau & Adams 10.1 8.3 11.9 NS 
Oneida, Lincoln, Vilas, Langlade & Forest 9.5 7.3 11.7 NS 
Grant, Green, Iowa, Richland & Lafayette 9.6 7.7 11.4 NS 
East Central Wisconsin 9.0 6.9 11.1 NS 
West Central Wisconsin—Northern Mississippi Region 8.0 6.3 9.7 Lower 
Northwest Wisconsin 11.3 9.4 13.2 NS 


State Total  10.9 10.4 11.4 
 Source: IRP tabulations of 2013 American Community Survey data.  


Notes: NS = Not statistically significant. In this analysis, each region’s difference from the state average was assessed as not 
statistically significant if the 90 percent confidence intervals for each region’s statistics and the state’s overall statistics overlap.  
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Map 1. Wisconsin Counties and Multicounty Areas with 2013 WPM Poverty Rates Above or Below the 
State Rate of 10.9 Percent 


 
Source: IRP tabulations of 2013 American Community Survey data.  


Note: WPM = Wisconsin Poverty Measure.  


Poverty estimates for some regions within the state’s largest counties can also be assessed by taking advantage 
of relatively large sample sizes for ACS data. Poverty rates examined across subcounty regions within 
Wisconsin show variations in poverty rates that are more dramatic within counties than across the 28 areas in the 
state. For instance, within Milwaukee County, overall poverty rates ranged from about 7.9 percent in one 
southern subcounty area to 29.4 percent in the central city of Milwaukee in 2013, suggesting a significant 
segregation of the poor and the rich within that county. The differences in child poverty in Milwaukee were 
even larger, ranging from 3.7 percent in northeastern Milwaukee County to over 38.5 percent in the north-
central area of the city of Milwaukee. Furthermore, Milwaukee is surrounded by wealthy suburban counties to 


Wisconsin Poverty Report, April 2015 15 







 


the north and west, where overall poverty rates are also notably below the state average (e.g., Waukesha County 
at 5.0 percent and Ozaukee/Washington counties at 5.7 percent).  


CONCLUSION 


The Wisconsin Poverty Measure provides important insights into poverty in Wisconsin as we recover slowly 
from the Great Recession, in part because the WPM includes noncash benefits and refundable taxes, both of 
which increased in importance during the recession. The WPM also incorporates other features that better reflect 
the characteristics, concerns, and interests of our state. In doing so, it demonstrates the importance of using an 
improved measure of poverty to examine the antipoverty impacts of the economy and of all major public 
policies and not just cash benefits alone. At the same time, it provides estimates across different regions and 
subgroups within Wisconsin, thus pointing to areas such as central city Milwaukee, where poverty is unusually 
high. 


Despite an increase in employment in 2013, market-income poverty remained flat, and both official poverty and 
WPM poverty measures showed an increase in poverty. This increase is unexpected in a time of economic 
recovery, and suggests that the recovery remains fragile for low-income families. Some of the increase is driven 
by increases in elderly poverty, which may be sensitive to the inflation adjustments used in cost-of-living 
adjustments for Social Security and SSI benefits. Changes in the payroll tax, which increased on January 1, 
2013, to its normal, pre-recession level, also contribute to the increase in poverty among working families as 
measured by the WPM. Taken as a whole, the net impact of taxes is to reduce poverty, but not by as much as 
they did in 2012. Moreover, the positive benefits of tax credits and SNAP in reducing poverty are offset by 
increasing health care costs (especially for the elderly) and child care and other work-related costs for low-wage 
working families.  


Our key finding is that while jobs and earnings are modestly rising in Wisconsin, they are not helping to reduce 
poverty, at least not in 2013. While the social safety net provided a buffer against poverty during the recession 
and still makes a substantial difference in poverty—with the SNAP program having particularly large impacts—
the effects are beginning to level off or even shrink. This lessening impact of the safety net occurred both 
because of the recovery and because of the return to pre-recession levels in payroll taxes and other benefit 
changes. This has left the longer-term WPM poverty measure more or less flat from 2009 to 2013.  


Because we believe that the long-term solution to poverty for the able bodied non-elderly is a secure job that 
pays well, not an indefinite income support program, these results question our hope that as the economy slowly 
climbs back from the recession, increases in earnings will reduce market-income poverty. Most of the jobs 
created in 2012 to 2013 were in low-wage occupations, many in part-time jobs, which do not by themselves 
achieve the objective of effectively pulling low-educated working adults and their children above the poverty 
line, even with the help of refundable tax credits and SNAP.  


In this report, the WPM was also used to estimate the extent to which specific noncash benefits and tax-related 
provisions or medical and work-related expenses affect poverty. Results suggest that SNAP and tax credits have 
been particularly effective in reducing the state’s poverty rate, especially for families with children. We also 
examined poverty rates across regions in the state, revealing deep poverty in some areas, including Milwaukee 
County as a whole, and especially in the central city of Milwaukee. The WPM could also be used to examine 
other demographic groups, such as racial and ethnic groups, especially minority children in Milwaukee and 
Dane counties, were there resources available to do so.  


It is important for researchers and policymakers to ask not only whether an income support policy was effective 
in reducing poverty, but also what better solutions might alleviate longer-term poverty as we emerge from the 
recession. Long-term poverty solutions for working families should include better employment opportunities 
and higher-quality jobs with wages and employer benefits that can meet family needs and increase economic 
self-sufficiency. Long-term solutions also need to include a continuation of work supports such as Medicaid and 
SNAP, as well as child care and other policies to reduce work-related expenses for families with children. In 
addition, the recent increase in elderly poverty highlights the importance of continuing to pay attention to 
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medical costs and the adequacy of Social Security benefits for low-income seniors. Despite national reports of 
slowing medical care cost increases, they still exceed the rate of increase in overall prices and incomes. And so 
rising out-of-pocket health care for elders continues to push more into poverty as their Social Security benefits 
rise by less than their medical costs.  


Our Wisconsin Poverty Project is one of the first comprehensive statewide implementations of the National 
Academy of Sciences-based alternative poverty measures and, as such, the study makes unique contributions to 
our understanding of the effects of policy on poverty. Furthermore, we are strongly committed to refining our 
methods as the Census Bureau and other poverty researchers produce new findings about the federal 
Supplemental Poverty Measure and as we learn more from other poverty measurement research at the state, 
local, and federal levels.10  


 


  


10For a more thorough academic discussion of the Wisconsin Poverty Project and its importance, see Y. Chung, J. 
Isaacs, and T. M. Smeeding, 2013, “Advancing Poverty Measurement and Policy: Evidence from Wisconsin during the 
Great Recession,” Social Service Review 87(3, September): 525–555. 
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As America recovers slowly from the Great Reces-
sion, many of our fellow citizens remain mired in 
poverty. Economic trends, cultural changes, and 


changes in family and marriage patterns are combining 
in new ways that make it harder for those born on the 
bottom rungs of the economic ladder to lift themselves 
up. Poverty is changing, and policy responses must  
change too. 


One ray of hope is that Republicans and Democrats are 
increasingly talking about the intertwined problems of 
poverty and opportunity. But even if all agree that Amer-
ica must act, our growing political polarization and legis-
lative gridlock make action seem ever less likely with each 
passing year. 


The only way forward, we believe, is to work together. No 
side has a monopoly on the truth, but each side can block 
legislative action. We therefore created a working group 
of top experts on poverty, evenly balanced between pro-
gressives and conservatives (and including a few cen-
trists). We obtained sponsorship and financial support 
from the American Enterprise Institute, the Brookings 
Institution, the Annie E. Casey Foundation, and the Ford 
Foundation. We worked together for fourteen months, 
drawing on principles designed to maximize civility, trust, 
and open-mindedness within the group. We knew that the 
final product would reflect compromises made by people 
of good will and differing views.


This is our report. In addition to the political diversity of its 
authors, our report is unusual in a second way: it is based 
on shared values. While working together, we discovered 
that the key to our cooperation was to recognize that pol-
icy is often infused with moral values, and we identified 
three that we believe all Americans share: opportunity, 
responsibility, and security. We explain these values in 
the first chapter of the report, and we show how our rec-
ommendations will help America and its citizens live up 
to these values. In Chapter 2, we offer a state-of-the-art 
review of what we know about poverty in America today, 
including several alarming trends that current policies 
either aren’t improving or are actively making worse.


The third way our report is unusual is that we identify three 
domains of life that interlock so tightly that they must be 
studied and improved together: family, work, and educa-
tion. Those topics comprise Chapters 3, 4, and 5 of the 
report. In brief, we make twelve recommendations (each 
explained more fully in the report): 


To strengthen families in ways that will prepare children 
for success in education and work:


1) Promote a new cultural norm surrounding parent-
hood and marriage.


2) Promote delayed, responsible childbearing.
3) Increase access to effective parenting education.
4) Help young, less-educated men and women prosper 


in work and family. 


To improve the quantity and quality of work in ways that will 
better prepare young people—men as well as women—to 
assume the responsibilities of adult life and parenthood:


1) Improve skills to get well-paying jobs.
2) Make work pay more for the less educated.
3) Raise work levels among the hard-to-employ, 


 including the poorly educated and those with        
criminal records.


4) Ensure that jobs are available.


To improve education in ways that will better help poor 
children avail themselves of opportunities for self- 
advancement:


1) Increase public investment in two underfunded 
 stages of education: preschool and postsecondary.


2) Educate the whole child to promote social-emo-
tional and character development as well as  
academic skills.


3) Modernize the organization and accountability of 
education.


4) Close resource gaps to reduce education gaps.


In our final chapter, we discuss the costs of our propos-
als, and how the nation might pay for this comprehensive 
approach to reducing poverty and enhancing opportuni-
ty. We close with a call for America to live up to its noble 
identity and highest values, or, in the words of Abraham 
Lincoln: “to clear paths of laudable pursuit for all; to afford 
all an unfettered start, and a fair chance, in the race of life.”


Executive Summary











Chapter 1: Introduction


In 1931, the writer James Truslow Adams coined the term 
“The American Dream.” His definition holds up well today. 
The dream, he said, is of a land in which:


life should be better and richer and fuller for every-
one, with opportunity for each according to ability or 
achievement. It is a difficult dream for the European 
upper classes to interpret adequately, and too many 
of us ourselves have grown weary and mistrustful 
of it. It is not a dream of motor cars and high  wages 
merely, but a dream of social order in which each 
man and each woman shall be able to attain to the 
fullest stature of which they are … capable, and be 
recognized by others for what they are, regardless of 
the fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.1
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Today, many Americans fear that our country is 
no longer a land of opportunity. Although social 
mobility overall seems not to have decreased in 


recent decades,2 there is evidence that it is lower in Amer-
ica than in many other advanced economies.3 Scholars 
on both the left and the right are also increasingly worried 
that children growing up today in lower-income families 
have fewer social supports and pathways into the mid-
dle class than in past generations. As Robert Putnam 
showed in his recent book Our Kids,4 children from well-
to-do families today enjoy more material, emotional, and 
educational support than ever before, but children from 
low-income families often grow up in homes, schools, and 
communities that are in disarray. Charles Murray reached 
similar conclusions in Coming Apart.5


The trends aren’t entirely bleak, and poor children today 
are better off in several ways than they were a few decades 
ago. They have better access to healthcare, fewer of them 
are born to teen mothers, their parents have more educa-
tion, they are exposed to fewer environmental toxins and 
violence, and fewer live in foster care. We should celebrate 
these advances. But the circumstances and outcomes 
of upper-income children have improved even more rap-
idly, leading to ever-widening inequality in the human and 
financial resources that boost child development. And on 
a few important factors, such as family stability, the cir-
cumstances of poor children have gotten worse. 


The reasons for the increasing gaps between childhoods 
in different social classes are many and intertwined, 
including: the loss of manufacturing jobs, stagnating 
wages for workers without a college degree, labor-saving 


technological changes, changing relationships between 
workers and management, the increasing importance of 
education and training in a post-industrial economy, a less 
energetic civil society, high rates of incarceration, weaker 
attachment to the labor force among less-educated men, 
and the rising prevalence of single-parent families among 
the less-educated.


The poor prospects for children born into poor fami-
lies are an urgent national concern. This state of affairs 
contradicts our country’s founding ideals. It weakens 
the promise that inspired so many immigrants to uproot 
themselves from everything familiar to seek freedom, 
self-determination, and better lives for their children in 
America. It holds particularly grave implications for the 


wellbeing of blacks and for the future of racial equality so 
courageously fought for over the course of generations.


At its best, the American credo of freedom and individual 
initiative has been uniquely able to unleash the energy and 
imagination of its citizens, inspiring them, as Adams put it, 
“to attain to the fullest stature of which they are capable.”6 
For many American families—including many low-income 
families—that dream is still possible. But large numbers 
of children live in disadvantaged and often chaotic homes 
and communities, attend schools that don’t prepare them 
to navigate an increasingly complex economy, and have 
parents (often a single parent) who work in low-wage jobs 
with variable and uncertain hours. The massive waste and 
loss of this human potential costs the United States in 
economic terms, and it is a tragedy in human terms. Most 
Americans would agree that we can do better. 


The massive waste and loss of this 
human potential costs the United States 
in economic terms, and it is a tragedy 
in human terms. Most Americans would 
agree that we can do better.“
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The political difficulty arises when we turn to solutions. 
Most new ideas for helping the poor are controversial and 
expensive, and when one political party offers a proposal, 
the other party usually disagrees with its premises or 
specifics. The parties often have deep philosophical dif-
ferences, but research also shows that the mere fact that 
one party proposes an idea can motivate partisans on the 
other side to dismiss it.7 And yet, points of agreement are 
emerging that could serve as a foundation for consensus. 
Most Americans and their political representatives tend to 
agree on several key points. First, for able-bodied Amer-
icans, it is far better to earn money than to depend on 
public assistance, although economic conditions some-
times prevent people from becoming self-sufficient. Sec-
ond, children are on average better off growing up with 
two parents committed to each other for the long term, 
an arrangement most likely to occur within the context 
of marriage. And third, our schools don’t adequately pre-
pare the young for the economic and social environment 
in which they must make their way.


THE AEI-BROOKINGS WORKING GROUP


The authors of this report have come together to build 
on that consensus and propose a plan of action that will 
reduce poverty and improve opportunities for those at 
the bottom. Our report has three distinctive features. The 
first is the diversity of our perspectives and experiences. 
Some of us have served in Republican administrations or 
closely advised Republican candidates; others have done 
the same for Democrats. Some of us identify as conser-
vatives, others as progressives, and others as centrists 
or nonpartisans. Some of us are economists, others 
are sociologists, others are psychologists. We share an 
intense belief that poverty and opportunity are profoundly 
consequential and that our nation’s future prosperity and 
our common humanity compel us to work together to find 
credible strategies to reduce poverty and increase eco-
nomic mobility. 


Most of us have spent our careers studying and evalu-
ating the many policies tried since the War on Poverty 
began in the 1960s. We agree that some of those policies 


had disappointing results, but even the failures have 
taught us important lessons. We also agree that many of 
these programs and policies have worked as intended, 
demonstrating the value of public policy that is carefully 
implemented and evaluated. As policy analysts and social 
scientists, we share a commitment to collecting empirical 
evidence and then developing and revising public policy 
based on that evidence. We differ on many issues. Yet 
while working together for the past year, we have come 
to respect one another’s sincerity and value each other’s 
ideas. 


The second unique feature of our report is that we con-
sider three major domains of life simultaneously: family, 
work, and education. Many individuals and groups have 
addressed each of these challenges separately. But as 
we show in this report, they are highly interconnected. 
Improving family stability helps children succeed in 
school; improving the fit between schools and jobs helps 
teenagers transition into the labor force; when young 
people can find work that pays well, they create more sta-
ble families, and the cycle continues. In each of our three 
main chapters—on family, work, and education—we illus-
trate these and many other links, and we propose policies 
that create synergies among the three domains. 


Our report’s third distinctive feature is that it is grounded 
in values—the three broadly shared American values of 
opportunity, responsibility, and security. Focusing on 
these shared values has made it easier for us to work 
together and find many points of agreement. If our diverse 
group can come together to support a comprehensive 
and far-reaching set of proposals, based on shared val-
ues, we believe our report can find support across the 
political spectrum in Washington and in state capitals. 


AMERICAN VALUES: OPPORTUNITY, RESPONSIBILITY, 
AND SECURITY


When people talk about family, work, and education, they 
often talk as much about morals as about facts and pol-
icies. Citizens and politicians from the left and the right 
often invoke different values, which are linked to different 
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theories about what causes poverty. But rather than 
become paralyzed by these conflicts, we believe that 
differences can be fruitful. Neither side has a monopoly 
on the truth; neither side has a complete explanation for 
poverty; neither side fully understands what factors pro-
mote economic mobility. A comprehensive approach to 
the problem should draw on the best ideas from all sides. 


We were particularly heartened when the same three val-
ues recurred throughout our discussions: opportunity, 
responsibility, and security. The vast majority of Americans 
endorse these three values, at least in principle. When 
policy recommendations are grounded firmly in these 
widely shared values, they become more immediately 
understandable and more politically achievable. Because 
we have crafted our discussions of family, education, and 
work in terms of these values, we must explain what we 
mean by them before we present our recommendations.


OPPORTUNITY


The concept of “opportunity” draws nearly universal sup-
port among Americans, and it’s the core concept of the 
American Dream. We endorse Truslow Adams’ definition 
of opportunity as the state of affairs when “each man and 
each woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of 
which they are capable,” regardless of the circumstances 
of their birth.8 America didn’t initially offer opportunity, in 
this sense, to all its residents. Any American whose skin 
wasn’t white was subject to severe discrimination, often 
supported and sometimes even promoted by govern-
ment. But the Civil War and, much later, the civil rights 
movement and other rights movements have brought us 
closer to our ideal. We now broadly agree that discrimi-
nation against anyone on the basis of race, sex, religion, 
or sexual orientation is unacceptable, even if it remains 
much too common in practice.


Of course, in a free society with a free market, some 
families will end up far wealthier than others, and some 
parents will be more inclined or more able than others to 
prepare their children to grasp the opportunities that will 
come their way. Children don’t begin life or education at 


the same starting line, and the question of how much the 
government should do to narrow the gaps in opportunity 
is a difficult one. Progressives generally believe that gov-
ernment should be more active and can be more effec-
tive than do conservatives. But this difference shouldn’t 
obscure the fact that nearly all Americans would pre-
fer to live in a society in which opportunities for self- 
advancement are more widely available, especially to 
those at the bottom of the income distribution, than is 
now the case.9


RESPONSIBILITY


America is a free society, but freedom comes with respon-
sibilities. Responsibility is the state of being accountable 
for things over which one has control, or has a duty of 
care. Family life is a network of mutual responsibilities. 
So is work life. So is democratic citizenship. When peo-
ple fail in their responsibilities, they should shoulder the 
blame—unless it’s clear that they tried hard to meet their 
responsibilities but were overwhelmed by forces beyond 
their control. 


The values of responsibility and opportunity are closely 
linked in the American mind. We can see the link in a line 
from President Clinton’s 1993 Labor Day speech that has 
had bipartisan resonance:


We’ll think of the faith of our parents that was in-
stilled in us here in America, the idea that if you work 
hard and play by the rules, you’ll be rewarded with a 
good life for yourself and a better chance for your 
children.10


The converse of this assertion is that if you fail to be 
responsible—if you don’t work hard or don’t play by the 
rules, then you aren’t entitled to a reward. These linked 
values of responsibility and opportunity were the linch-
pins of the bipartisan welfare reform law of 1996—whose 
official name included both “Personal Responsibility” and 
“Opportunity.”11
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Americans have always broadly agreed that as many peo-
ple as possible should be able to support themselves and 
their children. Public policies should aim to reduce pov-
erty while also reducing dependency on the government 
and increasing people’s ability to earn their own way and 
take responsibility for their own futures. Among the most 
important criteria for any social policy is that it strengthen 
people’s ability to take responsibility for themselves and 
their children. We will attend closely to this criterion as we 
evaluate policies intended to improve family life, educa-
tion, and work. 


