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Making Room For Daddy: Fathers, Marriage, and Welfare Reform
Wade F. Horn and Isabel V. Sawhill

In 1960, the total number of children in the United States living absent their father was less than
10 million. Today, that number stands a over 24 million, representing nearly four out of every ten
children. And things are getting worse, not better. By some estimates, 60 percent of children born in the
1990s will spend asgnificant portion of their childhood in a home without their father (Furstenberg and
Cherlin, 1991). For over one million children each year, the pathway to a fatherless family is divorce.
The divorce rate doubled from 1960 to 1980, before leveling off and declining dightly in the 1980s and
1990s. Today, 40 out of every 100 first marriages end in divorce, compared to 16 out of every 100
first marriagesin 1960. No other indugtrialized nation has a higher divorce rate.

The second pathway to a fatherless home is out-of-wedlock childbearing. In 1960, about 5
percent of al births were out-of-wedlock. That number increased to 11 percent in 1970, 18 percent in
1980, 28 percent in 1990, and to nearly 33 percent today. The 1.3 million children born out-of-
wedlock each year surpasses 1 million children whose parents divorce each year.

Births to teenagers are especidly likely to be out-of-wedlock. Although teen pregnancy rates
have been declining over the past decade, the percentage of births to teens that are out-of-wedlock has
continued to increase. Today, nearly 8 of 10 births to a teenage mother are out-of-wedlock. And
whileit istrue that most out-of-wedlock childbearing occurs among women in their twenties, about half
of unmarried mothers begin childbearing in their teens (Committee on Ways and Means, 1998; p. 539).
Children born to an unwed, teen mother are especidly likely to grow up without a consstent relationship
with their father, to be poor, and to end up on welfare. A conservative estimate is that births to teens

cost taxpayers $8 billion annudly (Maynard, 1997).
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The absence of fathers in the home has profound consequences for children. Almost 75 percent
of American children living in sngle-parent families will experience poverty before they turn 11-years-
old, compared to only 20 percent of children in two-parent families (Nationd Commission on Children,
1993). Indeed, virtudly dl of theincreasein child poverty between 1970 and 1996 was due to the
growth of single parent families (Sawhill, 1999). Children who grow up absent their fathers are 'so
more likely to fail a school or to drop out, experience behaviord or emotiona problems requiring
psychiatric trestment, engage in early sexud activity, and develop drug and acohol problems
(McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994).

Despite the emphasis of the 1996 wdfare reform legidation on marriage and two-parent
families, most state efforts to date have focused on moving previoudy dependent mothers into the paid
labor force. However, smply moving millions of previoudy wefare dependent, sngle mothersinto low
wage jobsis unlikely to reduce sgnificantly child poverty, especidly after taking into consderation
reasonable child care expenses. In contrast, two minimum wage jobs provide an after tax income of
$21,000 a year, enough to lift afamily of two adults and three or fewer children out of poverty. Hence,
if we wish to decrease the number of children growing up in poverty, public policy must focus not only
on helping single mothers get jobs, but dso on bringing fathers back into the family picture aswell.
Encouraging Male Responsibility and Preventing Premature Fatherhood

HAf of first out-of-wedlock births are to women under the age of 20. The fathers of these
children are sometimes teenage boys but too often they are older males who, given the age of the girls
involved, bear disproportionate responghility for the birthsinvolved (Darroch, Landry, and Odlak,
1999). One solution to the problem of teen unwed pregnancy is to encourage such couples to marry.

However, research suggests that such marriages are particularly unstable (Nationa Center, 1995). This
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has prompted efforts to prevent such pregnancies from occurring in the first place, and increasingly such
efforts focus on men and boys, not just young women. Strategies have included abstinence education,
more comprehensive sex education, family planning sarvices, media campaigns, and sate coditions
devoted to preventing teen pregnancy. There has been a substantial increase in such activities, both
governmentd and private, snce enactment of wefare reform in 1996 (Wertheimer, Jager, and Moore,
2000). For these or other reasons, rates of teen sexud activity (especidly among maes), teen
pregnancy and births have dl declined during the 1990s.

Some of these efforts have focused on convincing young men that getting a young girl pregnant
isabad idea. The 1996 welfare reform law caled for greater use of satutory rape laws and severd
states have moved to enforce them more aggressively. However, Satutory rape laws are rather blunt
ingruments that may be ineffective in deding with deeply ingrained cultural norms.

