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Some recent headlines: 
 

“Analysis: US reliability questioned overseas” – Associated Press 1  
 
“Poll: Americans see little hope on the economy” – MSNBC 2  

 
“Five Years after Market Crash, US Economy Seen as ‘No More Secure’” – Pew  
Research 3  

 
“Maybe ‘Muddling Through’ Isn't That Bad for the Economy” – National Public Radio 4  

 
“The Rich Get Richer through the Recovery” – New York Times 5  

 
Feel encouraged?  
 
The great majority of Americans are unlikely to struggle with developing world-level poverty. 
But many do struggle with joblessness, under-employment, cost fluctuations, energy prices, 
college costs, and the unevenness of the financial worlds in which they find themselves. For 
those of us who are prosperous (that would be most of us), a precarious economy lurks in the 
background like a predator, awaiting an opportunity to disrupt our lives. 
 
For the sake of our fellow citizens living in need and the economic future of the middle-income 
sector, Americans should think with discretion about the claims and counter-claims made daily 
by economists, business leaders, econometric analysts, pension plan directors, financial 
professionals, etc. The array of assertions made by seemingly qualified persons is 
overwhelming. As one nationally-syndicated economics writer told me this past summer, “I 
used to think I understood the economy. I don’t anymore.” 
 
How do we sort through it all? How can we make sense of the cacophony of contradictory 
voices in the marketplace of economic ideas? And how do we plan for the future economic well-
being of our families in an era of great uncertainty? 
 
More Good News Than You Might Think 
 
First, there’s more good news than you might think, both for families and the economy as a 
whole. Consider five aspects of the American economy that don’t get enough attention: 
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(1) Remember that total compensation and annual income are two different things. 
Income (the amount of money in your paycheck) is an incomplete measurement of a 
family’s wealth. Total compensation includes “health care benefits, retirement options, 
flexible schedules, paid time off, (and) work environment.” 6 For example, if your 
employer has a free health clinic on the site of your plant or store, that’s a tremendous 
value-added form of compensation. Or if your employer matches your contributions to 
your retirement plan, those assets add greatly to your future standard of living. So, 
when you read, “pay is stagnating,” remember that immediate dollars and cents are 
only one way to determine your remuneration.  
 

(2) Median total compensation, as of last month, was estimated to be $52,100. 7 In 1993, it 
was $48,900 in inflation-adjusted dollars. 8 
 
It’s important to note the difference between median and average incomes: The 
median is the “middle point” of a set of numbers, while the average is simply a quantity 
of numbers whose values are added-up and then divided by the quantity of numbers. 
Example: The average income of Bill Gates and the Subway Sandwich shop worker is, 
say, $15 billion – if Gates makes about $30 billion and the Subway worker makes $25,000 
annually. That would come as quite a surprise to the guy who makes sandwiches for a 
living. In other words, it’s a pretty meaningless statistic. On the other hand, the median 
“divides the income distribution into two equal parts: one-half of the cases falling below 
the median income and one-half above the median.” 9 Median income represents a 
much truer picture of what Americans actually earn than average income, so don’t be 
misled or disturbed when someone starts talking about average pay – always ask, how 
is he accounting for that average? 
 

(3) Consider how much time it takes you to earn money to buy the things you want.  
 

 In 1993, “a one-gigabyte drive from IBM cost more than $3,000.” Twenty years 
later, a one-gigabyte flash drive costs $14.95 on Amazon. 10, 11 You are spending a 
fraction of the time to purchase computer memory now than you did only two 
decades ago, and are obtaining it in conveniently portable receptacle. 

 In 1993, a gallon of milk cost $4.63 in constant 2013 dollars. In 2013, a gallon of 
milk costs $3.49. 12, 13  

 Or take the cost of gas: According to an economics website run by two University 
of Illinois economics professors, “Since wages have increased faster than the 
price of gasoline, by 2012 an unskilled worker spends less than two-thirds as 
much, as a percent of wage, for a gallon of gasoline than the 1949 worker. For a 
production worker it is only half.”14 In other words, you are spending much less 
time at your factory or desk or retail store to purchase a gallon of gas than you 
would have six decades ago. 
 

(4) The quality of goods has improved dramatically. Would you rather be using the 
refrigerator your mom and dad purchased in 1963, or even 1993, or the one you 
purchased last month? Would you rather drive your grandpa’s Plymouth or a car made 
in 2013? By numerous measurements – the safety of the vehicle, its miles-per-gallon, its 
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durability, its myriad entertainment features, etc. – the latter is a far superior vehicle. 
This is characteristic of the goods sold and purchased in virtually every category. 
 

