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State of the Family in America
The decrease of strong families in the United States has major implications for the nation, and by
extension, the rest of the world. A nation is only as strong as its citizens, and a lack of strong families
weakens human, social, and moral capital, which in turn directly aﬀects the ﬁnances (and thus
indirectly the military and foreign policy strength) of the United States. A great nation depends on
great families, but weak families will build a weak nation.

1. Index of Belonging and Rejection Measurements
The Index of Belonging gives the percentage of U.S. 15 to 17 years old who were raised in an intact
family with both their birth mother and biological father legally married to one another since before or
around the time of the teenager’s birth. The Index of Rejection provides the corresponding
percentage of 15 to 17 year olds who live in broken families in which the parents either never married
or are no longer married. Fifteen to seventeen-year-old adolescents on the brink of adulthood are
particularly vulnerable as they are forming habits and making decisions that will last a lifetime.
Whereas family intactness fosters an environment of belonging among youth that increases their
likelihood of excelling in education, health, economic security, and religious practice, family
brokenness creates a sense of rejection that can thwart proper growth.
Reports on the percent of all children living in a married family can give a biased picture of the state
of marriage, making it more positive than is warranted. For instance, the data used to report the
Index at the city level gives San Jose the highest Index of Family Belonging (56 percent). Its score is
69 percent when using all households with children headed by married parents. The diﬀerence gives
an indication, ﬁrst, of the proportion of children who are living with stepparents, rather than with both
biological parents. Second, it gives an indication of the proportion of younger children who are likely
to experience the divorce of their parents before they reach age 18, the eﬀects of which are
numerous and long-lasting. The children involved in the diﬀerence––those yet to experience their
parents' divorce––will be counted in the Index of Family Rejection rather than the Index of Family
Belonging. Thus, the Index of Family Belonging is a more realistic instrument for the analysis of the
family and its relationship to other social outcomes.

2. 2015 Index of Belonging and Rejection
Based on the most recent 2008-2012 data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community
Survey,1) the U.S. Belonging Index is 46 percent and the corresponding Rejection Index is 54 percent.
This means that 46 percent of teenagers aged 15 to 17 have lived with both biological2) parents
always married since their birth, whereas 54 percent of teenagers aged 15 to 17 have lived in broken
families with biological parents who either never married or are no longer married.3) The Index of
Belonging and Rejection has not changed in any statistically meaningful way since 2008.
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As expected, older children are less likely to live in intact families than younger children due to their
parents’ separation.4) Sixty three percent of two year olds live with their always-married mother and
father, 57 percent of ﬁve year olds, 52 percent of ten year olds, 47 percent of ﬁfteen year olds, and
44 percent of seventeen year olds.

Although the Index of Belonging and Rejection has not signiﬁcantly changed since 2008, that is not
the case for children in their primary years. A growing number of two-year-olds have never lived with
their married, biological parents: between 2008 and 2012, the percentage of two-year-olds who lived
with both married parents since the time of their birth decreased from 66 percent to 63 percent.
Because family intactness during children’s early years has declined, more children face rejection for
longer periods of their lives.
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By approximately age 8, the diﬀerence in family intactness across the years (2008- 2012) was less
conspicuous. Therefore, in 2012 more children were born into broken families, but fewer children
experienced their parents’ break-up.5)

3. Index of Belonging Over Time
Between 1950 and 2012, the Index of Belonging for U.S. teens aged 15 to 17 dropped by 17 percent.
In 1950, 63 percent of American teenagers grew up in an always-married household with their
biological mother and father present; however, by 2012 less than half of the total population (46
percent) lived with their biological parents. Correspondingly, the percentage of U.S. children who
faced rejection in a broken family increased from 37 percent in 1950 to 54 percent in 2012.
Although American society has made many strides since 1950, its family life has decayed. Many of
the social ills that America now faces could have been avoided if family intactness increased rather
than decreased.
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In both 1950 and 2012, the percentage of children that grew up with a married mother and father
decreased as the child’s age increased. Fewer children experienced belonging in 2012 than in 1950
across every age group. This gap is primarily due to an increase in the number of out-of-wedlock
births.6) In 1950, 82 percent of two-year-olds lived with their married mother and father; in 2012, 62
percent of two year olds lived with their married parents. The rate of parental break-up between the
ages of 2 and 17, however, remained fairly consistent between 1950 and 2012.7)

4. Index of Belonging by State
Regionally, the Northeast (50 percent) has the highest Family Belonging Index and the South (42
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percent) has the lowest. Utah (57 percent), Minnesota (56 percent), and Nebraska (55 percent) have
the highest Family Belonging Indices of all the states, while the District of Columbia (17 percent),
Mississippi (32 percent), and Louisiana (36 percent) have the lowest Family Belonging Indices of all
the states.