A better gpproach may be to provide support to religious and other civic organizations that
work with young men and women. Many of these organizations encourage more reponsible sexua
behavior, including abstinence, but dso engage young people in avariety of congructive activities such
as dfter-school programs and community service. Some of these efforts have been effective (Kirby,
2001). Certainly, sexud attitudes and behaviors have changed quite dramaticaly inthe 1990s. For
example, the proportion of college freshmen agreeing that it'sdl right to have sex if two people have
known each other for a short time declined from 52 percent in 1987 to 40 percent in 1999. And a
careful study by the Urban Ingtitute found that the shift to more conservative attitudes accounted for a
mgority of the declinein sexud activity among young men between 1988 and 1995 (Ku et d., 1998).

A fina way to encourage mde responghility is stricter enforcement of child support obligations.

Any man that fathers a child ought to be held accountable for helping to support that child financidly.
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Moreover, research generdly substantiates that child well-being is improved when non-resident fathers
pay child support. And severa studies suggest that tougher gpplication of these laws has reduced out-
of-wedlock childbearing (Garfinkd, this volume).

Mogt programmatic efforts to date have focused on reconnecting fathers with their children. But
it isworth emphasizing that preventing premature fatherhood is a least as important as trying to
reconnect men to children they never planned to have in the first place; and that recent effortsto
accomplish this objective agppear to have had some success.

Helping Fathers Meet Their Responsibilities

The higtoric policy answer to the problem of absent fathers has been child support enforcement.
However, many fathers of children resding in low-income households are under-educated and under-
employed themselves, and may, therefore, lack the resources to be able to provide meaningful
economic support for their children. Too strong afocus on child support enforcement may lead these
dready margindly employed men to drop out of the paid labor force in favor of participation in the
underground economy, making it even more difficult to be an involved father.

Moreover, an exclusve focus on child support enforcement ignores the many non-economic
contributions that fathers make to the well-being of their children. If we want fathers to be more than
cash machines for ther children, we need public policies that support their work as nurturers,
disciplinarians, mentors, mord instructors,and skill coaches, and not just as economic providers.
Focusing solely on paternity establishment and the payment of child support effectively downgrades
fathersto, in the words of socia historian Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, " paper dads.”

For these reasons, some recent initiatives have attempted to help fathers support their children,

both financidly and asinvolved parents. The best known, and most comprehensively studied, of these
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effortsisthe Parents Fair Share program. Parents Fair Share was designed to help non-custodia
fathers of children on welfare who owe child support to: (1) find more stable and better-paying jobs; (2)
pay child support on aconsstent basis, and (3) assume afuller and more responsible fathering role.
Key services included peer support, employment and training services, and voluntary mediation
between custodia and non-custodia parents.

A recent report, based on two years of follow-up data, found that Parents Fair Share
produced some increases in employment and earnings among the most disadvantaged subset of fathers,
but no impact on the sample as awhole (Martinez and Miller, 2000). Regarding child support
payments, Parents Fair Share participants were significantly more likely to pay child support than the
control group (50 percent versus 43 percent) and paid significantly higher amounts ($397 per quarter
versus $313). The study aso found that many fathers provide informal support to their children and that
pressuring them to provide more support through the forma child support system reduces levels of
informa support (Knox and Redcross, 2000).

In terms of the non-economic aspects of father involvement, Parents Fair Share reported that
the non-custodia fathers seemed genuindy to care about and wanted to be involved with their children.
Program fathers a so reported finding the peer support groups, designed to teach effective fathering
skills, helpful. The program did not, on average, increase the amount of vigtation, dthough it did
produce some increase in father-child contact in families with very low levels of initid vidtation. One
reason that Parents Fair Share may not have been more effectiveisits close ties to, and emphasis on,
increasing child support rather than on smply encouraging the socid and emationd involvement of the
father in his children'slives. Such an emphasis may have led many participantsto view Parents Fair

Share as akinder and gentler version of child support enforcement rather than a program intent on
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hel ping them be more involved fathers. Indeed, an early process eva uation of afatherhood program
operated by the San Mateo, Cdifornia, Attorney Generd's office (in which the office of child support
enforcement is housed) found many of the non-resident fathers recruited for the program believed it was
redly a"sting" operation for collecting past child support (Price, 1999). These findings suggest thet, to
be successful, fatherhood programs may need to operate independently of the forma child support
system.
Fragile Families Initiatives