(5) The quality of the environment has improved substantially in recent decades. Take only 
one measurement, air quality: According to the EPA, carbon monoxide output has fallen 
83 percent since 1980. There is more than 90 percent less lead in the air than three 
decades ago. 15 Should we disregard legitimate environmental concerns? No. But not all 
is bleak, and should not be seen as such. 

 
Not all is bleak. The American economy remains much more efficient in terms of innovation, 
income growth, and product affordability than just about any other economy in the world. But 
not all is well, either. 
 
Things that are not so good … 
 

(1)  Intact families composed of a mother and father who remain married to one another 
and who, with their children, worship together weekly provide the strongest 
foundation for productivity and well-being in all the major institutions of society. 
This is massively documented by FRC’s Marriage and Religion Research Institute. 16 
Bottom line: If you want a strong economy, a good educational system, a civil society, 
etc., you’ll be for policies that encourage strong traditional family formation. The bad 
news is that this kind of family is in decline: only “45 percent of U.S. children on the 
cusp of adulthood have grown up in an intact married family. The mother and father of 
the remaining 55 percent of 17-year-olds have at some time rejected each other as 
husband and wife.” 17 
 

(2)  As marriage declines, so does the economy. As my colleagues Drs. Pat Fagan and 
Henry Potrykus have demonstrated, “we cannot tax, spend, and borrow enough to 
substitute for marriage.” 18 They write, “Our economic growth is and will continue to be 
a fraction of that of the pre-1960's era because of the breakdown in marriage. All the 
while, more citizens are pushed into dependency on this government, again because of 
marriage breakdown.” 
 

(3)  Even as we are more dependent on government programs than ever, America’s major 
“entitlement” programs (Medicare, Medicaid, and Social Security) are heading 
unavoidably toward collapse. This assertion is a mathematical certainty, not a political 
insinuation. 19  
  

(4) The roughly 7.3 percent unemployment rate 20 does not capture the record-level of non-
participation in the job market. According to the Associated Press, “The drop in the 
unemployment rate in August to a 4½-year low was hardly cause for celebration. The 
rate fell because more people stopped looking for work. More than 300,000 people 
stopped working or looking for a job. Their exodus shrank the so-called labor force 
participation rate—the percentage of adult Americans with a job or seeking one—to 63.2 
percent. It's the lowest participation rate since August 1978.” 21 Additionally, when 
totaled together, those who would like to work but are not looking for it, those who are 
“under-employed” (part-time but want a full-time job), and those actually unemployed 
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(in the job market but unsuccessful in finding a position), the actual un- and under-
employment rate (as of April 2013) is between 13 and 14 percent, with roughly 22 
million potential workers not working or not working in full-time jobs. 22  

 
(5) According to the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services, the Affordable Care Act 

will increase the cost of health care by $621 billion by 2022. 23 In personal and family 
terms, rather than driving the cost of health care down, the Obama plan means 
substantially more expensive health care costs for a significant majority of Americans: 
“For the vast majority of Americans, premium prices will be higher in the individual 
exchange than what they're currently paying for employer-sponsored benefits, 
according to a National Journal analysis of new coverage and cost data. Adding even 
more out-of-pocket expenses to consumers' monthly insurance bills is a swell in 
deductibles under the Affordable Care Act.” 24 
 

The ten observations offered do not compose a comprehensive summary of how to evaluate the 
economy. The national debt and annual federal budget deficit are both huge and growing. They 
impede economic growth simply by requiring massive monies to service them, and could well 
explode (in tandem with entitlement expenditures) into massive, devastating inflation. Then 
there are many issues involving taxes, trade, technology improvements, and employee training 
that could be raised. 
 
There is no “silver bullet” solution, no magical economic pill the nation can swallow to make all 
of the dangers go away. However, we gradually can lessen the dangers and strengthen the 
growth of our economy by doing something humankind has always done rather well: Married 
couples need to have more children. 
 
“Cultural trends in marriage and family planning actions drive an exponential decrease in the 
generations to come in the West,” write scholars Drs. Pat Fagan and Henry Potrykus. 
“Remediation of this lies in a re-adoption of stable marriage as a societal norm and the rejection 
by governments and peoples of a non-sustainable model of society and its replacement by a less 
secular, more traditional family-oriented life in our steering of ourselves as a people.” 25 
 
This is not to suggest cavalier abandonment regarding child-bearing. However, unless 
America’s young, intact families have at least one or two more children than, on average, they 
are having, our supply of workers will become inadequate for the demands of a prospering 
economy and an increasingly substantial cohort of retirees.  
 
In his recent book What to Expect When No One Is Expecting, Jonathan Last demonstrates that our 
national decline in fertility means that we won’t have enough people in coming decades to 
generate sufficient economic growth for the needs of our economy. Fewer children, more 
seniors (who are also living longer), chronic un- and under-employment: Non-inflationary 
economic growth will become a memory. 
 
