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Executive Summary

Marriage will be an important issue in the upcoming debate over the reauthorization of

welfare reform. According to recent studies, both children and adults benefit from mar-

riage. Still, one of three children in the U.S. is born to unmarried parents. At the time of

birth, most unmarried parents are committed to each other and to their child and have

high hopes of marriage and a future together. But these parents face numerous barriers to

creating and maintaining a stable family life, including low education and job skills, lack

of jobs, and poor relationship skills. Helping these parents achieve their goal of stability

will require new ideas and new policies such as providing services that start at birth; treat-

ing the parents as a couple rather than as individuals; offering services that promote

communication and increase employability; reducing marriage penalties; and making child

support enforcement more reasonable for low-income fathers. While some of these ideas

have been tried in the past, others have never been fully implemented, and none has been

offered as a single, comprehensive package. Because Congress is unlikely to enact a full

package of services, the federal government should consider funding state-run demonstra-

tions to ascertain the benefits and costs of the proposed reforms.

romoting marriage and two-parent

families is of great importance to

policymakers. The benefits of mar-

riage for adults (better health,
greater longevity, and higher earnings) have
been well documented, and the benefits of
growing up with two biological parents (more
education, greater marital stability, and better
mental health) are widely acknowledged.
Moreover, Congress and the Bush adminis-
tration seem determined to make marriage a
major issue in the welfare reform reautho-
rization debate.

Welfare rolls have dropped dramatically
since 1996, and large proportions of welfare
recipients have moved from dependency to
work. At the same time, the proportion of
births to unmarried mothers, after several

decades of relentless increases, has remained
constant at around 33 percent. In response,
some policymakers have argued that more
dollars from the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) should be spent on
programs for poor parents who marry. Others
have argued that, rather than promoting
marriage, TANF money should go towards
making poor parents, especially fathers, more
“marriageable” or better able to support
themselves and their families.

This policy brief will assess “marriage” and
“marriageability” strategies and discuss poli-
cies to promote both. Strategies for increasing
father involvement and improving communi-
cation among parents who live apart will also
be considered. Most of the analysis is based on
data from the Fragile Families and Child
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Wellbeing Study being conducted at the Center
for Research on Child Wellbeing at Princeton
University and the Social Indicators Survey
Center at Columbia University. The study is
following a birth cohort of approximately 5,000
children born to unwed parents in large cities
(populations of 200,000 or more) at the turn of
the 21st century. Based on interviews with
mothers and fathers, the four-year study pro-
vides extensive information about parents’
relationships, views on marriage, intentions to
marry, and expectations about the role of
unmarried fathers.

Unwed Parents: What We Know

One of the most striking findings from the
Fragile Families Study thus far is the high rate
of cohabitation among unmarried parents. At
the time of birth, half of unmarried mothers
are living with the fathers of their children.
Another third are romantically involved with
the fathers, but living apart in what are called
“visiting relationships.” Eight percent of par-
ents are “just friends” and 9 percent have
“little or no contact.”

The majority of unwed parents are opti-
mistic about their future together. Nearly three
quarters of the mothers believe their chances
of marrying the father of their child are “50-
50" or better. Almost two thirds “agree” or
“strongly agree” with the statement, “it is bet-
ter for children if their parents are married.”
There is also strong consensus among unmar-
ried parents about what qualities are necessary
for successful marriage. Roughly 90 percent of
mothers rate “husband having a steady job”
and “emotional maturity” as very important
qualities for a successful marriage. In addition,
69 percent of mothers rate “wife having a
steady job” as very important.

Most fathers are highly involved during the
pregnancy and around the time of birth.
According to the mothers surveyed, four out
of five fathers provided some financial sup-
port during the pregnancy, 84 percent will
have their name on the birth certificate, and
79 percent of the children will take the

father’s surname. Most fathers say they want
to help raise their child, and the overwhelm-
ing majority of mothers say they want the
fathers to be involved.

At the time their child is born, the vast
majority of unmarried parents are committed
to each other and to their child. Most mothers
and fathers have high hopes about their
future together and most view marriage as a
positive institution that benefits children.
Clearly, these parents are likely to respond
positively to programs and policies that pro-
mote marriage, which is good news for
policymakers who favor this strategy.