Despite this broad agreement, there are differences 
of emphasis and interpretation. Conservatives tend to 
believe that a society’s high expectations of personal 
responsibility and upright behavior encourage the best in 
its citizenry. They argue further that it is proper to hold 
individuals accountable and that even when doing so 
seems unfair, failing to demand accountability risks the 
spread of irresponsibility. Progressives tend to believe 
that unpredictable labor markets, the stresses and pres-
sures of modern life, enduring discrimination, and broader 
social influences often block people from supporting 
themselves, and so there are limits to how much account-
ability we can rightfully demand. Nevertheless, both sides 
accept that illness (both physical and mental), economic 
dislocations and recessions, and just plain bad luck will 
always leave some people in need of help. Both sides 
believe that a wealthy society such as our own should 
provide some degree of security, which is our final value.


SECURITY


Despite our best efforts to care for ourselves, we all 
know that life sometimes resembles a lottery. Cancer, car 


accidents, recessions, involuntary unemployment, and 
natural disasters can strike anyone. We all grow old. Some 
of us will become disabled along the way. The central idea 
of insurance is that we are all better off pooling some of 
the risks of life, and hoping that we never get to recover 
our insurance premiums.


Friedrich Hayek, an economist who was wary of collec-
tivism in most forms and who is widely admired by con-
servatives, endorsed the value of security in 1944 in this 
famous passage from The Road to Serfdom:


There is no reason why, in a society which has reached 
the general level of wealth ours has . . . should not be 
guaranteed to all  . . . some minimum of food, shel-
ter and clothing, sufficient to preserve health. Nor 
is there any reason why the state should not help to 
organize a comprehensive system of social insur-
ance in providing for those common hazards of life 
against which few can make adequate provision.12


Today, progressives and conservatives disagree on just 
how comprehensive social insurance should be, and on 
whether government is the best way to provide it. Pro-
gressives often look to Canada and Northern Europe 
and admire their more extensive social protection, but 
conservatives often want to reduce the major social wel-
fare programs, or privatize some of their functions. The 
left tends to believe that a wealthy society can afford to 
offer wider and more generous forms of support, but the 
right is concerned that efforts to guarantee security often 
undermine people’s sense of personal responsibility, lead 
to greater dependency, and make it more difficult for 
people to reach their full potential. But both sides agree 
that people need some source of security against the 


Among the most important criteria for 
any social policy is that it strengthen 
people’s ability to take responsibility 
for themselves and their children.“
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vicissitudes of life. Both sides realize that there will always 
be some individuals who can’t care for themselves, for 
reasons beyond their control. Both sides are particularly 
concerned about children who, through no fault of their 
own, are being raised in terrible circumstances. We don’t 
blame or punish children for the faults, bad luck, or even 
the irresponsibility of their parents. 


In fact, several decades of research show that increas-
ing security for children can better prepare them to break 
the cycle of poverty and grow up to be more responsi-
ble adults. A child’s brain is highly malleable. In the early 
years, when it is growing rapidly, the young brain responds 
to cues about the kind of environment that surrounds it. 
When children are raised in a chaotic and unpredictable 
environment, they become more attracted to immediate 
rewards, rather than larger but more distant rewards.13 
Why invest in the future when the future is so uncertain? 
Chronic stress and unpredictability can cause substantial 
changes in children’s brains and therefore in their behav-
ior, in ways that may impede later success in education, 
work, and the creation of stable families.14 The docu-
mented effects include greater aggression and antisocial 
behavior for boys, and earlier menarche, sexual activity, 
and pregnancy for girls.15 Although children have great 
resilience and the capacity to overcome their early envi-
ronment, some children—especially if they don’t have the 
benefit of interventions that reduce the stress to which 
they are exposed—are overwhelmed by early stress and 
trauma and suffer permanent damage.16


Conversely, when children are raised in more stable and 
predictable environments, they are more likely to learn that 
it pays to defer gratification and reap larger rewards in the 
future. Low stress, high predictability, and strong, stable 
relationships with caring adults all help children become 
measurably better at self-regulating, delaying gratification, 
and controlling their impulses.17 If we want adult citizens 
who can exercise responsibility, we should do as much as 
we can to improve the security of childhood, especially 
among the poor. Small investments in security could lead 
to large dividends in children’s later self-sufficiency.


We strongly and unanimously agree on one final point: 
stronger economic growth would contribute greatly to our 
goals of reducing poverty and improving mobility. Indeed, 
the strong economic growth we enjoyed in the roughly 25 
years after World War II and more briefly in the middle to 
late 1990s helped generate the large poverty reductions 
and income growth that we experienced in those periods. 
Greater productivity growth in the U.S., which has lagged 
in the past decade (as it did in the 1970s and 1980s), 
would help raise real wages, while robust employment 
growth for the economy overall would certainly improve 
employment and earnings for lower-income groups.


Our report focuses on social and education policy, not on 
macroeconomics or other policy inducements to bolster 
efficiency and growth. Still, we believe that all of our rec-
ommendations would be more successful in the context 
of a growing and vibrant economy, which we view as a top 
national priority.


THE STRUCTURE OF THIS REPORT


These three values guide the rest of our report. We offer a 
comprehensive plan for reducing poverty and promoting 
economic opportunity in the United States. In each chapter, 
we evaluate the best evidence about current approaches 
and then recommend policies that will increase opportu-
nity, encourage people to take greater responsibility for 
their own lives, and increase security, especially among 
lower-income Americans and their children.


In Chapter 2, we report on where things stand now. What is 
the nature of poverty and economic opportunity in Amer-
ica in 2015, and how has it changed since the 1960s? Is it 
true that America has less economic mobility than other 
nations? We conclude that the most alarming trends are 
the increasing gap in educational achievement between 
poor kids and rich kids; the increase in families headed by 
only one parent; the decline of work among men, espe-
cially young black men; unstable work and work hours; 
stagnating wages; and high rates of incarceration.
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The four decades of trends in family composition we 
review in Chapter 2 show that more and more children 
live in single-mother families, primarily because marriage 
rates have fallen and nonmarital birth rates have skyrock-
eted. That change contributes greatly to the nation’s pov-
erty rate; mothers and children in single-mother families 
are five times as likely to be poor as those in two-parent 
families. Children in single-mother families also experi-
ence an array of developmental problems at much higher 
rates than children in married-couple families. Although 
there likely aren’t any quick fixes to increase the share 
of our children growing up with their married parents, in 
Chapter 3 we outline four policies that can begin to move 
the nation’s families toward greater stability and more 
effective childrearing. We propose a public interest cam-
paign that would promote stable, two-parent families; pol-
icies to increase effective contraception by couples who 
aren’t ready for children; programs to promote parenting 
skills among low-income parents; and programs to help 
young men with low earnings increase their education, 
employment, and family involvement.


It’s no surprise that our group unanimously placed employ-
ment at the center of any national strategy to reduce 
poverty and increase mobility. But with a few exceptions, 
especially the second half of the 1990s, the nation’s labor 
market has been weak since 1979. Three problems are 
especially important: the share of men who have jobs has 
been declining; wages have been flat or growing slowly 
since roughly the 1970s, especially among workers in 
the bottom half of the wage distribution; and incarcera-
tion rates, especially among black men, grew relentlessly 
until 2008 and remain at a very high level. Realizing that 
we face a difficult job market with low workforce attach-
ment by some groups, in Chapter 4 we outline four sets 
of consensus policies that offer real hope for increasing 
employment and wages and thereby reducing poverty 
and increasing mobility. The first set of policies aims to 
increase the skills of low-income workers and their chil-
dren; the second to make work pay better than it does 
now for less-educated workers; the third to expand work 
requirements and opportunities for the hard-to-employ 


while simultaneously maintaining a work-based safety net 
for the most vulnerable; and the fourth to ensure that jobs 
are available.


If employment is central to our goals of reducing poverty 
and increasing mobility, education is central to improving 
the employment rate and wages of the disadvantaged. As 
we show in Chapter 2, for at least the past four decades, 
adults’ education levels have been increasingly associ-
ated with their income. Those with less than a postsec-
ondary education or a credential or certificate leading 
to a good job are falling further behind those who pos-
sess these tickets to success in our twenty-first century 
economy. Moreover, the gap in educational attainment 
between children from well-to-do families and those 
from poor families has been growing. These two devel-
opments led us to agree that unless we take action to 
close the education gap, it will be difficult to substantially 
reduce poverty or increase economic mobility. We make 
four sets of recommendations in Chapter 5 about how to 
close the education gap. These include increasing invest-
ment in preschool and postsecondary education, pro-
moting social-emotional and character development as 
well as academic skills, modernizing the organization and 
accountability of education, and closing the resource gap 
between schools that serve children from middle-class 
and poor families. 


In the final chapter, we summarize our recommendations 
and suggest how the nation can pay for the policies we 
propose. We also lay out a path by which our recommen-
dations might be carried out, evaluated, and improved, 
despite America’s political polarization.


We offer this report with our unanimous endorsement. This 
doesn’t mean that each one of us agrees with every claim 
the report makes and supports every specific policy rec-
ommendation. Such unanimity could never be obtained 
from an intellectually diverse group for a report that is as 
comprehensive and detailed as ours. Rather, we all believe 
that America must take vigorous action to surmount the 
problems of poverty and stagnant economic opportunity. 
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We all recognize that America is growing increasingly 
polarized18 along partisan lines, but we don’t accept the 
defeatist conclusion that polarization must preclude 
cooperation between conservatives and progressives. 


We have negotiated and compromised to create a plan 
that we believe is the best way forward. We are all enthu-
siastic about the final product because we believe it will 
reduce poverty and increase opportunity in America.







Chapter 2: The Facts


Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan reputedly said that every-
one is entitled to their own opinions, but not their own 
facts.19 We must establish a set of facts about poverty and 
economic opportunity that both progressives and conser-
vatives agree are correct and that, taken together, paint 
an accurate portrait of the conditions that account for the 
extent of poverty and opportunity in America. We also need 
a solid set of facts on which to build our recommendations.
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In the first part of this chapter, we review facts about 
the economic outcomes that we care about most: pov-
erty and intergenerational economic mobility. Then we 


review trends in family composition, employment and 
wages, and education, because they all affect poverty 
and economic mobility. We also show that inequality in 
these factors is mostly growing, which explains to a great 
extent why inequality in economic outcomes is growing 
as well and has proven so difficult to change.


ECONOMIC OUTCOMES


OUTCOME: POVERTY
Finding: Although the official measure of poverty shows 
little decline in the last half century, better measures 
show that poverty has declined, although a great deal of 
poverty remains. 


As Figure 1 shows, under the official federal measure of 
poverty for children in single-mother households, all chil-
dren, and the elderly, every group made good progress 
against poverty between the late 1950s and 1969. After 
1969, poverty among the elderly continued a gradual 
decline, reaching stability at around 10 percent by 1995 
and not varying much more than 1 percentage point in 
the next two decades. This progress can be attributed 
to government programs because the entire reason for 


the decline is Social Security.20 The poverty rate among 
all children reached 14 percent in 1969 and, as hard as 
it might be to believe, rose and fell in subsequent years 
but never again reached as low as 14 percent. In fact, the 
average between 1970 and 2014 was nearly 20 percent.


Progress against poverty for single-mother households 
falls between the relative lack of progress for all children 
since the late 1960s and the remarkable decline for the 
elderly. Poverty among single-mother families fluctuated 
modestly between 1969 and the early to mid-1990s, 
when it began a decade-long decline, from 40 percent in 
1991 to 28 percent in 2000 (about a 30 percent drop). But 
since then, poverty in single-mother families has mostly 
increased, ending at a little above 33 percent in 2014.


But these figures are misleading. Perhaps the most 
important shortcoming of the official poverty measure is 
that it doesn’t include many of the very government ben-
efits that greatly increase the incomes of the poor and 
near-poor. Fortunately, we have alternative ways to mea-
sure poverty. Several years ago, the Census Bureau, well 
aware of the official measure’s deficiencies, published 
the experimental Supplemental Poverty Measure.21 The 
new poverty measure includes most of the sources of 


FIGURE 1
OFFICIAL POVERTY RATES FOR CHILDREN IN SINGLE-MOTHER HOUSEHOLDS, 


ALL CHILDREN, AND THE ELDERLY, 1959–2014
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government benefits as income; deducts some expenses 
that are necessary to earn income, such as child care 
expenses; subtracts out-of-pocket expenses for health 
care payments; and makes a few other adjustments to 
income as well as to poverty thresholds. So far, the Cen-
sus Bureau has published the new measure going back 
only to 2009. But recently a group of poverty experts at 
Columbia University used the Census Bureau’s methods 
for calculating the Supplemental Poverty Measure and 
produced poverty estimates going back to 1967.22


Figure 2 compares the official poverty rate for all people 
with the more comprehensive poverty rate developed by 
the team at Columbia and a poverty rate based on con-
sumption. According to the Columbia measure, the pov-
erty rate has fallen from more than 25 percent in 1967 to 
about 16 percent in 2012, a 36 percent drop. The Colum-
bia measure also shows that government tax and transfer 
programs had a major impact on the decline in poverty 
rates, especially for children, thereby demonstrating the 
major weakness of the official poverty measure, which 
ignores most of these benefits.23


Another poverty measure that has received attention 
is based on consumption of goods and services rather 
than on income. Developed by Bruce Meyer of the Uni-
versity of Chicago and James Sullivan of Notre Dame, 


two respected poverty experts, the measure shows 
that consumption poverty declined by a little more than 
26 percentage points between 1961 and 2010.24 Like 
the Columbia group, Meyer and Sullivan also found that 
benefits administered through the tax code, such as the 
Earned Income Tax Credit, contributed substantially to 
the decline in poverty.


Despite this progress in reducing the poverty rate, some 
troublesome facts remain. By most measures, poverty 
rates have risen at least since the Great Recession began 
in 2007, and by some measures since 2000. According 
to the Supplemental Poverty Measure, the poverty rate 
has never fallen below 15 percent, and remains within the 
15–20 percent range. As both conservatives and pro-
gressives, we believe these rates are too high.


OUTCOME: INTERGENERATIONAL INCOME MOBILITY
Finding: Income mobility is low and constant over time; 
although some recent research has questioned the extent 
to which the U.S. has lower mobility than other industrial 
nations, we find no serious scholarship suggesting that 
the U.S. has more mobility than other nations. 


Economic mobility is a fundamental measure of justice 
and opportunity in American society—the essence of the 
“American Dream.” A widely used measure of mobility and 


FIGURE 2
POVERTY RATES UNDER THE OFFICIAL POVERTY MEASURE, THE COLUMBIA POVERTY MEASURE, 


AND THE CONSUMPTION-BASED POVERTY MEASURE, 1967–2012
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equal opportunity in America is the extent to which chil-
dren from the poorest families are able to move up in their 
relative position as compared with others in their gener-
ation.25 Figure 3 shows the percentage of children whose 
parents fell into each quintile (fifth) of the income distribu-
tion during their prime earning years (roughly during their 
40s) who themselves wind up in each quintile of income in 
their own prime earning years (again, roughly during their 
40s). Thus, for example, 43 percent of children whose par-
ents were in the bottom fifth of income themselves wound 
up in the bottom fifth as adults. (See the bar graph on the 
left in Figure 3.) By contrast, only 8 percent of children 
whose parents were in the top income quintile wound up 
in the bottom fifth as adults, while 40 percent remained in 
the top like their parents (bar graph on right). As a rough 
yardstick for understanding these percentages, if all else 
were equal, we would expect the children of parents from 
each income quintile to be equally distributed among 
the five quintiles as adults. Children whose parents are 
in the middle income quintile approximate this equal dis-
tribution of income in the second generation and in that 
respect contrast sharply with the distribution of the adult 
incomes of children from the top and bottom quintiles. 
As economists say, the top and bottom quintiles are 
“sticky,” meaning that the income of children from these 
quintiles is much more likely to wind up in or near their  
parents’ quintile.


Most scholars believe that the U.S. has lower mobility 
than other industrialized countries. Though some recent 
research challenges that conventional wisdom, no evi-
dence suggests that mobility is higher here than else-
where.26 Furthermore, the level of mobility in the U.S. has 
been fairly constant over time.27 But inequality in individ-
ual earnings and family income has risen a great deal in 
the past three decades, implying that those from low- 
income families who fail to experience upward mobility 
will have relatively worse economic prospects in their 
lives, even if their absolute income levels rise.28 The rungs 
on the economic ladder are getting further apart.


SUMMARY


As a nation, we could and should be doing better in our 
efforts to fight poverty and increase economic mobility. 
Our report is premised on, and our recommendations are 
shaped by, the view that three broad trends are prevent-
ing greater progress against poverty and mobility. These 
trends lie in family composition, work and wages, and 
educational attainment and achievement. We turn now to 
recent changes in each of these domains to better under-
stand what we’re up against in our search for policies to 
reduce poverty and increase economic mobility.


FIGURE 3
INCOME QUINTILE OF CHILDREN WHEN THEY GROW UP RELATIVE TO THEIR PARENTS’ INCOME QUINTILE
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OVERVIEW OF FACTORS SHAPING POVERTY 
AND OPPORTUNITY


FACTOR: FAMILY COMPOSITION
Finding: Marriage rates are declining and nonmarital  
birth rates are increasing, so more children are growing  
up in single-parent families, especially among the  
less-educated.


Over the last four decades, the American family has 
changed dramatically. One of the most notable changes 
is the long and steady decline in marriage rates. Figure 4a 
shows marriage rates by age in the decennial censuses 
of 1970 through 2010.29 Rates have fallen at all age levels, 
but the biggest declines have been at the youngest ages. 
Most of the declines are substantial. For women aged 
30-34, for example, the drop was 27 percentage points, 
from around 82 percent to a little over 55 percent.


FIGURE 4A
PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN MARRIED BY AGE, 1970–2010
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FIGURE 4B
PERCENTAGE OF BIRTHS TO UNMARRIED WOMEN 


BY RACE/ETHNICITY, 1970–2010
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An important consequence of the decline of marriage is 
that both men and women spend many years outside mar-
riage, often their entire lives. But they don’t refrain from 
forming sexual relationships while single, one outcome of 
which is a rise in nonmarital births. As Figure 4b shows, 
the share of births occurring to unmarried mothers has 
increased substantially for blacks and whites since 1970 
and for Hispanics since at least 1990 (the first year the 
Centers for Disease Control collected separate data for 
Hispanics). The share for blacks is now well over 70 per-
cent, and more than 40 percent of all American babies are 
now born outside marriage.


The combined effect of the trends in marriage rates, 
divorce rates, and nonmarital birth rates has produced 
major changes in the composition of American families 
(Figure 4c). Examining changes in the living arrangements 
of women at age 35 in each decennial census since 1970, 
we find that the proportion of all women who are married 
and living with children declined from about 78 percent to 
51 percent, a fall of 27 percentage points. The frequency 
of the other three categories of household composition 
increased—by 4.0  percentage points for married without 
children, 11.6 percentage points for single without chil-
dren, and 11.2 percentage points for single with children.