5. Index of Belonging by Race and Ethnicity
Family belonging is strongest among Asians (65 percent) and weakest among Blacks (17 percent).
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6. The Root of the Problem
If one takes the capacity to raise a family together as the mark of ultimate sexual maturity, then the
majority of American adults are sexually dysfunctional. They do not understand how to think about
their sexuality holistically, understanding it as a part of who they are, not merely something they do.
This lack of a complete view of sexuality means that Americans cannot accomplish the primary
purpose of the sexual act: the begetting and raising of the next generation.
Two opposing dynamics—belonging and rejection—are at play among American men and women.
When rejection triumphs and a husband and wife reject one another, they are prohibited from living in
harmony in a setting of belonging, and this is necessary to raise the children they bring into the
world. This rejection is now the dominant feature of American family life and the children of these
families, and society as a whole, must bear the burden. The rejection of husband and wife by one
another is a private act with very public consequences.
Two great injustices occur when parents reject one another. First, children are not given their
birthright: the marriage of their parents, which is a necessity if children are to reach their full
potential. Not living in an intact family means that children are likely to live their whole lives with the
emotional, relational, and psychological eﬀects of this rejection. The second injustice falls on the rest
of the community and the nation, for they have to undertake the added burden of raising the children
who are weakened by their parents’ breakup.

7. The Solution
Many reforms are needed in the nation: primarily religious,8) but also ﬁnancial, educational,
legislative, legal, and judicial. However, all else is secondary to a reform in the relationship between
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mothers and fathers. American men and women need to learn anew how to belong, so that they can
not only beget but also raise the next generation together. Correcting this sexual dysfunction is likely
our biggest societal challenge. Should that be attained, many of the other reforms will gradually to fall
into place: Social security will be reformed because the family unit will be stronger. Education scores
will rise very signiﬁcantly, with signiﬁcant ﬁscal beneﬁts. The rates of crime, rape, assault, murder
and addictions will drop creating a more just and orderly society. The list continues across all public
policy dimensions.
Rejection on the current is a problem new to America and to the world, and new strategies and new
forms of leadership are needed to respond to this challenge. Without this change —the restoration of
the husband-wife relationship—all other attempts at reform are essentially built on social sand and
will collapse over time, for want of a foundation.
1)

Steven Ruggles, J. Trent Alexander, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Matthew B. Schroeder, and
Matthew Sobek, “Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 5.0 [Machine-readable database],”
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2010).
2)
There may be a certain percentage of mothers who marry a man that is not her child’s biological
father within two years of her child’s birth. Although the American Community Survey does not
diﬀerentiate these cases, their infrequency renders them a relatively small fraction of intact families.
3)
Due to the method of data categorization in the American Community Survey, it is diﬃcult to obtain
an exact Index value. Refer to http://marri.us/index-correction for a technical explanation.
4)
The statistics for children aged 2 to 17 measure family intactness (percent of children raised by
their married mother and father since before or around the time of their birth), whereas the statistics
for children aged 0 and 1 measure the percentage of children who will see their parents marry.
5)
Note that children are of the speciﬁed age in 2012. Therefore, these 17-year-olds were born in 1995,
the sixteen-year-olds in 1996, the ﬁfteen-year-olds in 1997, and so on and so forth.
6)
More precisely, this is the number of two-year-olds who have never lived with their biological mother
and father. Although the majority of these cases are out-of-wedlock births, other scenarios are
possible (ie. married parents divorce before their child turns two years old).
7)
Note that children are of the speciﬁed age in 1950. Therefore, these 17-year-olds were born in 1933,
the 16-year-olds in 1934, the 15-year-olds in 1935, and so on. Likewise, in 2012, the 17-year-olds
were born in 1995, the 16-year-olds in 1996, the 15-year-olds in 1997, and so forth.
8)
Christopher G. Ellison, Amy M. Burdette, W. Bradford Wilcox, “The Couple That Prays Together: Race
and Ethnicity, Religion, and Relationship Quality Among Working-Age Adults,” Journal of Marriage and
Family (2010) Vol. 72 , pp.963 – 975.

This entry draws heavily from U.S. Index of Family Belonging and Rejection (2010), Second Annual
Index of Family Belonging and Rejection (2011), Third Annual Index of Family Belonging and Rejection
(2013), Fourth Annual Index of Family Belonging and Rejection (2014), and Fifth Annual Index of
Family Belonging and Rejection (2015)
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