Ancther criticism of Parents Fair Shareisthat it intervened too late. To be included in the
program, a non-resident father must have dready built up substantia child support arrearages. By that
time, many unwed fathers have become disconnected from their children, dienated from the child's
mother or moved on to other partners. Indeed, one study found that 57 percent of unwed fathers with
children under 2 years of age vidited their children more than once per week, but only 22 percent were
in such frequent contact with their children at age 7 1/2 or older (Lerman, 1993). Contrast thisto the
fact thet, at the time of the child’ s birth, 82 percent of unmarried mothers and fathers are romanticaly
involved with each other, 44 percent are cohabiting, and 99.8 percent of the fathers express adesire to
be involved in raisng their children in the coming years (Bendheim-Thoman Center, 2000).

This“earlier is better” gpproach is being implemented in a number of cities throughout the
United States. Known as "Fragile Families' programs, they target low-income, non-married couples
shortly after, if not before, their child's birth and provide the same kinds of services as Parents' Fair
Share. Although no forma evauations have yet been reported in the peer-reviewed literature on the

effectiveness of fragile families programs, severd such evduations are underway.
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Thus far, fragile familiesinitiatives have been reluctant to integrate a marriage message into their
programs. Instead, most fragile families programs concentrate on helping cohabiting couples strengthen
ther relationship. Supporters of these programs argue that what is important is the involvement of the
father, not the maritad tatus of the parents. They dso argue that bringing back marriage to many low-
income communities is not redlistic.

Thereis, however, little empirica evidence to date supporting the ideathat it is possible to keep
fragile families together absent marriage. To the contrary, some existing research indicates that as many
as three-fourths of children born to cohabiting parents will see their parents split up before they reach
age 16, compared to only about one-third of those born to married parents (Popenoe and Whitehead,
1999).

Once afather ceases to cohabit with the mother of his children, thet father tends over timeto
become disconnected, both financidly and psychologicdly, from his children. By one estimate, 40
percent of children with non-resident fathers have not seen their father in over ayear. Of the remaining
60 percent, only onein five degps even one night per month in the father'shome. Overdl, only onein
sx seestheir father an average of once or more per week (Furstenberg and Nord, 1985). Remarriage,
or, in cases of an unwed father, marriage to someone other than the child's mother, makesit especidly
unlikely that a non-custodia father will remain in contact with his children (Stephens, 1996).

Moreover, even when non-resdent fathers do stay involved in their children’s lives, the
condrantsinherent in traditiond vigtation arrangements often preclude the kind of father-child
interactions most associated with improvementsin child well-being. That's because when time with
on€e s children islimited, many non-resdent fathers strive to make sure their children enjoy themsdves

when they are with them. Asaresult, non-resident fathers tend to spend less time than in-the-home
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fathers hdping their children with their homework, monitoring their activities and setting gppropriate
limits, activities known to enhance child well-being. Rather, nonresdent fathers spend more time taking
their children to restaurants or movies, activities which have not been found to be associated with
enhanced child outcomes (Amato and Gilbreth, 1999).

Another problem with promoting cohabitation is that many men in cohabiting relationships are
not the biologica father of the children in the household, or &t least are not the biologicd father of dl the
children in the household. By one estimate, 63 percent of children in cohabiting households are born not
to the cohabiting couple, but to a previous union of one of the adult partners, most often the mother
(Graefe and Lichter, 1999). Thisis problematic in that cohabitation with aman who is not biologically
related to one's children increases the risk of both physica and sexud child abuse (Daly and Wilson,
1996).

Furthermore, cohabitation seems to enhance relationship ingtability. The experience of
cohabitation gppearsto dter acouples atitudes toward marriage and divorce in ways that make the
couple more prone to divorce should they subsequently marry (Axinn and Thornton, 1992).

This does not mean that fragile families initiatives are unwise. Children do better when their
fathers are actively and pogitively engaged in their lives. This goes for unmarried fathers aswell as
married fathers, whether cohabiting with the mother or not. It isto suggest, however, thet if the god is
to produce lifetime fathers for children, and not merdy atemporary increase in father involvement,
something else needs to be added to the mix. That something eseis marriage.