Many of the women who appear as single (with or without 
children) in Figure 4 are actually cohabiting. Some analysts 
argue that cohabitation is the new marriage. If parents 
live together and share resources, as they frequently do 


in Europe,30 isn’t cohabitation a good substitute for mar-
riage? Some researchers think that cohabitation occupies 
a middle ground between married-couple families and 
single-parent families, while others argue that it is closer 
to single-parenthood in its effects, especially in the U.S. 
because the duration of cohabiting relationships is much 
shorter than the duration of marriage. Setting aside the 
complex arguments about whether the promise implied 
by taking vows and publicly pledging a lifelong relation-
ship is an important part of the parental commitment, 
cohabiters are three times as likely to split by the child’s 
fifth birthday as are married parents (39 percent of cohab-
iters vs. 13 percent of married couples), with important 
consequences for the child’s development. In fact, as a 
recent volume from the Annals of the American Acad-
emy of Political and Social Science shows, the decline of 
marriage and rise of cohabitation have given rise to a new 
sub-discipline of social science devoted to explaining the 
causes and effects of “family complexity.”31 Agreement 
seems to be emerging that the frequent changes in liv-
ing arrangements that accompany family complexity and 
other factors associated with or even caused by family 
complexity lead to problems for children.32 


Two obvious consequences of the increasing number of 
children in single-parent families, 77 percent of which are 
headed by mothers,33 are lower income and higher pov-
erty rates as compared to married-couple families. By 
2013, at nearly $107,000, the average married-couple 
family with children had nearly three times the income of 


FIGURE 4C
CHANGES IN WOMEN’S FAMILY STRUCTURE AT AGE 35, 1970–2010
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the average single-mother family with children ($35,654). 
Similarly, between 1974 and 2013, the average pov-
erty rate of single-mother families was usually between 
four and five times higher than the poverty rate of  
married-couple families; in 2013, the poverty rate for 
children in single-mother families was 45.8 percent, com-
pared with 9.5 percent for children in married-couple 
families.34 


Many factors besides marriage and cohabitation influ-
ence the incomes and poverty rates of families with chil-
dren. Perhaps the most important is the education level 
of the mothers and fathers involved. And not all of the 
very strong correlation between single parenthood and 
poverty reflects a causal effect of the former on the lat-
ter. Even so, there is little doubt that single parenthood 
does cause increased poverty; therefore, if single moth-
ers got married, household income would be likely to rise 
and poverty to fall.35 Cohabitation would produce similar 
though smaller effects.36


One way to think about these developments is that, in 
effect, the decline of marriage and rise of nonmarital 
births and single parenting is reducing the share of chil-
dren in the family type in which they have, on average, 
high income and low poverty rates, while increasing the 
share of children in the family type that has lower income 
and higher poverty rates. It follows that even if govern-
ment programs raise the income and reduce the poverty 
rate of single-mother families (which, as we show above, 
they do), average family income could still fall and poverty 
rates could still rise for families with children because of 


the changes in family composition over the past half cen-
tury. Policy has to run just to stay in place.


Another consequence of the rise of single parenting is 
its impact on child development and behavior. There now 
appears to be widespread and growing agreement among 
scholars that the best environment to rear children is 
the stable, two-parent family. Some of the measures of 
child development that have been linked with single-par-
ent families are higher school dropout rates, lower aca-
demic achievement, higher rates of teen pregnancy, 
more drug and alcohol use, higher rates of psycho-social 
problems (including suicide), and higher likelihood of not 
working and not being in school in late adolescence and 
early adulthood. Thus the increasing share of children in  
single-parent families not only is associated with rising 
poverty rates in the current generation, but it also con-
tributes to reduced economic mobility as the children 
grow to adulthood.


FACTOR: WORK AND WAGES
Finding: Less-educated men (especially blacks) have 
been working less over time, partly in response to their 
declining wages.


No story about the Great Recession of 2007–2009 has 
gotten more attention than the persistence of high unem-
ployment rates. The unemployment rate began creeping 
up as early as the spring of 2007 and rose modestly, from 
4.6 percent to 5.4 percent, between May 2007 and May 
2008. Then it skyrocketed over the next 18 months to 10 
percent, an increase of over 100 percent. But the large 


Such a long and severe recession can affect long-
term outcomes. Not only has unemployment risen 
since 2007, but the labor force participation rate—
the percentage of the population age 16 and above 
that is working or seeking work—has also declined 
substantially, dropping from about 66 percent that year 
to under 63 percent now.
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rise in unemployment in such a short time wasn’t the only 
notable feature of unemployment. The rate reached 9 
percent for the first time in April 2009, and the next time it 
fell below 9 percent was October 2011. Thus unemploy-
ment was 9 percent or more for 29 months. We hadn’t 
seen anything like this since the Great Depression of the 
1930s, although the back-to-back recessions of the early 
1980s produced unemployment rates of 9 percent or 
more for 19 consecutive months.


Unemployment during the Great Recession had still 
another remarkable feature—a sharp increase in long-
term unemployment, defined as the percentage of unem-
ployed workers who have been out of a job for 27 weeks 
or longer. During the recovery period from the 2001 
recession to the onset of the Great Recession in 2007, 
the long-term unemployment rate modestly declined. 
But beginning in spring 2008, it rose precipitously; it grew 
from around 18 percent to over 45 percent by January 
2010. It then stayed above 40 percent for well over two 
years. In July 2015, more than four and a half years after 
the end of the Great Recession, the long-term unemploy-
ment rate was still almost 27 percent, about twice its level 
when the recession began.37


If the recession was purely a cyclical—and therefore tem-
porary—phenomenon, we wouldn’t be terribly concerned 
about its long-term effects on poverty or economic 
mobility. But, in fact, such a long and severe recession can 
affect long-term outcomes. Not only has unemployment 
risen since 2007, but the labor force participation rate—
the percentage of the population age 16 and above that is 
working or seeking work—has also declined substantially, 
dropping from about 66 percent that year to under 63 
percent now. Furthermore, although we always knew that 
labor force participation would drop as baby boomers hit 
age 65 and began retiring (or even taking early retirement 
beginning at age 62), about half the drop in workforce 
activity has taken place among the non-elderly. And some 
of this decline continues a trend that began well before the 
Great Recession, in which less-educated men have been 
dropping out of the labor force—reducing their employ-
ment rates even during periods when unemployment is 


low. This decline in male employment likely has negative 
consequences for family composition, as we note below.


A broader measure of work than unemployment or long-
term unemployment rates is the employment-to-popula-
tion ratio (EPR)—the proportion of the entire population 
not only in the labor force but actually employed. By con-
trast with the EPR, the unemployment rate is defined as 
the percentage of those in the labor force who don’t have 
a job. In addition to the employed and those looking for 
work, a large group of people, often called “discouraged 
workers,” have left the labor force and given up looking for 
work. The unemployment rate sometimes falls not only 
because more people have found jobs but also because 
some jobless workers have left the labor force.38 For 
the broadest perspective on the labor market, the EPR 
includes everyone age 16 and above in the denominator 
(except people who are in the armed forces or institution-
alized) and the number employed in the numerator, yield-
ing a measure of employment that covers most of the 
population (or a given subgroup such as men or women, 
or men or women in a certain age range). EPR drops when 
unemployment rises but also when labor force partici-
pation falls (including when it does so because of rising 
school enrollment or retirement).


Figure 5 gives the EPRs for all men, all women, never- 
married mothers, and young black men ages 20-24 
between 1980 and 2012. All four ratios convey at least 
some bad news. For one thing, employment ratios have 
fallen for all groups since the Great Recession began, 
and they haven’t fully recovered. And all groups experi-
enced some declines in employment ratios even before 
the Great Recession—though the declines among men 
have been greater and started much earlier than those  
among women.


Overall, the employment ratios of all women and of  
never-married mothers trend somewhat positively over 
time, although they raise concerns as well. The EPR for 
all women, in one of the most important demographic 
developments since the 1960s, increased almost every 
year between 1980 and 2000. It fell a bit after that year, 
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although it is still much higher than before the mid-1990s. 
The EPR for never-married mothers presents the same 
mixed picture. Never-married mothers and their children 
have high poverty rates and frequently receive public 
benefits. Fewer than half these mothers worked before 
the mid-1990s. Their employment rose rapidly between 
1996 and 2000, after passage of the 1996 welfare reform 
law and expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC), before being stopped by the recession of 2001. 
Like the EPR for all women, the ratio for never-married 
mothers had not fully recovered from the 2001 recession 
when the recession of 2007–2009 hit and reduced their 
EPRs by a few more points. Still, in 2013 their EPR was 


higher than in any year before its rapid rise began in the 
mid-1990s. We think that one of the most direct ways 
to reduce poverty, and possibly to increase economic 
mobility, is to help single mothers work and to improve 
their skills so they can earn higher wages. We return to 
this subject below.


Finally, the ratio for young black men peaked at the low 
level (compared with other demographic groups) of a little 
more than 65 percent in the late 1980s. From that already 
low level, the EPR declined in fits and starts to under 50 
percent by 2010. Some but not all of this decline can be 
accounted for by rising school enrollment among young 


FIGURE 5
EMPLOYMENT-TO-POPULATION RATIO FOR SELECTED POPULATIONS, 1980–2013
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FIGURE 6
CUMULATIVE CHANGES IN REAL HOURLY WAGES OF MEN, 


BY INCOME PERCENTILE, 1979–2012
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black men. However, their school enrollment has risen 
less than that of any other racial/gender group, and their 
employment declines have been the most severe. And, if 
anything, this graph understates the downward trend in 
employment for this group, because incarcerated men 
aren’t included (young black men have the highest incar-
ceration rate of all demographic groups) and because 
low-income men more broadly tend to be undercounted 
in Census surveys.39


Some evidence suggests that young women are less 
willing to marry men who don’t have a steady source of 
income, meaning that a rising share of young black men 
may be seen as unmarriageable by young women.40 It’s 
hard to imagine a vibrant community with strong families 
and safe neighborhoods for children when half the young 
men who live there don’t have regular employment.


As if men’s EPRs don’t present enough challenges for 
those concerned with family income, changes in men’s 
real hourly wages are also discouraging. Figure 6 shows 
men’s wages since 1979 at selected points in the wage 
distribution between the 10th and 95th percentile. The 
graphs plot trends in wages as a percentage of wages in 
1979, a peak year in the American economy. The wages 


of at least 90 percent of men have fallen since the Great 
Recession (though because benefits like health insurance 
have been a rising share of compensation, the trends in 
hourly compensation are lower than they would be if health 
benefits were included in wages).41 More worrisome, the 
wages of men at the 50th percentile and below are now 
similar to or lower than they were in 1979 (depending on 
the measure we use to adjust for inflation over time).42 


This is not the way to increase families’  financial stability 


or to reduce the poverty rate and increase mobility. And it 
likely helps us understand why so many low-income men 
drop out of the labor force—the rewards of working have 
declined for that group.43


It’s hard to imagine a 
vibrant community with 
strong families and 
safe neighborhoods 
for children when half 
the young men who live 
there don’t have regular 
employment.
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FIGURE 7
CUMULATIVE CHANGES IN REAL HOURLY WAGES OF WOMEN, 


BY INCOME PERCENTILE, 1979–2012
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If the picture for low-income men’s work is discouraging, 
the picture for low-income women presents some room 
for optimism, for two reasons. First, as Figure 7 shows, 
women’s wages have generally risen more than men’s 
since 1979. Like men, women at the 10th percentile of 
the wage distribution had nearly the same wage in 2012 
as they had in 1979. But throughout the rest of the wage 
distribution, their wages rose more than men’s did. Men’s 
wages all the way up to the 50th percentile, for example, 
were more or less the same as they had been in 1979, 
but women’s wages at the 50th percentile rose 35 per-
cent over the period. At the 80th percentile, women’s 
wages had increased by around 58 percent as compared 


with men’s roughly 20 percent increase. These relatively 
higher wage increases for women, however, must be bal-
anced against the fact that even after these increases, 
women’s wages are only a little more than 80 percent of 
men’s wages, on average.44


The second reason for optimism about women’s labor force 
experience is a series of mostly bipartisan agreements in 
Congress about earnings supplements that were reached 


between roughly the mid-1970s and the early 2000s. Con-
gress intended to create what might be called a “work sup-
port system” that would provide various cash and in-kind 
supplements to the earnings of low-wage workers with 
children. These earnings supplements would reduce the 
work disincentives inherent in the welfare system created 
by the fact that welfare benefits phase out as welfare recip-
ients enter the workforce and earn money. Taken together, 
increased work and the generous work support system 
substantially reduced poverty among single-mother fam-
ilies. Because the combination of work and work-support 
benefits is a promising strategy for reducing poverty, we 
turn to an explanation of how this approach works.


Figure 8 shows the trends in poverty rates from 1987 to 
2013 based on a poverty measure, like the Supplemen-
tal Poverty Measure, that counts a wide range of govern-
ment benefits as income. The top line shows the poverty 
rate when only earnings are counted as income. Lines 
below the first line show poverty rates when the various 
work support benefits are added to income and taxes are 
subtracted, in stepwise fashion.45 The major finding from 
the figure is that government work support benefits have 


FIGURE 8
EFFECT OF EARNINGS, TRANSFERS, AND TAXES ON THE POVERTY RATE 


AMONG HOUSEHOLDS HEADED BY SINGLE MOTHERS, 1987–2013
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greatly reduced poverty rates among single-mother fam-
ilies (and low-income two-parent families as well) in every 
year since 1987. In addition, the chart reveals a number of 
important lessons for those interested in fighting poverty. 
The above table of data from Figure 8 provides the infor-
mation we need to understand these lessons. 


From 1987 to 1993, the poverty rate among single-mother 
families with children, based only on the mothers’ earn-
ings, was very high—well over 50 percent in every year 
and averaging 54.3 percent. Then it plummeted for the 
next seven years, falling from 54.3 percent to 40.8 per-
cent, the lowest it had ever been. This precipitous decline 
in poverty occurred mostly because many more single 
mothers were working (see Figure 5). 


Now consider how work support programs affected the 
poverty rate based on earnings only. Government transfer 
programs drove the poverty rate down from 54.3 to 41.7 
percent in 1987–93,46 a drop of about 23 percent. But when 
the work rate was much higher in 2000, the poverty rate 
based exclusively on earnings was only 40.8 percent, 25 
percent lower than the comparable rate in the 1987–93 
period. Even better, after single mothers received the pack-
age of work-based benefits, the 2000 poverty rate fell to 
26.8 percent, a decline of 34 percent.47 


In 2010, work declined and poverty rose, due to the Great 
Recession. Yet the combination of relatively high work rates 
in 2010 (relative to the 1987 to 1993 period) kept poverty 
lower than during the earlier period, and the impact of gov-
ernment programs in percentage terms produced nearly 


twice as great a decline in poverty as in the earlier period (a 
reduction of 40.9 percent vs. 23.2 percent). 


Finally, the figures for 2013 show that female heads of 
families are again increasing their earnings from work,  
and the work-based safety net continues to reduce pov-
erty a great deal (nearly 39 percent).


Thus the federal work support system achieves the import-
ant goal of, as President Clinton put it so tersely, “making 
work pay.”48 The most important element of the work sup-
port system was the creation of the EITC program in 1975 
and its expansion, almost always on a bipartisan basis, on 
several occasions since. The EITC gives working families 
with children nearly $60 billion each year, mostly in one-
time cash payments. The passage of the Additional Child 
Tax Credit in the 2001 Bush tax reforms, and subsequent 
expansions, were also important. The Additional Child Tax 
Credit now gives working families with children around $30 
billion each year. In addition, child care subsidies have been 
expanded on numerous occasions, the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) has been modified to 
make it easier for working families to claim the benefit, the 
Medicaid program has been modified and extended (in part 
by creating the Child Health Insurance Program in 1997) to 
cover almost all children under 200 percent of the poverty 
line, and a number of other improvements have been made 
in the work support system at both the federal and state 
levels. This system is available to all low-income working 
families with children. Most families that work close to full 
time can avoid poverty when their earnings and their ben-
efits from the work support system are combined.


POVERTY RATE AMONG HOUSEHOLDS HEADED BY SINGLE MOTHERS BASED ON:


YEARS


1987-93
2000
2010
2013


EARNINGS
ONLY


54.3
40.8
50.1
47.6


EARNINGS 
PLUS BENEFITS 
MINUS TAXES


41.7
26.8
29.6
29.2


DIFFERENCE 
(PERCENT)


-23.2
-34.3
-40.9
-38.7
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FACTOR: EDUCATION
Finding: Gaps in academic achievement (test scores) and 
schooling attainment (years completed) between chil-
dren from higher- and lower-income families are rising 
over time.


The traditional route to economic mobility is education. 
Until recent decades, the primary reason Americans 
enjoyed the world’s most productive economy and the 
world’s highest standard of living was the nation’s superi-
ority in education.49 Similarly, individuals’ and families’ level 
of education is directly connected to their level of afflu-
ence. Figure 9 shows the median family income of adults 
in their prime earning years by their education level (less 
than high school, high school degree only, some college, 
college degree, graduate or professional degree).50 Since 
the administration of President John F. Kennedy—and in all 
likelihood even before—people with more education have 
made more money. But in recent decades, two additional 
patterns have emerged. First, since roughly the 1980s, the 
line graphs depicting this relationship have gotten farther 
apart, which means that the payoff to education has been 
increasing. Second, the average income of those with 
some college (but not a degree), a high school degree, 
or no high school degree has been stable or falling. More 


education still pays off, but it’s becoming harder to earn 
a middle-class wage without a college degree or at least 
some type of postsecondary credential.51


These trends in income levels and inequality reflect import-
ant changes in our nation’s labor markets since the 1970s: 
a rise in the use of workplace technologies (which econ-
omists call “skill-biased technical change,” since these 
technologies tend to replace unskilled workers doing rou-
tine tasks while creating more demand for highly skilled 
workers); growing globalization (due to a higher volume of 
trade, offshoring of production, and immigration); and the 
weakening of institutions that have traditionally helped 
limit inequality, such as the minimum wage and collec-
tive bargaining.52 The combined effect of these changes 
has been to make educational attainment and achieve-
ment even more important in determining worker employ-
ment and earnings, and therefore to increase inequality 
between those who have more education and those who 
have less and between those who have work-related skills 
and credentials and those who don’t.53


Unfortunately, just as the payoff to education has 
increased, and getting into the middle class requires 
more education than in the past, the gap in educational 
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attainment and achievement between children from poor 
and better off families has been rising. The gap in reading 
scores between children whose families are in the top and 
bottom ten percent of the income distribution appears 
to have risen over the second half of the 20th century 
(Figure 10);54 so, too, has the gap in attainment of higher 
education between high- and low-income youth, at least 
among women.55 Schools and universities, the traditional 
route to economic wellbeing and economic mobility, may 
actually expand the gaps in educational attainment and 
achievement and therefore the gap in income between 
children from low-income families and more advan-
taged families.56 An important way to reduce poverty and 
increase mobility is therefore to focus on helping those at 
the bottom reduce the education gap.


SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION


The nation has made considerable progress in reducing 
poverty rates, especially if we use measures of poverty 


that include government benefits or are based on con-
sumption rather than income. But the progress has been 
slow and tends to be substantially offset by the explosion 
of single-mother families with their lower income and 
higher poverty rates and by the declining employment 
and earnings of men.


In contrast to the decline in poverty rates, there has 
been no progress in increasing economic mobility. Many 
factors account for this lack of progress in increas-
ing opportunity in America, but inferior education, the 
decline of work and the stagnation of wages, and the 
movement away from the married-couple family all con-
tribute powerfully. In the chapters ahead, we focus on 
how to improve education, increase work and wages, 
and reverse or compensate for the rise of single-parent 
families. Unless we as a nation can reduce these basic 
causes of high poverty and stagnant economic opportu-
nity, we are not optimistic that more than modest prog-
ress will be possible.
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Chapter 3: Family


Improving the family environment in which children are 
raised is vital to any serious effort to reduce poverty and 
expand opportunity. Twenty-five years of extensive and 
rigorous research has shown that children raised in stable, 
secure families have a better chance to flourish.57 Family 
structure is an important factor in reducing poverty, too: 
children raised in single-parent families are nearly five 
times as likely to be poor as those in married-couple fam-
ilies.58 In part, this is the result of simple math: two par-
ents, on average, have far greater resources to devote to 
raising children than does one parent attempting to raise 
children alone. “Social policy faces an uphill battle,” says 
Isabel Sawhill of the Brookings Institution, “as long as fam-
ilies continue to fragment and children are deprived of the 
resources of two parents.”59
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Marriage is more than an instrumental good; it is 
more than a mechanism through which house-
holds receive two incomes. Marriage matters. 


