Family Structure and Welfare Dependency

Issue: Intact, married families are the least likely to depend on welfare, and children raised in a
home headed by their married biological mother and father are dramatically less likely to end up
on welfare as adults.! However, current welfare policies impede individuals from breaking their welfare
dependence by discouraging two efficient escape routes: marriage and employment.

Broken Families Receive Most of Welfare

e In 2011, federal and state
governments spent over $450 billion
on means-tested welfare for low-
income families with children.
Roughly three-quarters of this
welfare assistance, or $330 billion,
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went to single-parent families.2 Families
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for welfare benefits do so because of Families

a disruption of marriage.3

e QOver 75 percent of mothers who give
birth out-of-wedlock will be on
welfare within five years.*

e Daughters from families that had
received welfare were three times more likely to receive benefits themselves within three
years of their first child’s birth.>
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Welfare Discourages Marriage

e Many welfare programs impose a “marriage penalty” that makes married couples ineligible
for assistance. This penalty especially falls most heavily on low or moderate income families
with children.®

e Couples who receive government assistance have drastically lower levels of overall marital
satisfaction and commitment.”

e Marriage promotes employment. The income of married adults significantly exceeds the
income of unmarried adults at every education level .8

Welfare Discourages Work
e Welfare currently pays more than a minimum-wage job in 35 states, and in 13 states it pays
more than $15 per hour.?

Conclusion: Welfare, as presently structured, has had a predictable and pernicious effect on the
overall response of recipients to marriage as well as to work.19 As shown by MARRI research
available onlinell, encouraging the formation of intact, married families is a natural and efficient
means for reducing welfare dependence. As the saying goes, “You get more of what you pay
for.”12
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