The Marriage Option
The empiricd literature clearly demondrates that children do best when they grow up inan

intact, two-parent, married household. That these results are not Smply due to differencesin incomeis
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attested to by the fact that step-families, which have household incomes nearly equivadent to
continuoudy married households, offer few of these benefits to children (Horn, 1999).

Some argue that the benefits of marriage are largely due to sdlection effects. In other words,
those who marry have unmeasured characteritics, such as strong interpersond skills or emotiond
maturity, that Smultaneoudy make them good partners and good parents. Certainly, there is something
to thisargument. Simple comparisons between the married and the unmarried are not reliable and even
relatively sophisticated efforts to tease out the effects of marriage per se have ther limitations,

Nonethe ess, recent research suggests there is something about marriage itself, such as the expectation
of permanency and the commitment and security that this engenders, that produces good outcomes
beyond what can be explained by sdlection effects done (Waite, 1995).

Of course, not al marriages between biologica parents are ided. Domestic violence and other
irreconcilable differences will, at times, necessitate sngle-parent families. But while acknowledging the
redity of domestic violence and accepting the inevitability of divorce and even out-of-wedlock
childbearing in some circumstances, it should aso be acknowledged that marriage is the most rdlidble
pathway to alifetime father for children. As Hillary Clinton (1996) has pointed out in her book 1t Takes
a Village, every society, in order to function properly, requires a critical mass of married, two-parent
families, both to raise their own children well, and to serve as modds for those who are being reared in
something other than amarried, two-parent family. The greet tragedy today isthat there are
communities, and especidly low-income communities, which have aready logt thet critical mass.

The Importance of Social Norms
Given that marriage is good for children and adults, why isn't everyone rushing to the dter to get

married? In explaining why people do or do not marry, most socid scientists and policy analysts have
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relied heavily on explanations that emphasize economic changes over time. If marriage has declined,
many assart, it is because men's earnings or employment opportunities have declined or because
women have independent sources of income in the form of welfare or their own earnings.

Thereislittle doubt that these economic factors have played some role in the decline of
marriage, dthough their impact has not been large (Sawhill, 1999). Certainly, they cannot fully explain
the rather precipitous changes in marriage rates that have occurred over the past three decades.
Something ese must have been a work and that something else is a massive shift in socid norms or
public attitudes. Charles Murray (this volume) refers to this shift as a change in the zeitgeist. He notes
that the merits of the two-parent family came under assault in the 1970s and 1980s and that such
attitudes may have a least partidly reversed during the 1990s.

Survey data on atitudes suggest that Murray isright. Congder, for example, changesin
attitudes toward premarital sex. The proportion of the population that believes premaritd sex isdways
or dmost dways wrong has declined sharply from close to 70 percent for cohorts born in the early part
of this century to close to 20 percent for the youngest age groups (Inter-University Consortium). This
shift in attitudes produced, in turn, amgor increase in rates of very early sexud activity. The proportion
of teenaged girls, aged 15 to 19, who were sexualy experienced increased from 30 percent in 1970 to
55 percent in 1990 (Nationd Center, 1995). This growing permissveness regarding premarital sex,
combined with increasing rates of sexua activity and later marriage has, in turn, been responsible for the
increase in out-of-wedlock births, the most important source of the growth of father-absent familiesin
recent decades.

There has dso been considerable change in socid norms concerning the importance, or even

desrability, of life-long marriage. Forty years ago, for example, there was some consensus that couples
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in troubled marriages should “ stay together for the sake of the kids.” Now divorce among couples with
children is commonplace. Moreover, surveys consastently find that mgjorities of teens and young adults
consder cohabitation a reasonable subgtitute for marriage. In arecent survey, for example, three-
quarters of high school seniors agreed a man and woman who live together without being married are

ather “experimenting with aworthwhile dternative lifestyle or doing their own thing and not affecting

Although the longer-term atitudina trends have been unfavorable to marriage and family life, the
1990s have produced at least a partia reversal of some of these trends. As noted earlier, attitudes
about premarital and casud sex have shifted in a more conservative direction, and young people are
becoming more interested in marriage (Survey Research Center, 1995). In addition, recent ethnographic
research suggests that being an involved father is becoming a more highly respected role among lower-
income males (Cohen, 1999).