Marital commitment remains the principal foundation 
upon which most Americans can build a stable and secure 
family. Of course, this isn’t true for everybody. Marriage 
doesn’t automatically deliver what children most need—a 
stable and secure environment with two engaged, com-
mitted, and nurturing parents—but it certainly offers the 
most reliable means to achieve those ends. 


What can policymakers do to promote strong, stable, and 
committed families? Clearly these are difficult areas for 


policy, since they involve deeply personal choices and 
values. Many of the challenges are about culture more 
than legislation or programs. We believe nonetheless that 
there is a role for government, educational institutions, 
and opinion leaders. Our group has reached agreement 
on four cornerstones of a pro-family, pro-opportunity 
agenda. We need to:


1) Promote marriage as the most reliable route to family 
stability and resources;


2) Promote delayed, responsible childbearing;
3) Promote parenting skills and practices, especially 


among low-income parents; and
4) Promote skill development, family involvement, and 


employment among young men as well as women.


We acknowledge the practical and political difficulties 
that public policies related to family life entail. But we 
also believe that policymakers and public leaders have 
a responsibility to frankly and openly address these 
issues and the policies related to them. Taken together, 
our proposals will send a strong message that marriage 
matters as a route to family stability and improved child 


development; that deferring childbearing until individuals 
are ready for parenthood matters; that engaged parenting 
matters; and that responsible fatherhood matters along 
with responsible motherhood.


PROMOTING MARRIAGE 


Family structure shapes child outcomes. A child raised by 
two parents outperforms a peer raised in a single-parent 
family on key developmental, educational, behavioral, and 
employment-related outcomes, controlling for other fac-
tors.60 All else equal, two sets of hands to help, hold, pro-
vide, and instruct are clearly better than one. 


Parents who are married are much more likely to stay 
together and provide a stable environment; it should be 
no surprise, then, that children raised by married couples 
do much better in life. A recent study by Richard Reeves 
of the Brookings Institution (a member of our group) 
compared economic mobility by the income quintile in 
which children began their lives and found substantial 
differences between children of married and unmarried 
parents.61 Four out of five children who started out in the 
bottom quintile, but who were raised by parents married 
throughout their childhood, rose out of the bottom quintile 
as adults. In fact, such children born into the bottom quin-
tile were more likely to rise to the top quintile (19 percent) 
than remain at the bottom (17 percent). In contrast, chil-
dren raised in the bottom income quintile by a parent who 
remained unmarried throughout their childhood had a 50 
percent chance of remaining there and only a 5 percent 
chance of reaching the top quintile.62 In another recent 
study, Raj Chetty of Harvard and his colleagues found that 
the share of single-parent families in a particular geo-
graphic area was more strongly and negatively correlated 


Marital commitment remains the 
principal foundation on which most 
Americans can build a stable and 
secure family.“
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with rates of upward economic mobility among residents 
than any other factor—including parents’ income, level of 
education, or race.63 Likewise, the share of a local pop-
ulation that was married was positively associated with 
upward mobility rates. 


A note of caution is needed here: these relationships are 
correlations, with no necessary causal implications, as 
the studies’ authors point out. Some scholars argue that 
children raised in two-parent families do better for rea-
sons unrelated to family structure or marital status.64 One 
obvious possibility is that two-parent families, especially 
married ones, have more money. Married parents may 
also be more engaged in child rearing. Once we take such 
factors into account, the influence of family structure, 
including marriage, does diminish. But it doesn’t disap-
pear: disparities associated with family structure remain 
even after controlling for these factors.65 A related argu-
ment is that the positive benefits that appear to flow from 
marriage are the result of “selection effects.” Adults who 
possess certain characteristics, such as trustworthiness 
or perseverance, may be more inclined to marry, and chil-
dren raised by adults with these characteristics may do 
better. If this is the case, the factors causing marriage are 
also improving children’s outcomes. 


It is difficult to disentangle these effects. In any case, 
there’s a danger of simply going round in circles. It may 
well be true, for example, that cohabiting biological par-
ents who remain together in a committed relationship 
while raising their children are very similar to married cou-
ples with the same characteristics. But not many cohab-
iting couples in the U.S. are like this. The evidence shows 
that in the U.S., marriage is clearly the best path to stabil-
ity—it is the strongest predictor of stable, two-parent fam-
ilies. Indeed, two-thirds of cohabiting parents have split up 
before their child reaches the age of 12, compared to only 
a quarter of married parents.66 Marriage itself is likely to 
serve as a “mechanism by which parents support a mutual 
commitment to invest intensively in their children’s human 
capital.”67 Following a recent, comprehensive review of 
the literature, marriage scholar David Ribar identified 
a range of means through which marriage can bolster 


child wellbeing, including income, assets, time availability, 
economies of scale, specialization, and stability. Improv-
ing any of these factors independently of marriage would 
be good for children, but would be “at best, partial substi-
tutes.” Ribar concludes that “the advantages of marriage 
for children appear to be the sum of many, many parts.”68 


Stronger families are an important step toward greater 
opportunity and less poverty, and marriage is an import-
ant step toward a stronger family. Obviously, strengthen-
ing families will not by itself solve America’s poverty and 
economic mobility problems. Major changes in employ-
ment and education policy (which we discuss in Chapters 
4 and 5) are also necessary. But improvements in employ-
ment and education without stronger families won’t suf-
fice. We need progress on all three fronts. 


So what can be done? We’ve said that marriage matters. 
But past government efforts to encourage unmarried par-
ents to marry have not proven very effective.69 Promoting 
marriage to strengthen American families isn’t primarily 
an issue of specific policies or programs in any case: it’s 
in large part a question of culture. Political leaders, edu-
cators, and civic leaders—from both the political left and 
right—need to be clear and direct about how hard it is 
to raise children without a committed co-parent. We’ve 
effectively reduced major public health problems, such as 
smoking and teen pregnancy, through changes in cultural 
attitudes facilitated by public information campaigns. 
According to a review of the research by contraception 
expert Adam Thomas, mass media campaigns about 
the consequences of unprotected sex have reduced 
unplanned pregnancies.70 We propose a campaign of 
similar scope to emphasize the value of committed co- 
parenting and marriage.


It’s not a small thing for leaders to be clear in this way—
cultural norms are influenced by the messages leaders 
send. Major cultural norms have been changed many 
times before when leaders expressed firm and unequiv-
ocal views about even entrenched cultural attitudes, 
including norms surrounding civil rights and gay rights. 
Presidents, politicians, church leaders, newspaper 
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columnists, business leaders, educators, and friends 
should all join in telling young people that raising kids 
jointly with the children’s other parent is more likely to 
lead to positive outcomes than raising a child alone. 


This message can be communicated through public infor-
mation campaigns and repeated by local and national 
leaders. In the same way that leading institutions advise 
us to abstain from smoking, eat healthy foods, get plenty 
of exercise, read to our children, volunteer, give to char-
ity, wear seatbelts, and finish school, they should advise 
young people to postpone having a child until they have a 
stable partner and are ready to be parents. For the over-
whelming majority, that means marriage. America’s col-
lege graduates (whose nonmarital birth rate is less than 
9 percent, compared to more than 50 percent for women 
with a high school degree or less) appear to have been 
influenced by a cultural expectation concerning the advis-
ability of raising children with a committed partner. They 
know that extensive evidence supports the advantages 
of married-couple families.71 We should not be afraid to 
preach what we practice.


PROMOTING DELAYED, RESPONSIBLE 
CHILDBEARING 


As we showed in Chapter 2, nonmarital and unplanned 
births have been increasing dramatically for several 
decades. About 40 percent of all American children are 
now born outside marriage, and in about 70 percent of 
such births to women under 30, the mothers report the 
pregnancies were unplanned. Even if a couple is cohabit-
ing, the chances they will separate by the time their child 
is five is about three times greater than the chances of a 
split among married parents.72 


Nonmarital births are not equally likely among all sub-
groups in the population. Nonmarital births are much more 
common among minority couples and couples with less 
education. Women with less than a high school education, 
for example, are around ten times more likely to have a 
nonmarital birth than are women with a college degree.73  


As we’ve seen, children born outside marriage are 
approximately five times more likely to be poor than chil-
dren born to married couples. Moreover, research shows 
that children in mother-headed families are more likely to 
fail in school, get arrested during their teen years, have 
poor mental health, use drugs and alcohol, and receive 
welfare as young adults, thereby increasing the chances 
that poverty and the problems associated with it will pass 
on to the next generation. Of course many children born 
outside marriage do fine. But on average they face much 
worse odds. Thus reducing the rate of nonmarital and 
unplanned births would raise the average income of fam-
ilies with children, lower poverty rates, and improve child 
development. 


Since the Food and Drug Administration approved the first 
birth control pill in 1960, many married and unmarried cou-
ples have been able to control the timing of their births. 
Both public funding for birth control and private funding by 
health insurance plans have increased over time. Mean-
while, a number of studies have shown that state-level and 
local programs emphasizing the most effective forms of 
birth control can reduce nonmarital and unplanned preg-
nancies and births, as well as abortion rates.74 Although 
some of these studies are large-scale, most are not 
based on random assignment, the gold standard research 
design. The one exception, conducted by the Bixby Center 
at the University of California, San Francisco, found results 


Political leaders, educators, and civic 
leaders—from both the political left and 
right—need to be clear and direct about how 
hard it is to raise children without a committed 
co-parent.
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similar to those of the other large-scale studies, including 
a reduction of about half in the number of maternal reports 
of unplanned pregnancies.


Taken together, these studies give us solid evidence that 
programs that provide counseling, offer a range of birth 
control measures including long-acting forms, and pro-
vide the services free can substantially reduce pregnancy 
rates among sexually active couples, including teenage 
and low-income couples, and enable them to avoid or 
plan childbearing. 


Still, these programs remain controversial for sever-
al reasons. The most effective contraception methods 
have proven to be Long Acting Reversible Contracep-
tives (LARCs). They include injections, intrauterine devic-
es (IUDs), and subdermal contraceptive implants. They 
 remove any need for users to take daily actions or actions 
at the time of intercourse. These methods (unlike some 
IUDs of an earlier era) have so far proven to be quite safe 
and effective. But they do require medical personnel to di-
rectly administer the contraceptive to young women, and 
in many cases to remove them as well. In addition, oppo-
nents are concerned that the counseling offered by these 
programs amounts to the government nudging teen and 
low-income women towards using a form of contracep-
tion over which they have much less direct control than 
condoms or the birth control pill. Moreover, some oppo-
nents argue that part of the effectiveness of IUDs and 
similar devices comes from interfering with the capaci-
ty of a fertilized egg to be implanted in the uterine wall 
and see it as potentially a form of abortion. Supporters of 
LARCs argue that such programs are designed to provide 
information and that they actually reduce later abortions 
significantly.


Our group was somewhat divided as a result. The majority 
support programs of this type, and urge states and local 
governments to take steps to ensure that women and 
men, both single and married, are aware of their options 
for planning pregnancies and births and have easy 
access to programs that help them do so. But some were 


opposed to using government support that encourages 
young women to take LARCs.


Throughout this report we’ve emphasized the importance 
of individual responsibility. In this case, we emphasize 
the importance of what might be called couple respon-
sibility. The contraceptive methods by which births can 
be planned are now diverse, highly effective, and widely 
available. It would be better for couples, for children, and 
for society if prospective parents plan their births and 
have children only when they are financially stable, are in 
a committed relationship (preferably marriage), and can 
provide a stable environment for their child.


PROMOTING BETTER PARENTING
  
Raising kids is challenging for all, but some parents do a 
better job than others. Children in America face a large 
“parenting gap,” where some children receive significant 
quality time and attention from their parents, while oth-
ers receive less. This gap affects their odds of success 
both in childhood and later in life. Increasing the share of 
two-parent families would make effective parenting easier, 
but we should also take on parenting practices directly.


Research suggests that differences in parenting explain 
roughly a third of the income-related gaps in child devel-
opment.75 Policy should ensure that low-income parents 
can get guidance on developing their parenting skills to 
enhance their children’s social, physical, and cognitive 
growth. The government isn’t an effective parent, and it 
shouldn’t dictate to parents how to raise a child. But gov-
ernment can play a positive role by providing guidance, 
almost always through a third party receiving government 
funding, on the practices and skills that fit best with the 
high aspirations that parents hold for their children. In 
that spirit, we support evidence-backed programs to help 
low-income parents nurture their children effectively.


Evidence-based home visiting programs, such as those 
funded federally through the Maternal, Infant, and Early 
Childhood Home Visiting program (MIECHV), can help 
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low-income parents in this regard. Though MIECHV funds 
a number of strong programs, the Nurse Family Part-
nership (NFP) has shown particularly compelling results,  
and it illustrates why we think these programs hold prom-
ise. NFP involves several visits from a registered nurse 
to the homes of first-time, single mothers, both during 
and after pregnancy. During pregnancy, nurses provide 
education and guidance on diet, substance abuse, and 
other factors that could affect the health of the fetus. 
After delivery, the nurses help mothers better care for 
their children by teaching them about parent-child inter-
actions, health, safety and cognitive development. Edu-
cation and counseling also focus on the mother’s health 
and self-sufficiency. 


NFP has generated positive and long-lasting effects 
for both mothers and their children. In general, partic-
ipants have had fewer subsequent pregnancies (and 
longer intervals between those pregnancies), relied less 
on public benefits, and stayed with their current part-
ners for longer periods of time. Their children demon-
strated higher levels of cognitive development and fewer 
behavioral problems than their peers who didn’t receive 
the NFP intervention. These effects on children, unlike 
effects from many other early childhood studies, were 
still detectable after many years. Relative to their peers 
who did not receive NFP, children born to mothers with 
low psychological resources scored higher in reading and 
math at age 12; at age 15, youths who had participated 
in NFP reported fewer instances of running away and 


arrests, and their parents reported fewer behavioral prob-
lems related to alcohol and drugs; and at age 19, females 
who participated in NFP were less likely to have been 
involved with the criminal justice system.76 Other pro-
grams funded through MIECHV have shown significant 
and lasting results that also pass a cost-benefit test.77


We encourage continued federal support for MIECHV, and 
we urge an even sharper focus on identifying and support-
ing the evidence-based models that show the greatest 
success and cost-benefit payoff. MIECHV allocates 75 per-
cent of its grant dollars to evidence-backed programs. We 
urge states to do the same. Currently, states themselves 
devote nearly one billion dollars to programs with similar 
intentions. But the share of state funds tied to the adoption 
of evidence-based models is too small, and locally favored 
programs and providers too often beat out models that 
would serve parents and children more effectively.78 


Parenting is important. The parenting gap helps explain 
why achievement gaps between children from poor 
families and children from better-off families are well 
entrenched before children ever set foot in the classroom 
or apply for their first job.79 Except in cases of abuse or 
neglect, the government cannot and should not raise a 
child. But government should provide guidance to low- 
income parents who want to nurture their children more 
effectively. And it should allocate dollars in a way that rec-
ognizes the value of better parenting to society, to par-
ents, and to children.


Discussions about family and poverty must focus 
more attention on encouraging more work among 
poor, nonresident fathers—not just among the 
single mothers of their children.“
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RECONNECTING DISCONNECTED MEN


Public assistance programs for low-income Americans 
have focused on single-mother households for good rea-
son: we have a social obligation to ensure that children in 
poverty have a minimum standard of living, and poor chil-
dren disproportionately live in households headed by a 
single mother. We believe such efforts are vital and should 
be maintained and strengthened. Yet policy has tended to 
ignore men, other than expecting them to pay child sup-
port. If we believe that children need a stable and secure 
home with two loving and nurturing parents, fathers need 
to be taken seriously. Improving family life in America 
requires that we more effectively help disconnected men 
and women gain their footing in the labor market, and that 
we help non-resident fathers financially contribute to and 
constructively participate in their families.


As we discuss in detail in our chapters on work (Chap-
ter 4) and education (Chapter 5), men who lack a college 
degree have experienced large declines in employment 
and earnings. These declines are bad not only for men—
they’re bad for women and children as well. They’ve made 
marriage less appealing to women, especially in low- 
income communities, because young men with little edu-
cation and uneven employment records tend to contrib-
ute less to a household’s financial health. Reversing those 
declines may be the least controversial way to restore the 
benefits of marriage to more low-income families. 


Enhancing wage subsidies such as the Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC) for childless adults and non-custodial 
parents could help. Both President Obama and Con-
gressman Paul Ryan have proposed a significant increase 
in the EITC for adults without dependent children as a 
means to improve employment among disconnected 
men.80 Improving the federal EITC so that it is more gen-
erous to low-income childless adults and non-custodial 
parents should be a priority not only to reverse declines 
in earnings and labor force participation, but to promote 
family stability as well.


Enhancing the EITC would also help reduce the imbal-
ance between the support we provide for poor single 
mothers and the very modest support we provide to non-
resident fathers in the same economic position. Current 
policy understandably offers more support to the custo-
dial parent, typically the mother, than to the absent par-
ent, usually the father. For example, a single mother with 
two children working 30 hours a week at an $8-per-hour 
job is likely to receive annual benefits of $5,495 from 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), 
$4,990 in federal EITC payments, up to $2,000 through 
the Child Tax Credit (up to $1,422 is refundable through 
the Additional Child Tax Credit), and health care coverage 
that could reasonably be valued at $4,101 depending on 
her state of residence. Child support collections, school 
lunch and breakfast, and child care subsidies can provide 
additional resources.81


By contrast, a nonresident father working the same job 
and living in the same area is likely to receive only $1,655 
annually from SNAP, $179 from the federal EITC, and 
possibly some help with health insurance depending on 
where he lives. But he also is likely to have a child support 
obligation that would reduce his income and increase 
the mother’s. Collectively, the benefits provided to the 
single mother can almost double what she earns, while 
the nonresident father is eligible for little more than SNAP 
and a minimal EITC benefit. Discussions about family and 
poverty must focus more attention on encouraging more 
work among poor, nonresident fathers—not just among 
the single mothers of their children. 


To help nonresident fathers better provide for their chil-
dren, improving responsible fatherhood programs should 
also be a priority. Federal and state policy already requires 
fathers to take financial responsibility for their children, 
but we should help fathers realize that goal. Many state 
child support agencies now operate work programs to 
which men who owe child support and fail to work can be 
assigned. Some of these programs have shown prom-
ising results and should be encouraged. Demonstra-
tion projects such as Parents’ Fair Share (PFS), Fathers 
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at Work, and Partners for Fragile Families (PFF) have 
improved employment, earnings, and child support pay-
ments among participants.82 However, the gains were 
modest, and in some cases the evaluations weren’t rig-
orous. Programming for poor, non-resident fathers can 
be difficult. We need to develop and evaluate quality pro-
grams and expand those that have strong results. The 
federal Office of Child Support Enforcement is currently 
evaluating work demonstration programs in eight states. 
One well-evaluated work program has already shown evi-
dence that it can increase both work and child support 
payments.83 It follows that other states should implement 
this promising approach and the programs that produce 
the biggest impacts on fathers’ work in the demonstra-
tion programs.84


We also propose changing the way states set child sup-
port orders and collect payments from low-income, 
nonresident parents to help them better provide regular 
financial support for their children. Many unmarried fathers 
have children before they are financially able to support a 
family. Some cohabit with the mother while their children 
are young, but these relationships are often short lived. 
Others never form a unit resembling the traditional family. 
These fathers tend to have much lower incomes than do 
fathers who marry before childbirth. When men become 
nonresident fathers, their ability to provide financial sup-
port improves very little over time. One recent study esti-
mates that almost 10 percent of nonresident fathers pay 
such a large share of their income in child support that 
they can meet their full obligations only by skimping on 
personal expenses such as rent, utilities, and transporta-
tion to work.85 We are concerned that the child support 
obligation not only creates a work disincentive, but that 
less work by these fathers would reduce the effectiveness 
of our recommendation to increase the EITC for them. 