American fathers and mothers need to marry and then stay together, worship at least weekly, 
and consider having three or more children. Over time, this will transform the economy and the 
country, for the good. And that’s one of the best headlines for which the U.S. can ever hope. 
 

 4 



 5 

Rob Schwarzwalder serves as Senior Vice President for the Family Research Council. He oversees the 
Communications, Policy and Church Ministries teams. He previously served as chief-of-staff to two 
Members of Congress and as a presidential appointee in the administration of George W. Bush. 
                                                 
1 Steven R. Hurst, “Analysis: US reliability questioned overseas,” FDL Reporter, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://www.fdlreporter.com/viewart/20131008/FON06/310080020/Analysis-US-reliability-questioned-overseas. 
2 Suzy Khimm, “Poll: Americans see little hope on the economy,” MSNBC, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://tv.msnbc.com/2013/09/13/hope-nope-poll-shows-gloom-on-economy-and-obama/. 
3 “Five Years after Market Crash, U.S. Economy Seen as ‘No More Secure’,” Pew Research Center for the People & the 
Press, accessed October 17, 2013, http://www.people-press.org/2013/09/12/five-years-after-market-crash-u-s-
economy-seen-as-no-more-secure/. 
4 Marilyn Geewax, “Maybe 'Muddling Through' Isn't That Bad For The Economy,” NPR, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://www.npr.org/2013/09/11/221133560/maybe-muddling-through-isnt-that-bad-for-the-economy.  
5 Annie Lowrey, “The Rich Get Richer Through the Recovery,” Economix, accessed October 17, 2013,  
http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/10/the-rich-get-richer-through-the-recovery/?_r=0.  
6 “Total Compensation (Salaries & Benefits),” Washington State Human Resources, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://dop.wa.gov/CompClass/JobClassesSalaries/Pages/TotalCompensation.aspx. 
7 Robert Pear, “Median Income Rises, but Is Still 6% Below Level at Start of Recession in ’07,” New York Times, 
August 21,2013, accessed October 17, 2013, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/22/us/politics/us-median-
income-rises-but-is-still-6-below-its-2007-peak.html.  
8 “Median Household Income in the United States,” DaveManuel.com, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://www.davemanuel.com/median-household-income.php. 
9 “Median Household Income” United States Census Bureau, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/meta/long_INC110211.htm. 
10 “Comparing Today’s Computers to the 1995’s,” Relatively Interesting, February 23, 2012, accessed October 17, 
2013, http://www.relativelyinteresting.com/comparing-todays-computers-to-1995s/. 
11 “Kingston Data Traveler 1 GB USB 2.0 Flash Drive DTI/1GB,” Amazon.com, accessed October 17, 2013, 
http://www.amazon.com/Kingston-Traveler-Flash-DTI-1GB/dp/B000AV14M2. 
12 “CPI Inflation Calculator,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, accessed October 23, 2013, 
http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm. 
13 “Bureau of Labor Statistics,” United States Department of Labor, accessed October 21, 2013, 
http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm 
14 “Seven Ways to Compute the Relative Value of a U.S. Dollar Amount - 1774 to Present,” Measuring Worth, 
accessed October 21, 2013, http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare/. 
15 “Air Quality Trends,” United States Environmental Protection Agency, accessed October 21, 2013, 
http://www.epa.gov/airtrends/aqtrends.html. 
16 “MARRI Research: Marriage & Religion Research Institute,” accessed on October 21, 2013, www.marri.us/home. 
17 Patrick Fagan and Nicholas Zill, “The Third Annual Index of Family Belonging & Rejection,” MARRI Research, 
accessed October 21, 2013, http://marri.us/index-2013. 
18 “Our Fiscal Crisis: We Cannot Tax, Spend, and Borrow Enough to Substitute for Marriage,” MARRI Research, 
accessed October 21, 2013, http://microsite.frc.org/get.cfm?i=OR12A01. 
19 Mary Kate Cary, “The Shocking Truth on Entitlements,” US News & World Report, December 19, 2012, accessed 
October 21, 2013, http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2012/12/19/the-shocking-truth-on-entitlements. 
20 “US unemployment benefit applications spike to 374,000 due to California backing, shutdown,” Washington Post, 
October 10,2013, accessed October 21, 2013, http://www.washingtonpost.com/business/us-unemployment-benefit-
applications-fall-to-292000-mostly-because-of-technical-glitches/2013/09/12/5595666a-1ba8-11e3-80ac-
96205cacb45a_story.html. 
21 “Unemployment falls for the wrong reason as many Americans give up on weak job market,” Fox News, 
September 6, 2013, accessed October 21, 2013, http://www.foxnews.com/us/2013/09/06/unemployment-falls-for-
wrong-reason-as-many-americans-give-up-on-weak-job/. 
22 Jacob Goldstein and Lam Thuy Vo, “22 Million Americans Are Unemployed Or Underemployed,” NPR, April 4, 
2013, accessed October 21, 2013, http://www.npr.org/blogs/money/2013/04/04/175697813/23-million-americans-
are-unemployed-or-underemployed. 
23 “National Health Expenditure Projections 2012 – 2022,” Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, accessed 
October 21, 2013, http://www.cms.gov/Research-Statistics-Data-and-Systems/Statistics-Trends-and-
Reports/NationalHealthExpendData/Downloads/Proj2012.pdf.  