If norms are not stable, and especidly if they can be influenced by public policy, thisopensup a
whole new arenafor public action. It also raises difficult and controversa questions about which norms
or values society wants to promote. But if individuas are less autonomous than traditiond models
imply, and instead are to one degree or another influenced by the behavior or opinions of others, then it
isno longer sufficient to argue that decisions about marriage or childbearing are entirely private. Not
only do they have socia consequences, they have socid determinants as well, including messages
embedded in public policy and in the popular media. Socia psychologists who have studied this
phenomenon have found that behavior is very much conditioned by individua’ s perceptions of what

others around them are doing as well as by what others are likely to approve or disgpprove. For
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example, teens are more likely to become sexudly active when they believe that “everyone eseis doing
Ciddini and Trost, 1998).

Thisis not to say that the trends we have been describing (less marriage, more divorce, more
premarital sex, and more cohabitation) are dl bad. The kind of conformity to marriage as anorm that
prevalled in an earlier eraforced some people to marry who might have been better off sngle and
trapped othersin abusive relationships. It isonly to say that norm regimes matter, that we must come to
some judgments about the kind of regime in which we want to live, and that public policy can influence
thisregime if policymakers are willing to adopt the kind of public marketing strategies that have been
used effectively in other areas, such as smoking.

Economic Disincentives for Marriage

While emphasizing the importance of socid norms, it is nevertheless aso the case that when
couples get married, public policy frequently punishes them economicaly. The marriage pendty in the
U.S. tax code for higher wage earnersiswell known. Lesswell known isthe financid pendty for
marriage found in the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), an income supplement that provides up to
$4,000 ayear to low-income working parents with children. Thistax credit is now the largest
antipoverty measure in the federd arsena. The good news is that the EITC encourages work because
only those with earnings are eigible. The bad newsisthat it can discourage marriage by making it very
expensve. That's because alow-wage mother who marries another low-wage earner typicaly moves
into an earnings range that reduces digibility for the EITC. Thus, two low-wage earners are better off,
a leest asfar asthe EITC is concerned, if they stay single or cohabit than if they marry.

Admittedly, there is little evidence that low-income couples dter their behavior due to marriage

pendtiesin the EITC (Ellwood, 2000). However, anecdota evidence suggests thereisa sensein low-
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income communities thet if you get married you "lose suff." They may not know exactly how much
"suff" they stand to lose, but they know marriageisabad ded. And they areright. A mother earning
$10,000 stands to lose $1600 in EITC benefits done if she marries a man with Smilar earnings
(Ellwood and Sawhill, 2000). Anditisnot just the EITC that discourages marriage. The entire panoply
of means-tested programs is rife with marriage penalties because benefits are often scaled back when a
new wage earner is added to the household. In addition, 17 states have different rules for two-parent
than for one-parent families under TANF, even when both have smilarly low incomes (Primus and
Beeson, 2000).

When one takes into account the full package of income-tested benefits, the marriage penalty
for a angle mother who chooses to marry an employed man can be very severe (Steuerle, 1997). For
example, when a single mother working full-time at the minimum wage marries an $8 per hour full-time
worker, the marriage penalty is a shocking $8,060. Under such circumstances, marriage smply makes
no economic sense. Even if one cannot demondtrate individua couples dter their marital decisonsasa
result, such policies no doubt have larger "sSgnding” effects about the desirability, or in this case,
undesirability, of marriage, further weakening the socid norm of marriage, especidly in low-income
communities.

The Manpower Demonsiration Research Corporation recently reported an example of how the
remova of financid disncentives for marriage can positivey affect marriage rates and sability in an
evauation of the Minnesota Family Investment Program (MF P; Knox, Miller, and Gennetian, 2000).
Implemented prior to 1996, MFIP was an experiment designed to help welfare dependent families

achieve sdf-aufficiency through work. For MFIP participants, separate digibility requirements for two-
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parent families were diminated. In addition, MF P dlowed two-parent families to disregard more of the
money they earned than what was dlowed in the traditiond AFDC program.

At three-year follow-up, 11 percent of previoudy sngle MFIP recipients were married
compared to only 7 percent of single mothers randomly assigned to the traditional AFDC program.
Even more impressively, 60 percent of two-parent families in the MFI P group were till married at
three-year follow-up compared to only 49 percent of two-parent families assigned to the traditional
AFDC program. Thisisthefirst clear demondration of the positive effects removd of financid
disncentives for marriage can have on both marriage formation and marita stability.
Recommendations for the Next Phase of Welfare Reform

If welfare reformisto deliver on its promise not just to reduce casdloads but aso to improve the
well-being of children, the next phase of welfare reform must recognize the importance of reducing non-
maritd childbearing and increesing marriage. Unfortunatdly, there are no proven remedies for achieving
these gods. Nonetheless, given their importance, we urge experimentation with avariety of
gpproaches, some of which will be controversd. As such, they should be tried out on an appropriate
scde and carefully evauated.