Unfortunately, many unmarried parents are
poorly equipped to support themselves and
their children. Table 1 shows that although
nearly all the fathers in the Fragile Families
Study worked in the past year, almost three
out of ten were out of work in the week before
their baby was born. In addition, the human
capital of both parents is low: 37 percent
of mothers and 34 percent of fathers lack a
high school degree, and less than a third of
parents have any education beyond high
school. These findings are consistent with
those in the 1995 Report to Congress on Non-
Marital Childbearing by the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, and with
other research on unwed parents and non-
custodial fathers. Elaine Sorensen of the
Urban Institute in Washington, D.C., for
example, finds that poverty rates among
non-custodial fathers may be as high as
25 percent, and Irwin Garfinkel and his col-
leagues at Columbia University report that
20 percent of non-custodial fathers earn less
than $6,000 annually. Studies of teen parents
and mothers on welfare paint an even bleaker
picture of the capabilities of unwed parents.

The Fragile Families Study also shows that
although a majority of unmarried parents
are in fairly good health, some engage in
“unhealthy” behaviors. Three percent of
mothers and 5 percent of fathers report that
a drug or alcohol problem interfered with
their work or personal relationships in the
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Table 1:
Parents’ Ability to Support a Family

Note: Figures are percentages. NA = Not Available.

Mothers Fathers

Worked in past year 84 98
Worked in past week NA 72
Education

Less than high school 37 34

High school only 32 40

Some college 27 22

College or higher 4 4
Age

Under 20 21 10

20-24 43 34

25-29 19 26

30 and older 17 30
First birth 43 46
Very good or excellent health 65 69
Drugs or alcohol problems 3 5
Incarceration (interim data) NA 38
Partner hit or slapped 4 14
Partner unfair 11 7

Source: Sara McLanahan and others, “The Fragile Families and Child Well Being National Baseline Report,” Princeton University, 2001.

past year. Drug and alcohol problems are
likely to be underreported, so we should
assume that the true prevalence of substance
abuse is higher. Approximately 38 percent of
unwed fathers have been incarcerated, which
suggests that a substantial proportion of these
men have had lifestyles that are potentially
harmful to their children. As shown by
Cynthia Miller and Virginia Knox in their
recent review, evaluations of the Parents’ Fair
Share program, a large scale demonstration
program that provided services to unwed
fathers, found that non-custodial fathers who
were delinquent in their child support pay-
ments faced severe employment barriers,
including criminal records and poor health.
Many policymakers and advocates worry
that promoting marriage will increase domes-
tic violence. The Fragile Families Study data
suggest that violence is rare among new

unwed parents. Only 4 percent of mothers
and 14 percent of fathers report being hit or
slapped by their partner during the past year.
While these figures are reassuring, they
should be viewed with caution. Mothers are
likely to underreport the incidence of vio-
lence, especially if they are still romantically
involved with the fathers. Indeed, reported
rates of violence are much higher among
mothers who are no longer in contact with
the father of their child.

Finally, 11 percent of mothers and 7 per-
cent of fathers report that the other parent is
“never fair or willing to compromise.” At
worst, such behavior may be a precursor to
physical violence. At best, it signals a relation-
ship in trouble.

Estimates based on preliminary data from
twenty cities in the Fragile Families Study
indicate that less than 20 percent of the new
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parents had married by the time their child
was 12-18 months old. Table 2 shows that of
the parents who were living together at birth,
12 percent had married and an additional 63
percent were still cohabiting. Thus, 75 per-
cent of the children who were living with both
biological parents at birth were still living with
both parents nearly a year and a half later.
Research based on the National Longitudinal
Survey of Youth suggests that about half of
unmarried parents who are cohabiting at birth
are still living together after six years.

The findings discussed above underscore
the precarious socioeconomic circumstances
of unwed parents and the barriers to marriage
that many of them face. They also support the
argument that a substantial proportion of
unwed parents are not ready for marriage
because of low employment skills, risky behav-
ior such as drug use, and poor relationship
skills (defined as the ability to maintain a non-
violent, mutually supportive relationship).