Overdue child support payments are concentrated 
among lower-income, nonresident fathers. The penal-
ties that induce higher-income fathers to pay can result 
in mounting debts for lower-income fathers, possibly 
decreasing average weeks worked among those with 
high past-due payments.86 The best way to ensure more 


consistent financial support for children with nonresident 
fathers is to increase employment and earnings among 
these fathers, set more reasonable child support orders 
in the first instance, and make it easier to reduce orders 
when unemployment, imprisonment, or other circum-
stances make it impossible for them to pay the amount 
they were ordered to pay when working. 87


We should also try to enroll more fathers in parenting pro-
grams. Parenting programs rarely reach fathers or expect-
ant fathers, despite evidence that early father involvement 
is good for infants and children.88 Father involvement 
during pregnancy substantially reduces infant mortal-
ity as a whole and racial gaps in infant mortality, as well 
as the precursors of infant mortality, including low birth 
weight and inadequate prenatal care. 89 Fathers who are 
involved with their children early in life tend to be involved 
later as well, and their young children tend to fare bet-
ter.90 Positive outcomes for young children, in turn, pre-
dict success later in life.91 Parenting programs, like many 
assistance programs, have too often focused on mothers 
while excluding fathers. This should change. 


The welfare reforms of the 1990s aggressively pushed 
single mothers seeking cash welfare into employment and 
rewarded work with other forms of assistance, such as the 
EITC, SNAP, child care assistance, and health insurance. 
But these positive reforms left many fathers behind. We 
must do more to reconnect low-income fathers with the 
institutions of work and family. In addition, child support 
enforcement reforms should recognize that some men 
become fathers before completing school or acquiring 
much work experience. These fathers must be required 
to take responsibility for and support their children, but 
public policy should more effectively help them deliver on 
those expectations.


CONCLUSION


In this chapter, we’ve highlighted four important ways to 
tackle the problems associated with single parenthood: 1) 
promoting a new cultural norm surrounding parenthood 
and marriage; 2) providing young adults with education 
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about and access to the full range of effective contracep-
tive options; 3) increasing access to effective parenting 
education; and 4) helping to engage young, less-educated 
men in work and family through improvements to the EITC, 
child support enforcement, and fatherhood programs.


In the past, discussions of the family’s role in poverty and 
opportunity have broken down between those on the right 
who say it’s the biggest problem facing poor Americans, 
and those on the left who either minimize its importance 


while emphasizing economic causes or say that there’s 
nothing we can do about it. We break from that standoff. 
We recognize the central role that families play in chil-
dren’s development, and we believe that public policy can 
play an effective though limited role in promoting family 
formation. If we want more responsibility, greater oppor-
tunity, and enhanced economic security, our nation must 
help parents provide greater stability in their homes. If we 
don’t, gains in the labor market and educational programs 
won’t do enough to improve poor children’s development.
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Chapter 4: Work


Improving the labor market and encouraging work are 
central to our goals of achieving greater responsibility and 
opportunity in America. The private economy is the arena 
where most Americans work hard to realize their dreams. 
But employment today is failing to achieve the promise it 
did a few decades ago. Wages of the unskilled have been 
fairly stagnant in real terms (especially among men) and 
have fallen relative to those of more-educated workers; 
and some groups of Americans (like less-educated men 
generally and black men specifically) are working consid-
erably less than they once did. Stagnant wages and low 
work participation among some groups of workers are 
blocking progress. Both must be addressed.
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The Great Recession and the slow recovery after-
ward have exacerbated the low wages and low 
employment we observe among the poor. But 


even before the recession, during much of the preced-
ing 30 years, relatively slow economic growth and weak 
labor markets limited employment and earnings gains of 
low-income workers. Improving economic growth, as well 
as returning to the tighter labor markets that we briefly 
saw in the latter half of the 1990s, would improve employ-
ment and earnings among the poor, as they did then. But 
absent such economic and labor market conditions, a 
range of other policies could still help. 


Almost all policy advocates want to improve employment 
rates and earnings among the poor, as well as the adult 
earnings of those who grew up poor. But in a difficult job 
market and with the low workforce attachment of some 
groups, what can we do to improve the employment and 
earnings of these Americans? We have reached consen-
sus on the need to:


1) Expand opportunities for the disadvantaged by 
 improving their skills;


2) Make work pay better than it does now for the  
less educated; 


3) Expand both work requirements and opportunities 
for the hard to employ while maintaining an effective 
work-based safety net for the most vulnerable mem-
bers of our society, especially children; and


4) Make more jobs available.


Taken together, these proposals will expand opportunity 
and promote income security among low-income work-
ers, while requiring them to take responsibility to make 
every effort to work. 


IMPROVING SKILLS TO GET WELL-PAYING JOBS


In the current labor market, it’s become very difficult to 
improve the earnings of less-educated workers without 
also improving their skills, so there is broad consensus 
that we need to do just that. For much of the last five 
decades, government-funded “job training” programs 
have aimed to improve the skills of low-income adults and 
youth. They include programs funded under the current 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA). Eval-
uations of these programs have shown mixed and gen-
erally limited effects. For this and other reasons, federal 
funding for such programs has greatly diminished.92 


Instead, most of what we used to call training occurs today 
in higher education, primarily at community colleges, 
where less-educated youth and adult workers seek occu-
pational certificates and associate degrees tied to partic-
ular occupations such as nursing, welding, and computer 
repair and maintenance. As funding for WIOA and its ear-
lier iterations has fallen, Pell grants and other forms of 
support for students from poor families have increased; 
they now fund more job training for the poor than all other 
federal workforce programs combined. As we will show 
in Chapter 5, college dropout rates are high among low- 
income students, and, when they do complete creden-
tials, too many earn them in generic liberal arts programs 
that have relatively little labor market value.93 


Going to college need not mean focusing only on the tra-
ditional academic skills aimed at white collar jobs. Many 
students with limited or ineffective earlier schooling might 
do better in career and technical education (CTE) aimed 
at helping them qualify for skilled and well-paid blue 
collar positions. Community colleges are participating 


Going to college need not mean focusing 
only on the traditional academic skills 
aimed at white collar jobs.“
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in more “partnerships” with employers to generate  
industry-specific (or “sectoral”) training, which shows bet-
ter impacts on low-income workers’ earnings in evaluation 
studies than did most earlier training programs.94 Many 
community colleges, in partnership with local workforce 
boards, are also building “career pathways” that combine 
classroom training, attainment of credentials, and rele-
vant work experience. As an example, someone working 
as a nursing aide might first become a certified nursing 
assistant and then work toward getting an AA degree in 
licensed practical nursing.


States are trying to expand their industry-specific part-
nerships and career pathway options. But how far can 
these successful programs be taken to scale so that they 
serve more workers?95 Right now, such activities are mar-
ginal in many community colleges, since technical train-
ing is relatively expensive (in terms of teacher pay and 
equipment costs) while colleges receive the same tui-
tion and subsidies for CTE that they get when students 
enroll in lower-cost classes that the labor market values 
less. The community colleges have too few incentives to 
expand teaching capacity in high-demand fields. Many 
employers, especially those in small and medium-sized 
businesses, also hesitate to provide significant on-the-
job training for a variety of reasons, though it might be in 
their own interests and those of their workers to do so.96


 
We believe the way forward is to both increase the finan-
cial resources and strengthen the incentives for public 
two-year colleges to use the resources more effectively. 
We would start with stronger performance incentives. 
The outcomes that would be rewarded are college com-
pletion rates and subsequent labor market earnings.


Thus, we propose that state legislators and governors 
make some significant part of state subsidies—perhaps 
as much as one-half—depend on colleges’ performance 
in these areas. So as not to encourage colleges to accom-
plish this only by “creaming” in admissions (by avoiding 
riskier students and admitting better ones), states could 
reward colleges for strong outcomes among the groups 
whose academic performance tends to be weaker (such 


as minority, first-generation, and low-income students), 
or by developing some measures of “value added” or 
“risk-adjusted” outcomes for all students.97 The admin-
istrative data on education and earnings necessary to 
implement this proposal are already available, and the fed-
eral government and other stakeholders should encour-
age states to make better use of them.98 


As for resources, we suggest that the federal government 
(perhaps through the Higher Education Act) or the states 
give two-year colleges more funding that is targeted 
specifically to raising teaching capacity in high-demand 
fields of study, and to support services that would likely 
improve education and employment outcomes for  the 
poor. Higher expenditures in these areas would let the 
community colleges expand sector-based training and 
career pathways while helping students make better-in-
formed choices about the benefits of enrolling in them. 


In addition, both federal and state governments should 
expand work-based learning, starting in high school with 
high-quality Career and Technical Education options. 
Among the very best of these is the Career Academy. This 
model of an industry-focused school within a high school 
lets students take college preparatory classes while also 
gaining more specific technical training and work experi-
ence. Rigorous evaluation shows that Career Academies 
raise earnings over the long term for at-risk young men 
by nearly 20 percent, while also improving their marriage 
rates.99 A Career Academy can also be embedded as one 
of several options within a broader model of high school 
reform like New York City’s Small Schools of Choice, 
which dramatically raised high school graduation rates 
and college enrollment among participants, especially 
young black men, while costing the public less than other 
high schools (see Chapter 5).100


Other forms of work-based learning involve employer- 
provided training on the job rather than classroom instruc-
tion, and we should encourage more of this as well. Appren-
ticeship is a particularly promising model of on-the-job 
learning that deserves more support.101 At a time when 
lower-income young people have difficulty obtaining both 
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postsecondary credentials and early work experience, 
apprenticeships help them get both. The education and 
training they receive through apprenticeships is almost 
certain to be relevant to the types of jobs available in the 
local market. Apprenticeships are appealing to students, 
who enjoy being paid while they get an education. Employ-
ers also favor apprenticeships because the participating 
students help them produce the skilled workers they need, 
without having to make a longer-term commitment before 
they can observe job performance. The training is often 
paid for through below-market wages during the training 
period. Yet another advantage of apprenticeships is that 
the training usually costs the public little.102 


Since the free market alone won’t generate the socially 
optimum amount of work-based learning that is in both 
the private and public interest, the state or federal gov-
ernment, or both, may need to offer some modest level 
of tax credits or grants and technical assistance to pro-
mote these programs.103 Indeed, South Carolina is already 
using tax incentives to encourage their expansion, as 
have Great Britain and other industrial countries.104 South 
Carolina lets employers take a $1,000 tax credit for each 
new apprentice. Though we don’t yet have evaluation evi-
dence on its impact, this strikes us as a reasonably sized 
incentive that might be replicated nationwide. At the very 
least, states should conduct experiments to see whether 
similar subsidies and/or technical assistance actually 
increase apprenticeships and skills. Programs that com-
bine the on-the-job training of apprenticeships with the 
attainment of a college credential, such as a certificate 
or even an associate degree in a high-demand field, 
would also improve the attractiveness of the training for 
students and the portability of the skills acquired across 
employers and economic sectors.105


MAKE WORK PAY MORE FOR THE LESS-EDUCATED


No matter what we do in terms of educating and training 
low-income students, there is no doubt that many mil-
lions will still have low skills and therefore will face a future 
of low earnings. Working year-round and full-time will 
often leave single and noncustodial parents in particular 


with poverty-level earnings, although the Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC) and other benefits can and do help lift 
many low-income single-parent, cohabiting, and married- 
couple families out of poverty.106 And, as we noted in 
Chapter 2, low wages tend to discourage work, especially 
among less-educated men. We have therefore reached 
consensus on a pair of policies to “make work pay” better 
for less-educated and low-income groups. Specifically, 
we propose to expand the federal childless EITC and to 
raise the federal minimum wage. 


The EITC has already successfully raised earnings among 
the poor in the past three decades, and it enjoys consid-
erable support among both conservatives and progres-
sives. Most—though not all—analysts believe that it also 
raises work levels among the poor.107 But while the fed-
eral EITC very generously subsidizes the earnings of low- 
income single parents (usually mothers) with children, 
it currently offers very little to support childless adults, 
including non-custodial parents. 


We support doubling the childless EITC to at least $1,000 
per year. President Obama has released a proposal to dou-
ble the size of the EITC for childless workers, to broaden 
its phase-out range, and to expand eligibility to younger 


At a time when lower-
income young people have 
difficulty obtaining both 
postsecondary credentials 
and early work experience, 
apprenticeships help them 
get both.


“
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workers. Paul Ryan, now the Speaker of the U.S. House of 
Representatives, has proposed a similar EITC expansion. 
The support of both President Obama and Speaker Ryan 
shows that the expansion enjoys at least some bipartisan 
support. Moreover, an experiment to demonstrate how 
the expansion could be administered and what its impacts 
might be, called the Paycheck Plus pilot program, is now 
being carried out in New York City. The EITC in Paycheck 
Plus is worth a maximum of $2,000 per year.108  


Although a higher wage subsidy generates an incentive 
to work, it might also reduce working hours among some 
people who are already employed and who would prefer 
to work less if they use the EITC to maintain their current 
level of income. To prevent this, some—though not all— 
in our group would, as in the New Hope Project109 and 
some welfare reform experiments, condition the sub-
sidy on the recipient’s working 30 hours a week, to be 
assessed monthly.


Some members of our group also worry about increas-
ing the “marriage tax” on poor recipients, some of whom 
would now qualify for two (both the mother and father) 
EITC payments if they were unmarried but would lose 
eligibility for one or both, depending on their combined 
earnings, if they married. The evidence to date suggests 
that the EITC has only small effects on marriage, and 
usually even positive ones, though the negative effects 
could rise with such an expansion.110 This possible neg-
ative effect on work and marriage could be counteracted 
by slowing the phase-out of EITC benefits for married 
couples.111 For non-custodial parents, outstanding child 
support debts, if any, would be deducted from the sub-
sidy. Thus a new benefit and opportunity for low-paid men 
would be linked to their responsibility to work steadily and 
support their children. This combination of helping poor 
men while making them meet their responsibilities par-
allels the combination of new benefits and work require-
ments used in welfare reform.


In addition, we endorse an increase in the statutory fed-
eral minimum wage, which is currently $7.25 an hour. The 
public widely supports a minimum wage increase, which 


would cost no public revenues. Roughly 25 states have 
already raised their statutory rates above the federal 
level. But because the higher rates impose higher labor 
costs on employers, standard economic theory predicts 
that raising the minimum wage should lower employment 
among the groups most concentrated in low-wage jobs 
(that is, very young, less-skilled, or part-time workers). 
While the risk of employment loss is real, empirical evi-
dence suggests that the loss will be modest. The Con-
gressional Budget Office (CBO) recently reviewed the 
research on this topic and predicted the likely effects of 
the Obama Administration’s proposal (to raise the min-
imum up to $10.10 per hour over three years and then 
index it to inflation). Its estimate of the likely employment 
loss was 500,000 jobs over three years, with 16 million to 
24 million workers enjoying wage increases and 1 million 
people being lifted out of poverty.112 But the study also 
found that more than 80 percent of the earnings increase 
would go to people already above the poverty line, and 
that it would modestly raise consumer prices, potentially 
hurting poor consumers who don’t have a family member 
who benefits from the raise. 


In a clear example of how values can influence the read-
ing of research evidence, many progressives believe that 
this tradeoff is worth making and thus embrace the Presi-
dent’s proposal. By contrast, many conservatives believe 
that the estimated employment costs and the effects on 
prices are too high, that four-fifths of the increase in earn-
ings would accrue to households that are not in poverty, 
and that the CBO might have underestimated the poten-
tial employment losses. In addition, the vast research on 
the minimum wage says little about how increases affect 
long-run job growth; nor can it say much about larger 
increases in the minimum wage. The “net” job loss esti-
mate might also obscure larger job losses among some 
groups of workers that may be balanced out by job gains 
to new entrants from other groups. Accordingly, many 
conservatives oppose expanding the minimum wage.113  


But, in order to reach a consensus agreement, and given 
that we have less evidence to date on the effects of index-
ing (which, at least potentially, could increase employment 
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losses) and on potentially larger employment losses in 
the future, we recommend an increase below what the 
Administration has proposed, but still large enough to 
substantially improve the rewards associated with work 
among the less-skilled.


It is also important to note the strong complementarity 
that exists between EITC and minimum wage increases.114 
A higher minimum wage would reduce government expen-
ditures on the EITC by pushing more workers out of the 
income ranges at which the EITC payments are high. And 
the higher minimum wage would prevent market wage 
reductions that are otherwise created by an expanded 
EITC, as the available supply of low-wage workers grows.


Any reduction of employment opportunities for young 
workers should be avoided wherever possible, but the 
expansion of work-based education (especially appren-
ticeships) and effective college training for the disadvan-
taged that we have recommended should also help offset 
any such job losses.


Finally, we believe that states, and potentially the federal 
government, should take additional steps to make it easier 
for mothers with children to work. Though some of these 
steps will cost additional public dollars, they should help 
reduce turnover among working mothers and raise their 
employment rates. One effort that states should consider 
is the provision of paid family and medical leave. We believe 
the best way to provide paid leave is by funding it through 
an increase in state payroll taxes (as California, New Jer-
sey, and Rhode Island have done), and not as a mandate on 
employers to provide it, which would further raise employ-
ment costs and could thus discourage hiring.115


RAISING WORK LEVELS AMONG 
THE HARD-TO-EMPLOY


Employment levels, especially among less-educated work-
ers, have declined over time. The reasons for falling work 
levels are not only low skills and wages, but also benefit 
programs that support people who don’t work. The special 
employment problems among low-skilled men, such as low 
education and incarceration, also contribute to lower work 
levels. While requiring non-disabled beneficiaries of various 
income support programs to work, we must also remove 
barriers they face when seeking employment; and, if we 
require more work as a condition of receiving public bene-
fits, we should support policies expanding work availability 
to those who need it, especially during economic down-
turns or in depressed regions of the country. Meanwhile, 
we believe that it’s important to maintain an effective work-
based safety net (see Chapter 2) for vulnerable members of 
our society, especially children.


Since welfare reform in the mid-1990s, the nation has 
moved toward a work-based safety net in which the goal 
is to use welfare and other benefits to move recipients 
toward rather than away from employment.116 But sev-
eral other federal and state programs providing benefits 
to non-workers likely still discourage some people from 
working, though the negative effects are no doubt con-
siderably smaller than they were before welfare reform.117 
Some of these programs should be considered “work sup-
ports” when combined with low-wage jobs. But in some 
benefit programs, such as the Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), we can do more to require or 
encourage more work (or productive work-related activity 
such as education and training).


The reasons for falling work levels are 
not only low skills and wages, but also 
benefit programs that support people 
who don’t work.“
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TEMPORARY ASSISTANCE FOR NEEDY 
FAMILIES (TANF)


The TANF program has the strongest work requirements 
of any means-tested program. After TANF was created 
in 1996, work increased substantially among single 
mothers, and especially among never-married mothers, 
the most disadvantaged group of single mothers and 
the most likely to be on cash welfare.118 By 2000, after 
a 40 percent increase in the labor participation rate of  
never-married mothers, the child poverty rate among 
mother-headed families and among black children, the 
group of children most likely to live in single-parent fami-
lies, reached their lowest levels ever. In part as a result of 
work, the TANF rolls declined about 60 percent by 2000. 
We often hear two criticisms of the TANF work require-
ments: that states sanction too many families for failure 
to meet the work requirements, and that there are now 
too many single mothers, often called “disconnected 
mothers,” who have neither cash welfare benefits nor a 
job, some of whom were forced to leave TANF because of 
the five-year time limit.119 These two criticisms raise the 
question of whether welfare programs can have tough 
work requirements and time limits without unduly increas-
ing the number of mothers who are unable to meet the 
requirements and become destitute. Our solution, in 
addition to the exemption from the time limit that already 
exists for 20 percent of the caseload, is to help states 
create more jobs; we discuss this proposal below. If nec-
essary, the jobs could be government-supported, which 
would make it politically easier to enforce strict work 
requirements because mothers could always get a job. 