Firg, in reauthorizing TANF, Congress should provide resources to nonprofit and faith-based
organizations committed to reducing teen out-of-wedlock pregnancies, engaging fathers, and promoting
marriage. Most welfare case workers and many politica leaders have been reluctant to address such
issues as sex and marriage for fear of offending some particular congtituency (Ooms, 1998). This
reluctance to bring up the topic of marriage, however, sends the not-so-subtle message that marriage is
neither expected nor valued. Although one can hope that the president, governors, members of

Congress, and othersin public life will use the power of the bully pulpit to encourage childbearing within
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marriage, faith-based and nonprofit organizations are in a better position than government itself to
provide leadership on this set of issues. Indeed, unless faith-based organizations and other civic groups
become more strongly involved, and are provided with the resources necessary to do so, any changes
induced by political rhetoric done are unlikdy to be sustained.

Second, Congress should take steps to reduce the financid disncentives for marriage. Aswe
have seen, current policiesimpaose significant pendties on couples that get married. At the very leedt,
the EITC needs to be reformed to ensure it does not punish low-income couples that choose marriage.
There are anumber of different ways to accomplish this objective (Ellwood and Sawhill, 2000). One
proposal would extend the phase-out range for the EITC by $6000 for married couples a a cost of
roughly $5 billion ayear (Sawhill and Thomas, 2001). In addition, TANF re-authorization could
encourage sates to treat married couples more favorably, alowing them to keep more of their welfare
benefits as earnings rise and diminating rules that discriminate againgt two parent families with low
incomes. Murray (this volume) goes one step further and proposes that one state experiment with aplan
that would deny al welfare benefits to unmarried girls under 18.

Third, Congress should congder providing incentives for marriage. Removing financid
disncentives for marriage, while hdpful, is not the same thing as promoting marriage. Congress should
consider earmarking funds to provide explicit financid incentives for low-income couplesto marry or a
least to avoid bearing children out-of-wedlock. Currently, West Virginiaisthe only state that provides
an explicit financid incentive for marriage, giving couples on welfare that choose to marry a $100 bonus
payment. Robert Rector of the Heritage Foundation has proposed an even more dramatic financid
incentive for marriage in which women at high-risk for having a child out-of-wedlock would be given a

$5000 bonus if they have their first child within marriage. The $5000 payment would be made in $1000
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annud ingdlments over afive-year period dependent upon the woman remaining married. A less
dramatic proposd is for states to suspend the collection of child support arrearages in cases where the
biologica father and mother get — and stay -- married to each other.

Although controversid, such proposas make the following important point: Marriageisin
trouble, especidly in low-income communities. If we are serious about restoring marriage, public policy
may have to do more than Smply gtrive toward marriage neutrdity by removing existing financia
disncentives for marriage. 1t will aso need to provide a clear message that marriage is vaued by
rewarding those who choose it for themsalves.

Fourth, TANF reauthorization should require states to provide the same employment servicesto
low-income men as they currently do to low-income women. Admittedly, research on the effectiveness
of providing employment services to low-income men has been disgppointing (LaLonde, 1995). This
may be because many employment programsin the past have emphasized classroom training a the
expense of job placement or on-the-job training, have not been adequatdly linked to employers needs,
and have put too little emphasis on the acquisition of “soft skills’ such as dress, attendance, and
relationships with supervisors and cusomers. Neverthdess, improving the employment status of 1ow-
income men may encourage marriage by improving their marriageability. Existing Welfare-to-Work
grants can be used for this purpose, but more of the funds could be earmarked for services targeted to
thisgroup. In so doing, however, care should be taken not to condition receipt of services on being a
non-cugtodia parent as this might serve to introduce perverse incentives for men to father children out-
of-wedlock, in much the same way the old welfare system provided perverse incentives for women to

bear children out-of-wedl ock.
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Fifth, TANF reauthorization should include funds specificaly targeted for programs that enhance
the maritd and parenting skills of high-risk families. Unfortunately, many men and women lack the
necessary kills to sustain a marriage and raise children well. Some may have grown up in broken
homes and never experienced positive role modds. Others may have had inadequate or abusive
parents. Too many African-American men, in particular, have never experienced what it means to have
acommitted father (Patterson, 1998). In order to help couples sustain marriage and be good parents,
funding should be provided to rdigious and civic organizations that offer pre-marital education to low-
income couples applying for, or on, public assstance.