Policy Implications

Marriage and cohabitation among fragile
families can be encouraged by increasing the
capabilities of parents, reducing marriage and
cohabitation penalties in current spending
programs and tax policies, and making child
support enforcement more suitable to the cir-
cumstances of unmarried parents who live

together. No matter how successful such poli-
cies are, however, a substantial proportion of
unwed parents will live apart. The dilemma
for policymakers is how to address the needs
of these parents and their children without
undermining marriage. Based on the findings
in the Fragile Families Study and broader
research on the effects of public policy on
families, a reform agenda for promoting mar-
riage, marriageability, father involvement, and
the security of single-parent families should
be considered as part of the welfare reform
reauthorization debate.

Services Services to strengthen fragile
families should begin before or at birth when
the overwhelming majority of unwed parents
are still romantically involved and should offer
services to mothers and fathers. The “magic
moment” of birth may be particularly impor-
tant for motivating fathers. The Parents’ Fair
Share program, which had limited success
with fathers, provided help too late—long
after the romantic relationship between the
mother and father had ended.

A promising model to build on is the home
visiting nurse program pioneered in Elmira,
New York, and Memphis, Tennessee, by David
Olds and his colleagues at the University of
Colorado in Denver. In the Olds program,
now being implemented statewide in
Oklahoma and at over 200 sites in 23 other

Table 2:
Durability of Parents’ Relationship

Relationship at Birth Married Cohabiting Romantic  Friends No contact
Married 99 0 0 0 0
Cohabiting 12 63 8 10 7
Not cohabiting-romantic 4 15 34 25 21
Not cohabiting-friends 0 5 5 62 27
Not cohabiting-no contact 1 4 5 17 73

Note: Figures are percentages. “Romantic” indicates that parents have a romantic relationship with each other; “friends” indicates that they are
not romantically involved but are friends, and “no contact” indicates that they see each other rarely or never.
Source: Sara McLanahan and others, “The Fragile Families and Well Being National Baseline Report,” Princeton University, 2001.
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states, nurses visit first-time mothers during
pregnancy and for two years following birth.
This program could be extended to include
fathers as well as mothers and assessment of
both parents on education, employment sta-
tus, health and mental health issues
(including substance abuse problems), and
relationship problems (including domestic
violence). When a problem is indicated, one
or both parents would be offered appropriate
help. In addition, the visiting nurses would
inform parents of the other supports and
services for which they are eligible, including
health care, welfare, child support enforce-
ment, the Earned Income Tax Credit, and
child care programs.

TANF Reforms Services alone are
unlikely to substantially strengthen fragile
families. To the extent that welfare policies or
practices favor one-parent families over two-
parent families, they discourage marriage and
cohabitation and push biological fathers out
of the picture. Although many state TANF
programs appear to have reduced or elimi-
nated restrictions for two-parent families,
others still retain such restrictions. Similarly,
many states and localities give preference to
one-parent families in allocating scarce child
care and housing subsidies. If the goal is to
promote marriage and family stability, states
should eliminate this kind of unfavorable
treatment of two-parent families.

The absence of categorical restrictions,
however, is still not sufficient to make wel-
fare policy neutral with respect to family
formation. Because welfare is income tested,
it creates an incentive for fathers with earn-
ings and mothers without earnings to live
apart (or feign living apart). To reduce this
disincentive, only a portion of a resident
father’s earnings—say 50 percent—should
be counted when determining a family’s
eligibility and benefits for TANF. Although
doing so will increase welfare costs and
caseloads in the short run, the time limits
and work requirements of the new TANF
program would limit these extra costs, and

the long-term gains in strengthening two-par-
ent families will be considerable for families
as well as society.

Child Support Reforms Strict child
support enforcement also reduces the disin-
centives to marriage and cohabitation in
welfare policy by increasing the costs (for
fathers) of living separately. However, if child
support obligations are imposed on cohabit-
ing fathers or are grossly inconsistent with
their ability to pay, they may drive fathers
away and discourage their involvement. If the
parents reside together, they should be
treated as a family by TANF, only a portion of
the income of each parent should be counted
in determining eligibility and benefits, and
services should be provided to fathers as well
as mothers.

Services for fathers, like those for mothers
in TANF, should be geared primarily towards
obtaining employment. In cases in which
either the mother or father demonstrates the
potential to benefit from further education
and training, however, TANF should provide
such support. Services for both mothers and
fathers should also be directed at educating
the parents about their mutual rights and
responsibilities, including establishing the
paternity of the father.