THE SNAP PROGRAM


Once known as Food Stamps, the SNAP program has a 
major impact in keeping people out of poverty.120 As a 
food and nutrition program, SNAP has only modest work 
supports or requirements. The 2014 Farm Bill authorized 
$200 million for demonstration programs in ten states 
designed to show how to implement a variety of stronger 
SNAP work programs. These demonstrations are still in 
progress, so it is not known whether they have impacts on 


work or nutrition. Once the demonstration programs have 
been implemented and evaluated, Congress should con-
sider the ways in which SNAP recipients could engage 
more effectively in work, and take steps to maintain the 
availability of jobs and the nutrition of poor Americans. 


Particular care should be taken when expanding work 
requirements in SNAP, since the SNAP program plays an 
important role in reducing hunger. We are somewhat more 
sympathetic to strengthening work requirements on cer-
tain groups, like able-bodied adults without dependents. 
However, exemptions should be made for able-bodied 
adults who might have difficulty meeting work require-
ments due to mental health or other problems. 


HOUSING PROGRAMS


Housing programs have traditionally carried virtually no work 
requirements. The Housing Choice Voucher Program (Sec-
tion 8) could experiment with work preparation, job search, 
or work requirements for recipients who are able to work.


DISABILITY PROGRAMS


Disability programs such as Social Security Disability 
Insurance (SSDI) and the Supplemental Security Income 
(SSI) program have recently grown rapidly, even though 
impairments that prevent work are, if anything, less preva-
lent today than they were when the rolls were much lower. 
On the one hand, there are still some low-income Ameri-
cans who would be eligible for one of these programs but 
have difficulty gaining access to it.121 On the other hand, 
these programs grant lifelong disability status to individ-
uals who qualify for them, and strongly discourage them 
from working for the rest of their lives. We need to find a 
better way to handle these problems.


Expanding disability rolls have caused several European 
countries to reform their disability programs by tightening 
eligibility rules and making sure that current recipients are 
really unemployable. The U.S. should experiment with doing 
the same by creating stronger incentives for workers to stay 
off the rolls and to remain employed as much as possible 
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after suffering illnesses or injuries, and for employers to try 
to accommodate workers with injuries or serious illnesses. 
One possible reform would be to vary the tax that employers 
pay for SSDI, which is now uniform, depending on how many 
of a firm’s employees go on the SSDI program, as we cur-
rently do in Unemployment Insurance program. We strongly 
endorse some statewide pilot programs for these and other 
reforms, to test their fairness and cost-effectiveness.


DISCUSSION


Some members of our group are concerned that increas-
ing work requirements for the poor, especially for the very 
hard-to-employ poor (whom employers tend not to hire) or 
those who live in depressed regions or in times of reces-
sion, could mean greater hardship for the most vulnerable, 
especially children. We therefore believe that any legislation 
that requires work must be carefully implemented in ways 
that prevent hardships imposed on children and on dis-
abled adults, and only if rigorously evaluated experiments 
generate evidence to support them. We must mention two 
more important issues in this regard. First, it’s important 
that some kind of work opportunity—or at least a work-re-
lated activity or constructive pursuits such as education or 
work preparation—be available to anyone who faces loss 
of income support for failing to meet a work requirement. 
Although we endorse expanding public support for job cre-
ation for the poor (discussed below), and also some exemp-
tions from the work requirements, these might not always 
and everywhere be sufficient to cover all who need them. 
In these cases, some type of work activity—perhaps some 
form of “workfare”—should be offered to the program ben-
eficiary before she is eliminated from the rolls. To be clear: 
we don’t endorse a new entitlement to publicly funded 
jobs for these recipients, or any loosening of existing work 
requirements in TANF; we would only require that some kind 
of constructive activity (even if unpaid) be available to all 
recipients before terminating their benefits. 


Second, we should consider strengthening the work sup-
port system, especially for children, even while requiring 
more work of beneficiaries. We endorse some specific 
proposals for improvements, like extending the Additional 


Child Tax Credit beyond 2017 (when it is due to expire), 
so long as the credits are based on earnings from work 
rather than overall income. In addition, we believe several 
possible changes should at least be analyzed and evalu-
ated, because they could help protect children in families 
with very low or no earnings, though as a group we offer 
no definitive recommendation on these additional ele-
ments. These could include raising the EITC or the Addi-
tional Child Tax Credit payments for families with children 
in the critical developmental age range of 0-5, providing 
more state funding for child care, allowing higher SNAP 
benefits for children in this age range, or offering summer 
nutrition programs for families with young children. 


Another way to increase work rates is to reduce barriers 
to work facing low-skilled men. In addition to weak labor 
markets and employers’ hesitancy to hire them, these 
men also sometimes face disincentives to work because 
of their child support obligations. The Child Support 
Enforcement Program has become efficient at establish-
ing the paternity of children born outside marriage and 
levying child support judgments on the noncustodial par-
ent, usually the father. Doing so has generated valuable 
income for many single-parent families, but it also gener-
ates a reason for absent fathers not to work because the 
child support payments function as a tax on their earnings. 
The resentment fathers feel about this system might, in 
some cases, be a greater deterrent to employment than 
the financial disincentive itself. A further impediment is 
that noncustodial fathers who fail to pay their judgments 
often accumulate large past-due payments, which cre-
ate very high garnishing rates on their earnings, and thus 
even larger deterrents to work. In the worst cases, fathers 
can even be incarcerated for nonpayment. And many 
low-income fathers already face work barriers, such as 
very low earnings or criminal records.


Nonetheless, young men need to understand that par-
enting is a serious responsibility and that they will be held 
accountable if they don’t meet it. Failing to expect both par-
ents to support their children is not only unfair, it reduces 
marriage incentives, increases poverty rates for custodial 
mothers and children, and is likely to hurt children.
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In a major step toward reducing the work disincentive 
inherent in child support, the Child Support Enforcement 
Program has begun to develop work programs to which 
absent fathers can be assigned if they have trouble work-
ing and paying regularly. These programs combine “help 
and hassle” like the work programs for mothers in welfare 
reform. The father must join the program and begin to pay 
the past-due child support. If he can’t find employment, 
he is given an opportunity to work. If he refuses the job 
offer and doesn’t begin to pay child support, he could 
be subject to incarceration in some states.122 A related 
step is to allow fathers who owe past-due support to have 
their debt forgiven or reduced if they work steadily and 
pay their current child support consistently. The federal 
Office of Child Support Enforcement has funded several 
demonstrations of child support work programs.


Ex-offenders emerging from prisons at the end of their 
sentences or on parole represent an even more disad-
vantaged group of low-skilled men, whose numbers now 
exceed 650,000 a year.123 The United States has over 
2 million of its citizens behind bars. Incarceration has 
soared in recent decades as federal, state, and local gov-
ernments toughened penalties for crimes, even for vic-
timless  offenses like drug possession. On both the left 
and right, however, many people are deeply troubled by 
the criminal justice system’s huge fiscal costs as well as 
its negative effects on prisoners’ future job prospects. 
Mass incarceration harms not only the offenders, but also 
the families and communities they leave behind.124 


Federal and state governments should not only reduce 
imprisonment but take steps to promote the reentry of 


ex-offenders into society. Whether people who leave prison 
avoid recidivism depends most of all on whether they get 
jobs quickly and work steadily.125 To that end, states and 
localities must reconsider the crippling legal disqualifica-
tions that now bar ex-offenders from many positions, includ-
ing high-growth, low-wage sectors like school custodians, 
bus drivers, and providers of elder care. Private employers 
are also often reluctant to hire ex-offenders, fearing threats 
to their safety or that of their customers and other workers 
(for which they could be held legally liable). 


It is a violation of federal Equal Employment Opportunity 
(EEO) law for any employer to have a blanket policy of not 
hiring ex-offenders, without regard to the requirements 
of the job or the nature of the felony committed.126 This 
law must be strictly enforced. Cities and states should 


also consider passing and enforcing “ban the box” ordi-
nances, which forbid employers from asking about crim-
inal records in written applications. Employers would still 
be free to check applicants for criminal backgrounds, 
which they do quite easily and cheaply on the Inter-
net. But doing so later in the hiring process would give 
ex-offenders a better chance to impress employers with 
their positive skills or work experience. We support state 
demonstrations that test the impacts of ban the box 
ordinances, because answering yes to questions about 
incarceration likely eliminates an applicant’s chances of 
getting hired, even if he (or she) is otherwise fully qualified 
and poses no risk to employers, customers or coworkers. 
But uncertainty about the potential impacts mean that we 
should get more information by conducting high-quality 
studies of ban the box policies.127


Failing to expect both par ents to support 
their children is not only unfair, it reduces 
marriage incentives, increases poverty 
rates for custodial mothers and children, 
and is likely to hurt children.


“
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Some localities have also developed reentry programs 
for these men that resemble their child support work 
programs. Indeed, such reentry programs often serve 
the same population, since ex-offenders are themselves 
often nonresident fathers who have accumulated large 
child support debts while in prison. Ex-offenders on 
parole are required to work in most states, and when they 
fail to do so, parole officers often refer them to these 
reentry work programs.128 However, work programs for 
ex-offenders are less well-developed than child support 
work programs, and they have weaker funding. The federal 
government should promote their further development 
and evaluation and consider funding them more fully.


ENSURING JOBS ARE AVAILABLE


Finally, we believe that the emergence of a work support 
system, promoted by the 1996 welfare reform law, should 
be accompanied by public efforts to ensure that work is, in 
fact, widely available to all or nearly all low-income adults 
who want it.129 During the late 1990s, when jobs were plen-
tiful, employers willingly hired many of the millions of single 
mothers who left aid during welfare reform. But since 2000, 
and especially since the Great Recession of 2007–2009, 
employment rates among low-income single mothers 
have receded somewhat and then only partially recovered. 
They remain high relative to their pre-welfare reform level, 
but they have not fully recovered from the all-time high 
achieved in 2000 before two recessions struck (see Chap-
ter 2). Therefore, we can’t assume that enough jobs are 
always available for all those who need them, especially for 
the hard to employ, those facing multiple barriers to work, 
those who live in depressed regions of the country, such 
as rural areas, and during economic downturns.


One way to create jobs is to subsidize employers’ hiring of 
hard-to-employ groups. Congress has enacted a number of 
employer tax credits to do just that. Most recently, the Work 
Opportunity Tax Credit (WOTC) subsidized hiring several 
groups with high unemployment, including welfare recip-
ients, former felons, and jobless veterans. But evaluation 
evidence suggests that the WOTC’s effects on expanding 
employment for the disadvantaged have been limited.130


Another way to provide jobs is through public service 
employment. But such jobs are costly. They should be 
limited to serious economic downturns and should not 
support workers who could get regular employment in 
either government or the private sector. In other words, 
they should be truly jobs of last resort. Public unions are 
often skeptical of such programs, so net job creation 
might be limited if funds are used for jobs that would 
otherwise have already existed.131 On the other hand, if 
implemented carefully, public service employment can, in 
addition to providing employment, have the potential to 
create goods and services that have economic value to 
society. Some of us would also support PSE during peri-
ods of overall economic expansion in parts of the country 
with persistently high unemployment rates, subject to the 
other restrictions mentioned above. Others believe that 
such a step would only be appropriate if coupled with sig-
nificantly stronger safety net work requirements, and that 
other policy tools are better suited to help workers living 
in depressed areas.


A more promising approach to creating jobs is the emer-
gency employment program created under TANF as part 
of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act during 
2009–10. In a short time, roughly 260,000 workers were 
placed in jobs created by this federal subsidy.132 A non-
experimental evaluation suggested net employment 
growth among the employers who hired the subsidized 
applicants, along with some post-subsidy improvements 
in the employees’ earnings (relative to a carefully cho-
sen comparison groups).133 Before expending substan-
tial public resources in this area, we should experiment 
with and evaluate a program at some substantial scale, 
to improve our knowledge of what works and is cost- 
effective. Any such efforts should be modest during  
periods of strong economic growth and should grow in 
magnitude and funding during recessionary periods. 


CONCLUSION


Progressive members of our group want to see opportunity 
expanded to ensure that all workers can find employment, 
and to see the government raise the earnings of poor and 
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low-income workers, especially those supporting children. 
Conservative members of our group want more workers 
to take responsibility for themselves and their families 
by working, while government provides greater security 
to working families and their children by subsidizing their 
earnings. Our group has reached consensus on a set of 
proposals that we believe will meet all of these goals.


Some of our proposals seek to promote more employ-
ment in the economy as it is, while others require the 
government to raise public spending to improve oppor-
tunity for the poor. While the budgetary costs of some 
of our proposals—like increasing the EITC for childless 
workers—could be significant, they could be offset in the 
context of a broader tax reform. Some of the costs of our 
proposals will also be offset by other policies we suggest, 
such as increasing the minimum wage, which will push 
many workers into income categories where they are 
more self-sufficient and less dependent on government 
income support. 


But improving employment prospects for low-income 
workers or others (such as working mothers who have 
difficulty paying for child care) need not be left only to the 
government. We all believe that private sector employ-
ers should be encouraged to create upward employment 


paths for their workers and to help resolve the work-family 
imbalances that plague working families by providing paid 
family leave or flexible schedules for parents of small chil-
dren. It would be in the public interest for businesses to 
help their employees in these ways, and many can do so 
without incurring great expense.134


Although several of the policies we recommend are con-
troversial, we have found a great deal of agreement on the 
three general employment and training issues we discuss 
in this chapter. Specifically, we all believe that education 
and training are one of the keys to reducing poverty and 
increasing economic mobility, that government policy 
should aim to make work pay more at the bottom of the 
earnings distribution, and that we should strive to find a 
reasonable balance between promoting or requiring work 
in public programs and ensuring economic security for 
all families. Yes, progressives and conservatives would 
select somewhat different paths to achieve these broad 
goals. But because we agree on the goals, there is every 
possibility that well-functioning federal and state govern-
ments can find compromises such as our group has found. 
Together we can move the nation’s workers and families, 
especially those at the bottom, toward greater participa-
tion in the nation’s economy, toward higher earnings and 
family incomes, and toward improved financial security.







Chapter 5: Education
         
For much of the 20th century, a cornerstone of the Amer-
ican Dream has been the belief that, with hard work, all 
adults should be able to lift themselves and their fami-
lies out of poverty. But over the last several decades, it 
has become clear that achieving the American Dream  
now takes both hard work and a good education—good 
enough to command a job that pays a non-poverty wage. 
The education level of adult heads of households has 
been increasingly associated with their income as the 
income gap between the well-educated and the less 
 educated has grown steadily over the last four decades 
(see Chapter 2, Figure 9).
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Not only is the income gap by educational attain-
ment growing, we’ve also seen a growing edu-
cational achievement gap by family income for 


children (see Chapter 2, Figure 10). For these and many 
other reasons, a conservative/progressive consensus on 
how to reduce poverty and increase opportunity must 
tackle the question of how to reduce the growing gap in 
educational achievement between children from wealthy 
and poor families. That means not just closing a gap in 
years of schooling, but in cognitive academic skills and 
social-emotional skills as well.


The partisan political and cultural wars in education have 
been as fierce as in any domain of American life. Our 
group won’t try to broker a truce between progressives 
and conservatives on all features of the education policy 
wars. Nor do we aspire to analyze and critique the entire 
education system. But we have reached a consensus 
on several policy proposals that are consistent with our 
shared values of opportunity, responsibility and security. 
If these policies were implemented, they would help the 
poorest children and thereby reduce the growing educa-
tion gap.


These are our four recommendations:
 


1) Increase public investment in two underfunded  
stages of education: preschool and postsecondary;


2) Educate the whole child to promote social-emotional 
as well as academic skills;


3) Modernize the organization and accountability  
of education; and


4) Close resource gaps to reduce education gaps.


In combination, we believe these four recommendations 
will help children on the bottom rungs of the economic 
ladder improve their educational achievement and attain-
ment and thereby reduce the income gap in education.


INCREASE INVESTMENTS IN TWO UNDERFUNDED 
STAGES OF EDUCATION


Early childhood and postsecondary education are pri-
orities for 21st century education policy. The scientific 
research is clear: learning and brain development are 
inextricably linked. They both begin in the womb and con-
tinue at a rapid pace until at least the middle of the third 
decade of life.135 The United States makes its greatest 
public investments in the nation’s K–12 education sys-
tem.136 But two other periods of the life cycle are also 
critical to learning: (a) early childhood, from conception 
to kindergarten; and (b) postsecondary, from the exit 
door of high school to the world of work. Because pub-
lic investments in children’s education are lower in the 
early childhood and postsecondary years, parents’ and 
families’ roles and resources affect learning more during 
these stages than they do in the K–12 years. Compared 
with wealthier families, low-income families are at a dis-
advantage in promoting their children’s learning at these 
two stages. Education policy should do more to reduce 
the gap in investments in children between low-income 
and high-income families during the early childhood and 
postsecondary years.


EARLY CHILDHOOD: INFANT/TODDLER 
YEARS AND PRE-K


INCOME GAP IN EARLY LEARNING


One of the challenges facing education policy is that the 
gap in learning—specifically in cognitive-language devel-
opment and in social-emotional development—opens 
up well before children enter preschool or the K–12 sys-
tem. A nationally representative sample of 11,000 infants 
born in 2001 (the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study—
Birth Cohort) has enabled researchers to compare the 


Consensus on how to reduce poverty and increase 
opportunity must tackle the question of how to 
reduce the growing gap in educational achievement 
between children from wealthy and poor families. “
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early learning of children in families that earn less than 
200 percent of the federal poverty line to the learning of 
children from families with higher incomes.137 As early as 
9 months of age, low-income infants’ scores are below 
those of their higher-income peers on measures of cog-
nitive and social-emotional development. By 24 months, 
this early learning gap has at least doubled.


A number of factors associated with parents’ low incomes 
are thought to explain this early learning and development 
gap. Low-income children are exposed to fewer words 
and have less access to cognitively stimulating materials 
and experiences in their homes. The toxic stress caused 
by economic hardship and violence can lead to harsh, 
abusive, disengaged, or neglectful parenting.138


INCOME GAP IN EARLY CARE 


On average, 51 percent of toddlers are cared for exclu-
sively by their parents. The other 49 percent are cared 
for by relatives (18 percent), family child care (care deliv-
ered in the provider’s home; 15 percent), or center-based 
care (16 percent) during the day. Low-income infants and  
toddlers are more likely to be cared for by their parents 
than are higher-income infants and toddlers. When they 
are in non-parental settings, the care they receive is 
often lower in quality.139 Research indicates that both low 
maternal education and lower-quality non-parental care 
diminish toddlers’ cognitive development.140 In short, lower- 
quality care, whether in or out of the home, constrains the  
cognitive-language and social-emotional development 
of infants and toddlers in low-income homes.