http://www.fdlreporter.com/viewart/20131008/FON06/310080020/Analysis-US-reliability-questioned-overseas
http://tv.msnbc.com/2013/09/13/hope-nope-poll-shows-gloom-on-economy-and-obama/
http://www.people-press.org/2013/09/12/five-years-after-market-crash-u-s-economy-seen-as-no-more-secure/
http://www.people-press.org/2013/09/12/five-years-after-market-crash-u-s-economy-seen-as-no-more-secure/
http://www.npr.org/2013/09/11/221133560/maybe-muddling-through-isnt-that-bad-for-the-economy
http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/09/10/the-rich-get-richer-through-the-recovery/?_r=0
http://dop.wa.gov/CompClass/JobClassesSalaries/Pages/TotalCompensation.aspx
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/22/us/politics/us-median-income-rises-but-is-still-6-below-its-2007-peak.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/08/22/us/politics/us-median-income-rises-but-is-still-6-below-its-2007-peak.html
http://www.davemanuel.com/median-household-income.php
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/meta/long_INC110211.htm
http://www.relativelyinteresting.com/comparing-todays-computers-to-1995s/
http://www.amazon.com/Kingston-Traveler-Flash-DTI-1GB/dp/B000AV14M2
http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm
http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation_calculator.htm
http://www.measuringworth.com/uscompare/
http://www.epa.gov/airtrends/aqtrends.html
http://marri.us/index-2013
http://microsite.frc.org/get.cfm?i=OR12A01
http://www.usnews.com/opinion/articles/2012/12/19/the-shocking-truth-on-entitlements
http://www.washingtonpost.com/business/us-unemployment-benefit-applications-fall-to-292000-mostly-because-of-technical-glitches/2013/09/12/5595666a-1ba8-11e3-80ac-96205cacb45a_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/business/us-unemployment-benefit-applications-fall-to-292000-mostly-because-of-technical-glitches/2013/09/12/5595666a-1ba8-11e3-80ac-96205cacb45a_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/business/us-unemployment-benefit-applications-fall-to-292000-mostly-because-of-technical-glitches/2013/09/12/5595666a-1ba8-11e3-80ac-96205cacb45a_story.html
http://www.foxnews.com/us/2013/09/06/unemployment-falls-for-wrong-reason-as-many-americans-give-up-on-weak-job/
http://www.foxnews.com/us/2013/09/06/unemployment-falls-for-wrong-reason-as-many-americans-give-up-on-weak-job/
http://www.npr.org/blogs/money/2013/04/04/175697813/23-million-americans-are-unemployed-or-underemployed
http://www.npr.org/blogs/money/2013/04/04/175697813/23-million-americans-are-unemployed-or-underemployed
http://www.cms.gov/Research-Statistics-Data-and-Systems/Statistics-Trends-and-Reports/NationalHealthExpendData/Downloads/Proj2012.pdf
http://www.cms.gov/Research-Statistics-Data-and-Systems/Statistics-Trends-and-Reports/NationalHealthExpendData/Downloads/Proj2012.pdf


 6 

                                                                                                                                                             
24 Clara Ritger, “Obama's Affordable Care Act Looking a Bit Unaffordable,” National Journal, August 29, 2013, 
accessed October 21, 2013, http://mobile.nationaljournal.com/domesticpolicy/obama-s-affordable-care-act-looking-
a-bit-unaffordable-20130829.  
25 Henry Potrykus and Patrick Fagan, “Marriage, Contraception & The Future of Western Peoples,” MARRI Research, 
accessed October 21, 2013, http://downloads.frc.org/EF/EF11K50.pdf.  

http://mobile.nationaljournal.com/domesticpolicy/obama-s-affordable-care-act-looking-a-bit-unaffordable-20130829
http://mobile.nationaljournal.com/domesticpolicy/obama-s-affordable-care-act-looking-a-bit-unaffordable-20130829
http://downloads.frc.org/EF/EF11K50.pdf