All unwed fathers, including those who live
with the mother and child, should be
required to establish paternity. Those who
live with the mother, however, should not be
required to pay child support. Both parents
should be fully informed of the nonresident
parent’s potential child support obligation in
the event of a separation.

If the parents live apart, fathers should be
required to pay child support, and enforce-
ment should be strict. But the amount of the
obligation should be proportional to fathers’
ability to pay. Poor fathers are routinely
required to pay much higher proportions of
their income than middle- and upper-income
fathers, and many are required to pay unrea-
sonable amounts of arrearages (past-due child
support). These unrealistic arrearages arise
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Creating a publicly-financed
child support benefit that is
conditional on the prior estab-
lishment of a child support order
and tied to fathers’ payments
would have positive effects on

both mothers and fathers.

because child support agencies and courts
base these payments not on fathers’ actual
earnings, but on their “presumptive” earnings;
e.g., the minimum wage multiplied by full-
time, full-year work or, if he is unemployed,
how much he earned at some point in the
past. Fathers are even required to pay back the
mother’s welfare costs and, in some states, her
Medicaid costs. Many fathers who become
unemployed or incarcerated build up huge
arrearages during these periods of unemploy-
ment. Such onerous child support obligations
are rarely paid in full, and they can prompt
fathers to avoid legitimate work where their
wages are easily intercepted. Ultimately, they
breed resentment among fathers and mothers
toward the system and perhaps toward each
other. Imprisonment for non-payment of sup-
port exacerbates this negative dynamic. Given
what we know about the low earnings capacity
of most unwed fathers, these practices are not
likely to be effective and may even have unin-
tended negative consequences.

If child support obligations were expressed
as a flat percentage of the father’s income in
every state, many of these problems would be
reduced. Obligations would automatically
decline when the father is unemployed or in
jail and would automatically go up when his

earnings rise.

Judi Bartfeld and Irwin Garfinkel of
Columbia University find that support orders
expressed as a percentage of income lead to
substantially higher, not lower payments.
States should reconsider their guidelines so
that the child support obligations imposed on
low-income, nonresident fathers can be no
higher in percentage terms than those
imposed on middle-income, nonresident
fathers. Finally, through TANF or other work-
force programs, unemployed fathers should be
offered a job at the minimum wage and be
required to pay a portion of their earnings in
child support.

Most states now reduce TANF benefits by
one dollar for each dollar of child support
paid. This policy reduces the incentive for
mothers to cooperate with the child support
program and for fathers to pay child support.
Counting only a portion of support in deter-
mining eligibility and benefits would increase
cooperation and payments as well as the
child’s standard of living. Congress should
require or encourage states to ignore a sub-
stantial portion—say 50 percent—of child
support payments in determining TANF eligi-
bility and payments.

Finally, creating a publicly-financed child
support benefit that is conditional on the prior
establishment of a child support order and
tied to fathers’ payments would have positive
effects on both mothers and fathers. Although
a public child support benefit would also
increase government expenditures and par-
ents’ incentives for living apart, it would
nonetheless reduce the poverty, insecurity,
and welfare dependence of single mothers and
their children.

Policy Experiments Congress is not likely
to enact all of the changes discussed in this
brief, but could provide federal funding for
state-run experiments to help ascertain the
full costs and benefits of these and similar
reforms. Such experiments will have to be
carefully designed and monitored, and they
will be costly if they are to yield useful infor-
mation. Participants would be randomly
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assigned to a control group or to experimen-
tal groups that receive one or more of the
new policies outlined above. Multiple treat-
ments would be necessary to disentangle
the effects of different components of the
reform package, and the experiment should
last at least five years or it will fail to mimic
permanent changes in policy. Both mothers
and fathers would have to be interviewed
periodically in order to assess the effects.

Additional Reading

Based on the costs of previous large-scale
social science experiments, we estimate that
the costs of the experiment would be at least
several hundred million dollars. While such
an experiment is costly, it is cheap compared
to the full fiscal costs of implementing all of
the recommendations and will allow policy-
makers and social scientists to determine
whether the benefits it produces warrant an
expanded slate of reforms.
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