These gaps in early learning and quality of care open and 
grow before children enter the formal K–12 education sys-
tem. From these facts, we conclude that the nation must 
develop a robust early learning policy based on several 
principles. First, since the early learning and development 
gap appears in infancy and grows in toddlerhood, invest 
new resources to promote early learning as early as pos-
sible in the child’s life. Second, because low income and 
low maternal education are such pervasive risk factors 
for falling behind in early cognitive and social-emotional 


development, give priority in early learning policies to 
low-income infants and toddlers and their mothers. Third, 
because low-income infants and toddlers are more likely 
to experience lower-quality child care, and because  
lower-quality child care contributes to poor cognitive and 
social-emotional learning, target resources to improve 
the quality of early child care settings for low-income 
children. Fourth, because more than half of low-income 
infants and toddlers are cared for exclusively by their par-
ents, create population-based approaches to developing 
and implementing early learning and development ser-
vices and initiatives that don’t rely on child care programs 
(because they cover a minority of children) or schools 
(because they come too late in the game).


In response to these facts, our group has agreed that the 
nation would benefit from focusing on three policy initiatives. 
These three initiatives are scientifically sound, scalable within 
the current institutional infrastructure, relatively affordable 
even as universal strategies, and likely to be cost-effective.


First, the nation should use its universally available net-
work of pediatric primary and preventive care practices to 
mount evidence-based parenting and early child devel-
opment interventions. Thanks in large part to expansions 
of federal and state health insurance coverage of children, 
nearly all infants and toddlers have access to basic health 
care and are now taken to a schedule of 10–12 well-baby 
visits over the first three years of life.141 Consequently, 
pediatricians and other health service professionals 
have developed low-cost, evidence-based approaches 
to supplement pediatric visits with parent-child inter-
ventions that can promote early cognitive-language and 
social-emotional development.142 The largest such ini-
tiative is “Reach Out and Read,” which currently enrolls 
millions of low-income parents and their infants and tod-
dlers. Reach Out and Read has stimulated new programs 
like VIP (Video Interaction Project) that have been rigor-
ously evaluated and found to improve young children’s 
language and social-emotional development.143


Second, the federal government and the states should 
build on the recent bipartisan reauthorization of the 
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Child Care and Development Block Grant to continue to 
improve the quality of child care for low-income work-
ing parents. As we noted earlier, the quality of child 
care is vital to whether poor children keep up with their  
better-off peers in early learning. If child care quality is 
low, the early learning gap between low-income children 
and their upper income peers grows. If child care qual-
ity is high, many young children from low-income families 
can be prevented from falling further behind.


Third, the states should expand access to high-quality 
preschool education. Over the last several decades, 
state governments have invested more in public pre-
school programs.144 Some states’ programs are high on 
access but low on quality (e.g., Wisconsin, Texas, and 


Florida). Other states’ programs are high in quality but 
low on access (e.g., North Carolina, New Jersey, Wash-
ington, and Kentucky). Two states have led the way in 
expanding access to high-quality care: Georgia and Okla-
homa. Evidence suggests that their initiatives have both 
increased preschool enrollment rates in the short run and 
improved children’s test scores in elementary and middle 
school in the longer run. Some analysts question whether 
high-quality preschool education and care is really scal-
able at acceptable costs to states. We propose that part 
of the strategy of expanding high-quality programs is for 
the federal government and the states to conduct exper-
imental studies of how these programs can be expanded 
without sacrificing quality. The studies should focus on 
the technical aspects of successful scaling of quality pro-
grams as well as the costs of expanding them.


POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION


Education in the years after high school graduation but 
before the attainment of a job that pays better than pov-
erty wages also suffers from underfunding, especially for 
students from low-income families. College enrollment 
rates have risen considerably over the last 50 years for 
all socioeconomic groups, including the poor, but enroll-
ment gaps between the poor and the affluent have none-
theless increased. In addition, students from low-income 
families mostly attend community colleges and the lower 
tier of public four-year colleges. The educational out-
comes that low-income students achieve remain disap-
pointing. Their dropout rates are extremely high and far 
above those of their middle- and upper-income coun-


terparts. Unfortunately, many students, especially those 
who drop out before completing their degrees, are accu-
mulating a great deal of debt when they attend college, 
only to find it difficult to service that debt, in large part 
because they can’t find well-paying jobs.145


The fact that low-income college students have poor out-
comes can be at least partly explained by their weaker 
academic preparation in the K–12 years, their limited 
knowledge of the higher education system, and fam-
ily pressures to generate income while enrolled (espe-
cially if they are single parents). But these students are 
also hurt by their greater concentration in lower-quality 
colleges, which have relatively fewer resources as well, 
and by the rising costs of higher education.146 Some 
analysts emphasize that the academic performance of 
many low-income (or first-generation) students is limited 
both by their personal decisions regarding course work 


The educational out comes that low-income students 
achieve remain disap pointing. Their dropout rates are 
extremely high and far above those of their middle- 
and upper-income counter parts.“
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and study habits and by their poor preparation for col-
lege work; others emphasize the limited opportunities 
and higher costs that would-be students face in trying 
to attend the best schools.147 Still other analysts note 
that even the best-prepared high school graduates from 
poorer communities lack the information and encourage-
ment they need to apply to top schools,148 and good stu-
dents from such communities are more likely to drop out 
of college for social and other reasons. Given these facts, 
all agree that higher education in its current form is failing 
to achieve its promise for low-income youth and adults.


Consistent with this interpretation, students’ completion 
rates at lower-quality colleges and their subsequent earn-
ings also appear limited by weak incentives for the insti-
tutions to provide more information and to offer courses 
that are more likely to lead to good jobs. For example, low- 
income students get very little academic or career coun-
seling before or during college, and very little guidance 
about choosing courses and majors that lead to labor 
market rewards. One prominent researcher has compared 
community colleges to a “shapeless river” in which stu-
dents float along without structures to guide them.149 Col-
leges have only modest incentives to provide enhanced 
services, such as selection of courses and career guid-
ance, and little incentive to expand teaching capacity in 
high-demand areas. This is true because the institutions 
get subsidies based on “seat time” per student, rather 
than for achieving successful outcomes. Further, instruc-
tors and equipment in many high-demand fields (like 
health technology, advanced manufacturing or nursing) 
make them the most expensive for colleges to provide. 
Thus new public resources invested in the community 
college system should be accompanied by careful target-
ing and accountability to make sure that the new money is 
effective in improving outcomes for low-income students. 


To ensure that the new resources and accountability suc-
cessfully translate into better student outcomes, it would 
be wise to emulate some important and proven models 
for community (and other) colleges. One such model is 
the Accelerating Study in Associate Programs (ASAP) at 
the City University of New York, which has been rigorously 


evaluated. ASAP requires participating students—who 
are mostly taking developmental (remedial) classes and 
who usually graduate in very low numbers—to attend col-
lege full-time. They receive a range of academic supports 
while attending for free. The program nearly doubled stu-
dent graduation rates over a three-year period, from 22 to 
40 percent.150 States could provide technical assistance 
to colleges that wish to implement some version of this 
program, or other successful programs.


EDUCATE THE WHOLE CHILD TO PROMOTE SOCIAL-
EMOTIONAL AND CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT AS 
WELL AS ACADEMIC SKILLS


Increasingly, economists, employers and corporate lead-
ers are recognizing how vital “soft skills” are to success in 
the labor market and to the nation’s productivity.151 In an 
information and service economy, a variety of what some 
researchers (mistakenly) call “non-cognitive traits” are espe-
cially important. These include workplace skills such as the 
ability to follow directions and take feedback from supervi-
sors, cooperate with co-workers, and focus on tasks and 
complete them on time. They also include more personal 
skills like managing one’s own feelings and making respon-
sible decisions about one’s personal life. These and other 
characteristics influence people’s educational attainment, 
employment and earnings as much as or more than aca-
demic achievement as measured by standardized achieve-
ment tests.152 In education policy and practice, these soft 
skills go by many names, most commonly social-emotional 
learning (SEL) or character development.153


The key to teaching SEL in school is to rebuild the trusting 
ties to competent adults that students should bring from 
home. Only then can behavior improve and academic 
learning begin. This may be the key to making low-income 
schools work.154 At its best, early childhood education 
teaches SEL as much as anything academic. One rea-
son some charter schools, like the Knowledge Is Power 
Program (KIPP), are especially effective is that they focus 
above all on establishing order, clear academic standards, 
more time on task, and high expectations from teachers. 
As students adjust to those demands, they learn how they 
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are supposed to behave. Thus, social-emotional learning 
occurs, and then academic learning occurs. This com-
bination of outcomes allows KIPP and similar schools to 
produce students who score well on standardized tests 
and have high graduation rates.155


But despite their importance to education, employment, and 
family life, the major educational and school reforms of the 
K–12 system over the last few decades have not focused 
sufficiently on the socio-emotional factors that are crucial to 
learning. Though most teachers believe that schools have a 
fundamental responsibility to educate the whole child, edu-
cation policy has focused disproportionately on high-stakes 
accountability strategies based on results from standardized 
academic achievement tests. We believe that the education 
gap can’t be closed unless and until schools commit to and 
become skilled at educating the whole child.


Fortunately, the U.S. has been a hotbed of small-scale 
experimentation in school-based approaches to pro-
moting children’s social-emotional learning. A 2011 
study reviewed over 200 studies that involved more than 
200,000 children. It found that school-based SEL pro-
grams, implemented by teachers in primary, middle and 


secondary schools not only improved children’s SEL skills, 
but also improved their mental health/behavioral prob-
lems and their standardized achievement test scores.156 
In short, we have a robust evidence-based approach to 
help close the cognitive/academic and social/emotional 
gaps in learning. What we need now are policies to scale 
up high-quality, evidence-based SEL programs and to 
make them a fundamental part of the education of all kids, 
but especially children who need it the most—low-income 
children who will fall further behind without it.


We recommend three policies to advance SEL. First, the 
federal government should provide resources for state 
and local education authorities to implement and scale 
evidence-based social-emotional learning practices and 
policies. Since 2011, several such pieces of legislation 
have been introduced (e.g., HR 2437, the Academic, Social 
and Emotional Learning Act of 2011; HR 3989, the Stu-
dent Success Act of 2012; and HR 1875, the Academic, 
Social and Emotional Learning Act of 2013) to provide 
such resources. Whether as standalone legislation or as 
part of reauthorization of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA), federal legislation is critical to 
advance evidence-based SEL in America’s schools.157


Second, all states should implement high-quality 
social-emotional standards that cover the period from 
preschool through high school. If social-emotional learn-
ing is a fundamental responsibility of schools, then log-
ically we need learning standards to guide instruction 
that promotes SEL. A recent National Research Coun-
cil report158 recommended the development of learning 
standards to promote intrapersonal, interpersonal and 
cognitive skills. Free-standing preschool standards for 
SEL exist in all states, but only three—Illinois, Kansas and 
Pennsylvania—have adopted comprehensive SEL stan-
dards with age-appropriate benchmarks for their entire 
K–12 system. We need dramatically more progress in 
state SEL standards. To educate the whole child, all states 
should develop and implement clear, comprehensive SEL 
standards with age-appropriate benchmarks for pre-
school through high school.159


Despite their importance 
to education, employment, 
and family life, the major 
educational and school 
reforms of the K–12 
system over the last few 
decades have not focused 
sufficiently on the socio-
emotional factors that are 
crucial to learning.


“
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Third, the federal government and the states should 
establish centers of excellence that can provide training 
and technical assistance to school districts in implement-
ing evidence-based approaches to social-emotional 
learning. Training and continuous support are necessary 
to ensure that instructional leaders at the district and 
school levels, as well as teachers, understand SEL stan-
dards and can implement evidence-based programs and 
practices with fidelity. SEL requires the same level of sup-
port to provide high-quality, effective instruction as does 
literacy and numeracy.


In conclusion, federal legislation, state standards, and 
training and technical assistance resources for dis-
tricts and schools can help to scale up evidence-based 
approaches to SEL and put education of the whole child 
at the center of education reforms. Complementing aca-
demic learning with effective SEL policies is key to our 
strategy to reduce the education gap.


MODERNIZING THE ORGANIZATION AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY OF EDUCATION


The condition of the K–12 education system underscores 
the themes and challenges we’ve raised. Although high 
school completion rates are improving, only 82 percent 
of black Americans and 79 percent of Hispanics com-
plete high school, compared with 89 percent of whites.160 
Within these broad demographic patterns, there are deep 
differences between schools in low and high poverty 
neighborhoods in their academic offerings, extracurricu-
lar activities, and outcomes.161 Moreover, a generation or 
two ago someone with a high school diploma could gen-
erally make it up the economic ladder to the middle class; 
today a quality postsecondary education is necessary to 
achieve that goal.162 Much of higher education is failing 
to provide the skills young people need, completion rates 
for blacks and other minorities are low, and, higher edu-
cation is slow to introduce affordable new ways to pro-
vide the skills students need to succeed in the workforce. 
Many college graduates can’t find full-time work in their 
field, while employers grumble that graduates they hire 
are ill-equipped for the workplace.


Robert Putnam and others have raised another import-
ant issue about American schools. Schools are a prod-
uct of the community in which they are located as well 
as potential engines for upward economic mobility for 
the children from that community.163 The social and eco-
nomic conditions of many poor neighborhoods affect the 
organizational culture and effectiveness of the schools 
themselves and thus the schools’ capability to offset the 
rising attainment and income gaps.


In short, there are many reasons to be concerned about 
whether the education system at all levels is preparing 
young people, especially those from poorer neighbor-
hoods, for future success. To improve the educational 
system, we need policies that stimulate greater innova-
tion in the organization and delivery systems of educa-
tion and that foster rigorous accountability for new and 
existing approaches. Fortunately, American education 
encompasses a great deal of creativity. Our challenge is 
to spur innovation and customization to drive the system, 
especially for the benefit of the young people who face 
the greatest challenges.


HELP SCHOOLS SERVE AS COMMUNITY HUBS 
(K–12 EDUCATION)


They can be hubs to coordinate a range of services for chil-
dren and, often, the wider community. The school setting 
should support a “two-generation” model that reinforces 
positive development for parents as well as their children.164 
Within poorer communities especially, this means seeing 
the school as a hub for a range of health, social, and other 
services in addition to teaching. For very young children, 
combining development of skills in early childhood with 
strategies to improve the home and community environ-
ment is key to the cognitive/language and social/emotional 
skills children need for success. Then, from pre-K through 
high school, we need similar approaches that bring parents 
and a range of services into the school, and that feature a 
multi-professional team to assist both parents and children 
within the school building.
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The community school movement, as well as some inno-
vative charter schools such as the KIPP system, the 
Dunbar Learning Complex in Atlanta, and Baltimore’s 
Henderson-Hopkins school, take this two-generational 
hub approach. In the school, a team of teachers, health 
professionals, and social workers addresses children’s 
social and health needs as well as their education. These 
schools also use a combination of requirements and 
inducements—for instance, day care for infants—to per-
suade parents to take part in on-site job training and par-
enting classes.165


Although these approaches are promising, we don’t know 
enough about either their effectiveness or the key fac-
tors behind the results they do produce. For instance, 
one analysis of the Harlem Children’s Zone found that the 
Zone’s charter schools showed reasonable success, but 
that the wraparound social services didn’t have a signifi-
cant impact on the children’s educational achievement.166 
On the other hand, another study found that offering stu-
dents a range of social service and other supports can 
contribute to academic progress.167


So although we argue for experimenting with this promis-
ing approach, we also argue that experiments need to be 
carefully evaluated, with both trial evaluations to guide the 
experiments themselves and more rigorous evaluations 
before any approach is replicated and scaled up. Inte-
grated approaches can be expensive and complicated, 
even if they yield long-term savings in health, social ser-
vice and even crime costs in addition to improving chil-
dren’s prospects. To identify the long-term benefits and 


encourage the strategy, states, counties, and school 
districts need budgeting and accounting tools that let 
money be moved across program boundaries so that it 
can be spent where it does the most good.


In setting up such tools, states need to collect budget 
and longitudinal outcomes data to permit rigorous eval-
uations of team approaches. The evaluations should 
include longitudinal data on how high school graduates 
perform in college and in the workforce, to provide feed-
back for improvements at the high school level. Fortu-
nately, such data are becoming more available. Forty-five 
states have received federal grants to develop statewide 
longitudinal data systems under the National Center for 
Education Statistics’ Statewide Longitudinal Data Sys-
tems Grant Program. Most have linked K–12 and postsec-
ondary information; some have also linked employment 
and health information. Meanwhile, the nonprofit National 
Clearinghouse can provide enrollment and degree infor-
mation to high schools and to researchers. 


Evaluation is a vital and underused tool for develop-
ing good education policy. We believe the new norm 
should be to scale up evidence-based approaches only. 
No approach, even those we think are as promising as 
community schools, should be copied just because it’s 
innovative. To carry out such evaluations, states, coun-
ties, and school districts need to collect longitudinal out-
comes data. We also need more experimental evaluations 
of various teaching and learning approaches. Meanwhile, 
traditional approaches to education must also be subject 
to the same degree of evaluation and analysis.168


Evaluation is a vital and underused 
tool for developing good education 
policy. We believe the new norm 
should be to scale up evidence-
based approaches only.
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ENCOURAGE CUSTOMIZATION AND INNOVATION TO 
ACHIEVE HIGH STANDARDS


If schools are to offer children the best opportunities and 
help them overcome their challenges, education needs 
to be customized for each child.169 More affluent and 
engaged parents routinely supplement their child’s reg-
ular education with a wide range of other activities, from 
after-school music lessons to summer programs, while 
private tutors and counselors help deal with weaknesses 
and give children from well-off families an edge in college 
admission. Meanwhile, parents in poorer households also 
lack not only the financial resources but the information 
and professional networks to choose the best supple-
mental education for their children.170


To encourage customization and pedagogical innovation, 
we urge states and localities to enact legislation to widen 
the use of innovative approaches to school organization. 
Several approaches look promising. Evaluations of char-
ter schools, for instance, indicate that the best among 
them can have significant impacts both on school per-
formance and on long-term attainment and earnings. A 
recent study by Mathematica Policy Research, using lon-
gitudinal data for charters in Chicago and Florida, found 
large increases in the probability that children would both 
gain a high school diploma and attend college. In the Flor-
ida case, Mathematica also found significant increases 
in earnings of charter school graduates compared with 
graduates of other high schools.171 Another Mathematica 
analysis of the KIPP schools found substantial impacts on 
achievement, which were apparently associated in part 
with changes in student behavior patterns.172 New York 
City’s Small High Schools of Choice are also associated 
with markedly higher graduation rates for disadvantaged 
students of color, according to a recent study by MDRC.173 
Moreover, students attending these high schools are 
much more likely to go on to postsecondary institutions. 
And the Career Academies we discussed in Chapter 4 
have been a successful element of school reform for more 
than three decades. Evaluations of these schools indicate 
that they significantly boost students’ post-school earn-
ings and family stability, compared with a control group.174 


We also find that when school systems train and retain 
good teachers, they produce significantly better results. 
That’s hardly a surprise, but research also suggests that 
effective teachers are associated not just with better 
test scores but also with improvements in adult earn-
ings, reduced probability of out-of-wedlock childbearing, 
and social improvements in neighborhoods.175 Moreover, 
research suggests that high-quality teachers can poten-
tially be identified quite early in their careers and that 
quality is not closely related to teaching credentials.176 
Hence taking steps to attract and train teachers, assess 
them early in their careers, and weed out those who don’t 
show the potential for quality will likely have a significant 
impact on students’ performance in school and later suc-
cess in life.


Though we encourage innovation and customization, nei-
ther is an alternative to a robust core curriculum in our 
schools. An effective core curriculum gives each child 
alternative methods of achieving the standards, both 
academic and social-emotional, and it permits variations 
and additions to help each child make the best use of her 
talents. We share some of the concerns about the Com-
mon Core standards, such as the excessive use of testing 
and undue restrictions on teacher flexibility, but we still 
believe that these standards can provide an improved 
foundation for primary and secondary education. We also 
believe that progress in adopting evidence-based cur-
ricula for social-emotional learning and character devel-
opment will support students in the self-regulation and 
persistence they need to achieve deeper learning and 
meet revised academic standards.


