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Marriage and Child Poverty

The married, intact family is the strongest generator of upward mobility for children. Reducing child
poverty requires the active promotion of the intact family.”

The 1960s War on Poverty was intended to eliminate child poverty nationwide through a variety of
income transfers and human development programs. Fifty years later, the government had spent
over $22 trillion on anti-poverty programs.” Yet, the child poverty rate barely budged—only
decreasing from 20.7 percent in 1965 (when the War of Poverty programs were initiated) to 19.2
percent in 2015.”

The War on Poverty largely failed because it ignored the role of marriage in alleviating poverty. As

government programs increased, the American family eroded. In 1960, 79 percent of children were
being raised by their married parents (in their first marriage); by 2013, only 54 percent of children

were being raised by their married parents.” Poverty is principally a problem of non-intact families.
Whereas 43 percent of children being raised by single mothers live in poverty, only 10.6 percent of
children raised by their married parents experience similar economic plight.”
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1. Entering Marriage Decreases Child Poverty

1.1 Marrying Out of Single Parenthood

The decline of marriage since the 1960s has been a substantial factor behind the current high levels
of child poverty. If marriages in 2000 were restored to their 1960s figures, then:

e The number of children living in single-parent homes would be cut by nearly 60 percent. The
number of children living in married-couple families would increase by almost 11.5 million, and
the number residing in single-parent homes would be reduced by a corresponding amount.
These 11.5 million children represent 16.2 percent of all children.

e Among the 11.5 million added children residing in married-couple homes in this scenario, the
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poverty rate would fall by 80.4 percent. Some 34.2 percent of these children are now poor and
live in single-parent homes. If their parents were married to spouses with matching
demographic characteristics, only 6.7 percent of these children would remain poor.

e Overall, restoring marriage to 1960 levels would remove more than 3 million children from
poverty nationwide. The U.S. child poverty rate would fall by nearly a third, from 15.7 percent to
11.2 percent.”

The decline in marriage since the inception of the War on Poverty in the 1960s has contributed to
child poverty. Child poverty would be nearly a third lower if the traditional two-parent family had not
decreased as much as it did between 1960 and 2000. By contrast, moving from a single-parent to a
married family is a straightforward way to rise above the poverty threshold. Only one additional
family member is added, normally the father rather than the mother, but the total family income
might double or more, depending on the level of work participation exhibited by the husband and
wife. If single parents with children were married to similar single persons of the opposite gender, the
poverty rate of children nationwide would decrease.
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1.2 Overcoming Out-of-Wedlock Births

Similarly, 2001 data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study shows that marriage
between romantically involved non-married parents would dramatically reduce poverty:”

e |f these mothers do not marry but remain single, about 55 percent will be poor. By contrast, if
all the mothers married their child’s father, the poverty rate would fall to less than 17 percent.
Thus, on average, marriage would reduce the odds that a mother and a child will live in poverty
by more than 70 percent.

e Marriage would increase median family income of mothers in the study by between $10,200
and $11,400 per year. (The increase in median family income is less than the median annual
earnings of the fathers—$17,500— because marriage entails an offsetting loss of welfare
benefits for the mother.)

e Marriage reduces the probability that mothers will live in poverty by at least two-thirds.
Marriage would lift the incomes of many mothers above 150 percent of the poverty level. When
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the mother is unemployed, some 30 percent of married families would have incomes above 150
percent of the poverty level. When the mother is employed full-time, nearly two-thirds of
married families would have incomes above that level.

The contention of critics that increased marriage will not reduce child poverty because fathers do not
earn enough to lift a family out of poverty is inaccurate. While the marriage of mothers and fathers
would not eliminate child poverty in every case, in the overwhelming majority of cases marriage
would lift families out of poverty. Overall, the insights culled from the Fragile Families dataset and
described in “Increasing Marriage will Dramatically Reduce Child Poverty” strongly indicate that a
culture of marriage would be a culture of much lower rates of poverty. Any effort successful in
promoting healthy marriage among young parents is an effort to be replicated nationwide, if only for
its potential to reduce child poverty.

2. How Marriage Affects Child Poverty

Married families have better economic security than their unmarried counterparts, and therefore have
a lower risk of being poor. According to the 2015 American Community Survey, married-couple
families have a median family income of $82,078, compared with $46,778 for single father families
and $33,342 for single mother families.” Moreover, married men exhibit more advantageous job traits
and are more likely to be steadily employed than unmarried men.” During the Great Recession (2007-
2009), the employment rate of married fathers barely fell below 90 percent, whereas the post-
Recession employment rate of unmarried men hovered around 75 percent. The benefits of marriage
for employment also applies to less educated men and to racial minorities.'”
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3. The Impact of Marriage on Children’s Economic Future

Children raised in intact married families have more economic and human resources that those in
non-intact families. The rate of American children raised in intact families dropped by 10 percent
between 1980 and 2000."" Between 1976 and 2000, family structure changes accounted for 41
percent of the increase in inequality.”” Furthermore, parents' marriage strongly promotes the
economic mobility of their children.*” Children raised in intact married families tend to have higher
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educational attainment,*” and therefore have better job prospects. As adults, men and women who
grew up in married families worked more hours per a year and had a higher family income than those
raised in non-intact families.*

Men and women who belong to each other and to their children in marriage cooperate much more
successfully in the business of providing for the material needs of their families and of raising children
who are more capable of higher levels of productivity in the marketplace.
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