Finaly, TANF reauthorization should be used to rebuild cultural norms surrounding sex, teen
pregnancy, and marriage. It isnaiveto think that asingle program will yield strong effectsif that
program operates within a broader culture which regularly and consistently suggests that casua sex
outsde marriage is the norm, that sexud exploits are atest of one’'s manhood, that teenage pregnancy
and out-of-wedlock childbearing are no big ded, and that marriage itsdlf is old-fashioned. These
messages suggests that the next phase of welfare reform might also attempt to change the culture by
earmarking some TANF funds for broad-based media campaigns designed to publicize the importance
of ddaying childbearing until marriage and making lifdong commitments to children, even if they are
born outside marriage.

There is reason to believe that well-targeted public education campaigns can affect both
attitudes and behavior. Take, for example, the change in socia norms concerning smoking. Adult
smoking rates declined from 42 percent in 1965 to 24 percent in 1998 (Giovino et d., 1994; U.S.
Department, 2000). A multitude of factors contributed to this decline including evidence establishing a

link between smoking and hedlth in the 1950s, the dissemination of this information to the public
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(particularly in the first Surgeon Generd’ s report in 1964) the television and radio anti-smoking
campaigns associated with the 1968 Fairness Doctrine, and the ban on broadcast advertisng of
tobacco productsin 1971 (U.S. Department, 2000). The impact of these external factors was gresatly
magnified by growing socid disgpprova of smoking. Once consdered anormd socid behavior,
smoking is now done furtively or gpologeticdly, even among adults, and as the number of people
involved drops, the socid acceptability of the activity further erodes.

I ndependent eva uations of other media campaigns have shown postive resultsaswell. For
example, an evauation of the National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy’s public service ad
campaign found changes in awareness and attitudes, aswdl asincreased conversation with their
parents, among teenaged boys and girls exposed to the ads. Similarly, an independent evauation of a
date-wide responsible fatherhood media campaign in Virginia found that one year after the
implementation of the campaign, 40,000 fathers reported they were spending more time with their
children and 100,000 non-fathers reported they had reached out to offer support or encouragement to a
faher in their community (Guterbock et d., 1997).

Media campaigns have thus far been underutilized in the public arena. The fact that
corporations spend billions of dollars every year in attempits to influence consumersto buy ther
products, and must justify such expenditures in terms of the bottom line, suggests that such efforts can
be effective. Thisis a case where government has alot to learn from the private sector.

The new consensus is that fathers matter to the well-being of children. The next phase of reform
needs to take this new consensus into account by focusing on effective ways to increase mae
responsbility and the involvement of fathersin the lives of their children. Part of that work must include

promoting the ided of married fatherhood.
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Some will argue that promoting marriage in low-income communitiesis not just afool’s errand,
but dso an unwanted impogtion of mgority culture values on minority communities. Recent data from
the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study, however, suggest otherwise. When asked their
chances of marrying the baby's father, 52 percent of these low- income, unwed mothers answered
"certain” or "near certain.”  Over 70 percent of these low-income, unwed mothers thought the chances
of marrying the baby's father were at least “50-50" (Bendheim-Thoman Center, 2000). Rather than
being a vadue foreign to minority communities, the ided, if not the redity, of marriage seemsto be
something to which many low-income couples do aspire.

Of course, wefare reform cannot, by itself, solve the problems of unwed parenting,
fatherlessness, and marriage any more than it done will ever, by itsdf, solve the problem of poverty. So
much depends on both individua choices and broad societal and culturd influences. Moreover, effective
mechanisms for reducing out-of-wedlock childbearing and encouraging marriage are scarce.
Reauthorization of TANF presents a unique opportunity to experiment and evauate some new
goproaches. If the ultimate god of wefare reform is not smply to move large numbers of previoudy
dependent single parents into the paid labor force, but to insure that more children have two parents,
then the next phase of welfare reform needs to chalenge states, communities, and the nonprofit sector to

find creative solutions to this problem.
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