REFORMS OF HIGHER EDUCATION


The good news about higher education is that change is 
already taking place. From elite private institutions to the 
average state university and community college, adminis-
trators are gradually seeking ways to slow cost increases 
and to respond to the opportunities and challenges of 
online education and of new institutions with innovative 
business models.177 What we need now is a policy frame-
work to accelerate changes that will help higher education 
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transform more rapidly into a more effective vehicle for 
promoting equal opportunity and economic mobility. 


Additional resources will need to be spent to improve 
higher education and employment outcomes for low-in-
come students. But these resources need to be carefully 
targeted on support services like counseling and child 
care that will likely improve outcomes for the poor, includ-
ing reducing their dropout rates. We also need resources 
for models like ASAP that have been proven to work. Com-
bining these targeted resources with new accountability 
measures—such as requiring states to base their public 
subsidies for colleges at least partly on students’ educa-
tion and employment outcomes—will ensure that the new 
resources are spent effectively. (We further developed 
these ideas about accountability in Chapter 4.)


Another essential step to improve workforce preparation is 
to supplement traditional accreditation with other methods 
of measuring quality, and to establish these alternative mea-
sures as criteria for federal student aid. At best, the current 
process only gives students or their parents an indication 
that an entire institution meets certain quality measures, 
which in turn allows students from that school to qualify for 
federal aid. But accrediting an institution doesn’t mean that 
individual courses are of good quality, or are relevant for 
the workplace after graduation. Further, accreditation per-
versely serves to protect traditional business models—it’s 
costly, time-consuming, and uncertain for new ventures to 
undergo the accreditation process. 


We propose administrative and congressional action 
to provide alternative ways for institutions and courses 
to qualify as acceptable for student aid. One possibil-
ity would be a fast-track federal accreditation system 
for online schools and other innovative models, as the 
Obama Administration is considering. Another would be to 
give states greater authority to provide a speedier track to 
federal accreditation. Yet another would be for the federal 
government to recognize competency-based credential-
ing of courses as the equivalent of accreditation.


Inadequate information on institutions’ graduation rates 
and their students’ post-graduation income has caused 
millions to choose colleges and courses unwisely and 
to incur avoidable debt. For students from more mod-
est backgrounds, with fewer networks and less access 
to useable information, unwise decisions are common  
and damaging.


The Administration has taken important steps to provide 
basic information on college performance to help guide 
students and their parents. The National Center for Edu-
cational Statistics178 provides basic information on insti-
tutions, such as typical costs of attendance, loan default 
rates, and graduation rates. This service supplements pri-
vate “scorecards,” such as those compiled by US News & 
World Report and Forbes. The federal scorecard should 
offer more complete information, including more details on 
employment patterns after graduation. But we also caution 
against seeing a federal scorecard as the definitive rating. 
In addition to the danger that a rating system could become 
ossified and reflect traditional visions of quality, increasingly 
sophisticated private ratings are emerging, such as tools to 
identify the true “value added” of a college.179 For this rea-
son, we recommend that the federal government open its 
rating platform to multiple scorecards that meet standards 
of integrity but reflect differing views of quality.


FOSTERING APPRENTICESHIPS AND OTHER 
PARTNERSHIPS


The changing nature of the workplace and needed work-
force skills make the traditional distinctions between 
forms of higher education much less relevant today. 
Indeed, the fact that so many university graduates 
have an incomplete skill set underscores the need for 
institutions of higher education to provide a range of  
employment-related experiences, such as temporary 
workplace training programs (known as “externships”). As 
we pointed out earlier, our economy increasingly requires 
a range of social-emotional skills and work-related expe-
riences and training along with academic courses.
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We encourage states and the federal government to 
expand apprenticeships and other forms of work-re-
lated learning at both the college and high school level. 
Some states, such as South Carolina, have already taken 
a strong lead in fostering college-business partnerships, 
as have some European-based companies from coun-
tries with a long tradition of partnerships and appren-
ticeships, such as Germany.180 Promising proposals that 
are under discussion include state tax incentives and a 
strengthened national apprenticeship program.181


It is widely thought in the United States that partnerships 
of this kind are suited only for students who are not quite 
up to university level work. Such thinking is a mistake, as 
the employment problems faced by many university grad-
uates indicate. In fact, the university of the future seems 
likely to be a blend of experiences and forms of learning, 
from online courses to workplace-based blended courses 
to traditional residential courses.


CLOSE RESOURCE GAPS


INCREASE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES AVAILABLE 
TO LOW-INCOME STUDENTS


Since the release of the Coleman Report in 1966, the 
evidence has been mounting that, after the socioeco-
nomic status of students’ families, the largest in-school 
influence on students’ academic achievement is the 
socioeconomic status of their classmates.182 But a grow-
ing number of low-income children are segregated from  
middle-class schoolmates. Socioeconomic segregation 
has been growing in U.S. public schools: The proportion of 
children attending schools where 75 percent of students 


are eligible for reduced-price or free lunch grew from 10 
percent in 2000 to 17 percent in 2008.183  The proportion 
of students in high-poverty schools is greatest in urban 
areas (40 percent) but significant in suburban and rural 
areas as well (13 percent and 10 percent, respectively).184  


Higher proportions of middle-class schoolmates expose 
children to advantages like their larger and richer vocab-
ularies, higher levels of engagement in productive activ-
ities, and lower levels of behavioral problems. Schools 
with higher proportions of middle-class peers confer two 
other major advantages: engaged parents who are more 
active in the life of the school, and better teachers who 
are attracted to work in higher-functioning schools.


We propose extending the concept of “resource gaps” 
beyond differences among schools in per pupil expendi-
tures to include the critical resources of classmates, their 
parents, and the schools’ teachers. When resources are 
understood in this manner, socioeconomic integration 
of schools becomes an important policy tool to increase 
education resources to low-income children. Indeed, 
education analysts on the left,185 and more recently on 
the right,186 see powerful evidence that, on the policy 
level, socioeconomic integration of schools can have 
clear population-level effects, improving the academic 
achievement of low-income children without hurting the 
achievement of middle-income children. But the key to 
both helping the low-income children and not hurting 
middle-income children is to maintain a numerical and 
cultural majority of middle-class students.187 


In light of the limited success of the Bush Adminis-
tration’s “No Child Left Behind” policy and the Obama 


We endorse an alternative strategy: breaking 
up concentrations of school poverty by 
encouraging voluntary school choice that 
promotes socioeconomic integration—and, 
as a desirable byproduct, more racial integration.
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Administration’s “Race to the Top,” we endorse an alter-
native strategy: breaking up concentrations of school 
poverty by encouraging voluntary school choice that 
promotes socioeconomic integration—and, as a desir-
able byproduct, more racial integration. Richard Kahlen-
berg, a major proponent of socioeconomic integration of 
schools, describes several strategies to do so that have 
been implemented by 80 districts serving 4 million stu-
dents. These include: changing incentive structures so 
that high-performing schools are motivated to actively 
recruit low-income students rather than passively resist 
transfers; promoting public school choice across dis-
tricts; and increasing funding for magnet schools in 
high-poverty urban areas.188 More recently, proposals 
have come forward to expand charter schools as a way to 
increase socioeconomic integration.189


Thus, despite the evidence that some individual high- 
poverty schools can be turned around, the best evidence 
for a strategy that is effective, scalable, and supported by 
reformers on the left and right is school socioeconomic 
integration via public school choice. But we still have much 
to learn about how best to integrate schools socioeconom-
ically and how best to improve children’s academic and 
social-emotional learning via such integration. Thus, we also 
propose an expanded and rigorous program of research on 
the impact of various strategies for socioeconomic inte-
gration so that we can address lingering concerns. 


INCREASE AID AND FOCUS IT ON THE POOR  


Today a college or college-equivalent education (such as 
apprenticeship and certification) has become the basic 
credential for a middle class life in America, just as a high 
school diploma was in the past. So we believe that quality 
postsecondary education should be affordable for Amer-
icans—just as the country committed to making high 
school affordable. This doesn’t mean we must assure 
access to a traditional four-year residential education, 
which is not the best choice for everyone. But it does 
mean that we’ll need increased public investments in 
the postsecondary education of low-income students to 
ensure equal opportunity and to close the income-based 


education gap. A high-quality postsecondary education 
that is appropriate for today’s workplace can encompass 
a range of courses and experiences, such as certificates 
and two-year degrees. Moreover, with the competition 
and customization we support, we believe the general 
cost of higher education in America will moderate, and 
perhaps even fall, making the commitment affordable to 
the nation.


Higher education should provide an opportunity for those 
near the bottom of the economic ladder to catch up, rather 
than—as is the case today—help those who already have 
family and economic advantages pull further ahead. For 
this reason, federal student aid should aim to make an 
adequate level of quality postsecondary education truly 
affordable for those who lack the means to acquire higher 
education without accumulating unreasonable debt.


While public support for low-income students is inadequate 
and often poorly spent, we don’t believe, when subsidized 
loans and other forms of finance are included, that the 
higher education sector as a whole is underfunded. But too 
much public support goes to students from middle- and 
upper-income households who don’t need it to manage the 
cost of an education that will yield a significant return on 
their investment. Thus we favor tapering down future public 
support for students from wealthier families. We recognize 
that this broad restructuring of public support for higher 
education will be controversial among some middle-class 
and affluent families, and it will take time and be difficult to 
accomplish. For this reason, we don’t believe support for 
students in need should be contingent on the success of 
the broader reform we propose. 


CONCLUSION


Like our proposals on work and family, our proposals for 
education strive to draw on and advance the values of 
opportunity, responsibility and security. Policy proposals 
like ours, which aim to help poor children improve their 
academic achievement and educational attainment, are 
designed to expand educational opportunity in the short 
run and economic opportunity in the long run. Strategic 
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investments in early childhood and postsecondary edu-
cation for low-income children, improving low-income 
children’s social-emotional learning and thereby their aca-
demic learning, modernizing the organization and account-
ability of U.S. schools (especially schools that serve 
low-income children), and reducing education resource 
gaps all hold great promise for increasing low-income chil-
dren’s opportunity to attain a high-quality education.


Our proposals are also founded on and seek to strengthen 
responsibility—both the responsibility of students and 
parents themselves and of local schools. Parents have 
a responsibility to educate their own children, which 
includes teaching them life skills and overseeing their 
progress through formal schooling. Children, as they get 
older, assume a larger share of responsibility for academic 
effort and achievement. But given the enormous gaps in 
opportunity and resources that we have documented 
throughout this report, schools, communities, and gov-
ernments have an urgent responsibility to do far more to 
help low-income parents and students. Increasing pub-
lic investments in two underfunded stages of education 
acknowledges greater government responsibility to level 
the playing field for low-income children. In the 21st cen-
tury, our policies must recognize that education begins 
at birth and continues into the twenties. Government 
has the responsibility to improve low-income children’s 


access to quality early childhood and postsecondary 
education. Educating the whole child acknowledges the 
public education system’s responsibility to address the 
“non-cognitive” constraints on academic learning, educa-
tional attainment, and future life chances. Our proposals 
to expand the responsibilities of schools, communities, 
and governments in these ways seek to complement, not 
to substitute for, parents’ primary responsibilities. Clos-
ing the resource gaps between low-income and middle- 
income children by promoting voluntary socioeconomic 
integration of schools acknowledges the responsibility 
of local districts and states to provide a positive learning 
environment for all students, regardless of the income and 
social status of children’s families and neighborhoods.


Perhaps most important, our proposals aspire to enhance 
the security of low-income children and their families. The 
economic security of low-income parents will improve if 
the nation makes quality early childhood and postsecond-
ary education more broadly accessible and effective. Not 
only students, but parents and teachers, will become more 
personally secure when evidence-based social-emotional 
learning programs and practices make schools safer and 
more supportive learning environments. And increasing 
the resources available to low-income children via volun-
tary socioeconomic integration of schools can reduce the 
insecurities born of structural inequalities.
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Chapter 6: The Way Forward


Reducing poverty and increasing social mobility are 
bipartisan national priorities. They are discussed often by 
the president and Congress, in think tanks and universities, 
in the press and in the public square. They are major issues 
for both parties in the 2016 presidential campaign.
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In this report, we have drawn from the best thinking 
across the political spectrum. We offer a way of thinking 
about poverty and economic mobility that is unified by 


three core values shared in some form by nearly all Amer-
icans: opportunity, responsibility, and security.


All Americans should have the opportunity to apply their 
talents and efforts to better themselves and their children, 
regardless of the circumstances of their birth. All Ameri-
cans have a responsibility to provide for themselves and 
their families to the best of their abilities before asking 
others for help. All Americans are entitled to a basic level 
of security against the vicissitudes of life and, in a nation 
as rich as ours, to a baseline level of material well-being.


Each of these core values requires and reinforces the 
others. People can’t meaningfully take responsibility for 
their lives without adequate opportunities for educational 
attainment and employment, and the risks required for 
success are often intolerable without some level of secu-
rity. Likewise, security for those who need it cannot exist 
in a nation without firm commitments from individuals to 
assume responsibility to the best of their abilities and from 
government to promote opportunity. And without the val-
ues of security and responsibility, opportunity is vacuous.


Fighting poverty and increasing mobility, then, is essen-
tially an exercise in addressing these three values simul-
taneously: increasing opportunity so Americans can meet 
their responsibilities, with an adequate social safety net 
for those who truly need it. Applying these three values 
to three domains of life—family, work, and education—
offers a concrete way to fight poverty, increase mobility, 
and advance the American Dream. Most social scientists, 
policy analysts, and practitioners focus primarily on one 
of these three challenges. We believe that 21st century 
reality demands that we address all three simultaneously. 
If families are strengthened but educational opportunity 
is not, then children can’t fully benefit from the additional 
time and resources that two parents can provide. If our 
labor market is strengthened to better reward work but 
our educational system fails to impart needed knowledge 
and skills to the next generation of workers, then wages 


will remain low for many people. If our education system is 
dramatically improved but opportunities to work are lim-
ited, then knowledge and skill building will be much less 
effective and less rewarded.


Within the family, the values of opportunity, responsi-
bility, and security are best advanced by ensuring that 
marriage comes before childbearing, that mothers and 
fathers know the basics of parenting, and that becoming 
a parent is a deliberate choice. Within education, the val-
ues of opportunity, responsibility, and security are best 
advanced by ensuring that government invests enough in 
early childhood and postsecondary schooling; by educat-
ing the whole child; by reorganizing schools so that teach-
ing is more effective and ties with local communities are 
stronger; and by closing resource gaps between schools 
in low- and high-income communities. Within employ-
ment, the values of opportunity, responsibility, and secu-
rity for low-income Americans are advanced by improving 
skills through work-based learning and increased funding 
for lower-ranked schools tied to increased accountabil-
ity; by making work pay through earnings subsidies and 
increasing the federal minimum wage; and by increas-
ing workforce participation through strengthening work 
requirements and work opportunities in some federal 
benefit programs.


Fighting poverty and 
increasing mobility, then, 
is essen tially an exercise 
in addressing these three 
values simul taneously: 
increasing opportunity so 
Americans can meet their 
responsibilities, with an 
adequate social safety net 
for those who truly need it.
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This report contains a package of specific proposals, 
based on the best social science evidence, designed to 
achieve these goals. The proposals are public policies 
that advance the American Dream.


As a group, we offer this report with our unanimous endorse-
ment. That doesn’t mean that every member of the group 
agrees with every proposal. Instead, our endorsement 
means that we believe this report, as a whole, represents 
a very good way forward. And if America’s leaders want to 
move forward together, in a bipartisan way, then this report 
is the most detailed plan available for doing so. 


Our report is not comprehensive—policies other than the 
ones discussed here are surely needed. But as a nation, 
we have a long journey ahead of us, and we are confident 
that this report lays down a path for getting started in the 
right direction.


HOW TO PAY FOR OUR PROPOSALS


As we think about moving forward, a natural question 
arises, particularly in Washington: How are we going to 
pay for these proposals? Though it’s not the focus of this 
report, we must briefly address this important challenge. 
We’re committed to the principle that we shouldn’t fight 
poverty today by increasing the debt our children and 
grandchildren will face tomorrow. The nation thus has two 
options for funding our proposals: reducing the amount 
of money the federal government spends on other pro-
grams or increasing the amount of revenue the federal 
government raises. Just as our proposals represent ideas 
from across the policy spectrum, there are reasonable 
ways both to cut spending and to raise revenue that are 
consistent with our core values.


For example, Social Security spending is projected to 
consume over one percentage point more of national 
income in 2040 than it does today. Medicare spending is 
on an even more rapid upward path, projected to increase 
from its current 3.5 percent of gross domestic product 
to 6.3 percent in 2040. Some of this increase is inevita-
ble because of the aging of the baby boom generation. 


Nonetheless, policy changes could both slow the growth 
of entitlement spending and ensure security for seniors 
who truly rely on government pensions and health care. 
Beyond reducing entitlement spending for the affluent, 
we recommend reducing the spending that’s commonly 
described as “corporate welfare,” such as agricultural sub-
sidies. Surely a better use of these public funds is to chan-
nel them to fighting poverty and increasing opportunity.


We must raise revenue as well. The tax code contains 
many deductions from gross income and tax credits, 
and it excludes certain types of income from taxation 
altogether. These provisions are labeled “tax expendi-
tures” because they are, in effect, spending programs. 
We emphasize the fact that they overwhelmingly ben-
efit high-income households. The mortgage interest 
deduction, for example, reduced revenue by $70 billion 
in 2013, and is projected to average more than $100 bil-
lion per year for the following ten years. Over 90 percent 
of the benefit from this deduction accrued to house-
holds in the top 40 percent of income, with 15 percent 
of the benefit going to households in the top 1 percent. 
By reducing the financial gain a well-off household can 
receive through tax expenditures, we can generate sig-
nificant revenue to offset the spending required for our 
proposed policies.


These budgetary proposals are in keeping with this 
report’s emphasis on the values of opportunity, respon-
sibility, and security. Their goal is to increase opportu-
nity for Americans who need it most. They require that 
Americans take responsibility for their lives, to provide for 
themselves in old age, and to receive federal spending 
through the tax code only if they are not well-off. And they 
maintain security by keeping programs in place for those 
who truly need them.


CONCLUSION


In our nation’s time of darkest division—the opening 
months of the Civil War—Abraham Lincoln described the 
American experiment and the purpose of the American 
government. In his July 4, 1861, message to Congress, 
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he said the government’s leading object is “to elevate the 
condition of men—to lift artificial weights from all shoul-
ders; to clear paths of laudable pursuit for all; to afford all 
an unfettered start, and a fair chance, in the race of life.”


America made stunning progress toward those goals 
between 1865 and 2000, creating the world’s first mass 
prosperity society and the world’s most powerful mag-
net for ambitious immigrants. Despite our many flaws, 
we were a model of freedom, constitutional democracy, 
and forward-looking innovation. Our culture and institu-
tions were admired and copied by many nations around 
the world. When our country made reducing poverty a na-
tional priority in the 1960s, we had some success, which 
carried through to a bipartisan commitment in the 1990s 
to create a work-based safety net.


But recently progress has stalled, and bipartisanship has 
become ever more elusive. That is why we came together 
and worked together, for more than a year, to find a way 
forward. In the course of our work, we all benefited from 
the political diversity and disciplinary breadth of our group. 
We believe that we have come up with the most compre-
hensive and balanced analysis available anywhere on the 
current causes of American poverty. Based on that anal-
ysis, we have offered a detailed plan for reducing poverty 
by increasing opportunity, responsibility, and security.


We as a nation can and must recommit ourselves to 
clearing “paths of laudable pursuit for all.” Our history, our 
identity, and our values require that we do what we can to 
give all of our fellow citizens “an unfettered start, and a fair 
chance, in the race of life.”
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