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Conservatives have long claimed the mantle of family values. Meanwhile, many of

the same individuals who tout the importance of marriage and family oppose policies
such as increasing the minimum wage, strengthening collective bargaining, expanding
Medicaid, and supporting reproductive rights. This might make sense if such policies
were negatively associated with family stability and well-being. But new Center for
American Progress analysis shows that if conservatives want to support strong, stable,

and healthy families, these are precisely the kinds of policies they should embrace.

In fact, states that hew to a conservative line on these four policies—a low minimum
wage, anti-union legislation, restrictive Medicaid eligibility for low-income parents and
other adults, and limited reproductive rights—fare substantially worse on four family
stability indicators than states that take a progressive approach. On average, the divorce
rate is 28 percent higher,' the infant mortality rate is 32 percent higher, the birth rate
among women ages 15 to 19 is 50 percent higher, and the share of children who live
with neither parent is 17 percent higher in states with conservative stances on all four
policies compared with states with progressive stances on all four policies.” These indica-
tors are not always associated with negative outcomes, but these situations are often

accompanied by emotional and financial challenges that affect family well-being.

Policies that increase resources and financial security
strengthen families

A large body of research underscores how inadequate resources and financial stress con-
tribute to family conflict and instability.® In their book, Alone Together: How Marriage in
America Is Changing, Paul Amato and his colleagues found that “lower levels of income,
educational attainment, and occupational prestige were associated with higher rates of
marital problems, less marital happiness, and greater instability”* And while children
can thrive in a variety of family situations,® both insufficient income and family instabil-

ity have been linked to worse behavioral and academic outcomes for children.®
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FIGURE 1
States with conservative policies fare worse on family-related indicators
than states with progressive policies

How much higher rates on family-related indicators are in states with
conservative vs. progressive policies
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Note: States are categorized as pursuing conservative or progressive policy agendas based on four major policy areas: Medicaid expansion;
right-to-work laws that limit the effectiveness and viability of unions; statewide minimum wage; and reproductive rights. All indicators are for 2014.
See "Methodology" for additional details.

Note: This source lists Delaware as having a minimum wage of $7.75 per hour in 2014, but on January 1, 2014, the minimum wage was $7.25 per
hour. The rate was raised on June 1, 2014. See State of Delaware, "Governor Signs Legislation to Raise Minimum Wage," Press release, January 30,
2014, available at http://news.delaware.gov/2014/01/30/governor-signs-legislation-to-raise-minimum-wage/.

Sources: Medicaid expansion: Kaiser Family Foundation, "Status of State Action on the Medicaid Expansion Decision," available at
http://kff.org/health-reform/state-indicator/state-activi-
ty-around-expanding-medicaid-under-the-affordable-care-act/?currentTimeframe=0&sortModel=%7B%22colld%22:9%22Location%22,%2250rt%22:
%22as5c%22%7D (last accessed October 2016); right-to-work legislation: National Conference of State Legislatures, "Right-to-Work Resources,"
available at http://www.ncsl.org/research/labor-and-employment/right-to-work-laws-and-bills.aspx (last accessed October 2016); minimum wage:
U.S. Department of Labor, "Changes in Basic Minimum Wages in Non-Farm Employment Under State Law: Selected Years 1968 to 2016," available
at https://www.dol.gov/whd/state/stateMinWageHis.htm (last accessed October 2016); reproductive rights: Cynthia Hess and others, "Status of
Women in the States: 2015" (Washington: Institute for Women's Policy Research, 2015), available at http://www.iwpr.org/publications/-
pubs/the-status-of-women-in-the-states-2015-full-report; divorce rate: authors' calculations based on 2014 American Community Survey one-year
estimates. All other indicators from the Annie E. Casey Foundation, "Kids Count Data Center," available at http://datacenter.kidscount.org/ (last
accessed October 2016).

Here are four progressive policies that can improve financial security and make fami-

lies stronger.

1.Increasing the minimum wage

Stable, fairly compensated work provides a solid foundation for the creation and main-
tenance of strong and healthy family relationships. Over the past several decades, most
working-class men have seen their earnings and wages decline in real terms, despite
increases in their educational attainment and living through a period of unsurpassed
productivity. Working-class women have fared better in relative terms, but they started
far behind their male counterparts and still earn substantially less than them. Marriage
trends have tracked these wage trends. The greatest declines in marriage rates since 1970
are for working-class men, who have experienced the greatest declines in real wages, and

for working-class women, who have seen little wage growth.”
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FIGURE 2
Decline in the share of married adults has been strongest among lowest-earning men

Percentage-point change in share of married men, Percent change in men's real earnings, by
by earnings decile: 2013 compared with 1970 earnings decile: 2013 compared with 1970
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Note: Includes all noninstitutionalized men ages 30 to 50. The first earnings category includes all men with no earnings in 1970.

Source: Updated analysis by Rachel West of the Center for American Progress using 1971 and 2014 Integrated Public Use Microdata Series CPS data and based on Adam Looney and Michael Greenstone,
"The Marriage Gap: The Impact of Economic and Technological Change on Marriage Rates" (Washington: The Hamilton Project, 2012), available at http://www.hamiltonproject.org/papers/the_marriage_
gap_the_impact_of_economic_and_technological_change_on_ma/.

Raising the minimum wage to $12 per hour would increase wages for 35 million work-
ers. This policy would increase financial resources for millions of young, unmarried
workers who might be contemplating family commitments, as well as nearly 10 million

working parents who are struggling to raise a family on very low wages.®

2. Strengthening collective bargaining

Recent research finds that “controlling for many factors, union membership is posi-

" and sociologist Andrew Cherlin

tively and significantly associated with marriage,
and his co-authors show that the existence of more middle-skill jobs—which are
associated with unions'’*—increases the likelihood that parents marry before having a
child." Researchers find that the connection between unions and marriage is “largely
explained by the increased income, regularity and stability of employment, and fringe
benefits that come with union membership.”'> Unionization rates are higher in states
without so-called right-to-work laws,'* and, on average, workers have lower wages
and fewer benefits in states with these laws, compared with similar workers in states
without them.'* Importantly, wages and benefits are better for both union and non-
union workers alike, demonstrating that unions have the ability to improve wages and

benefits even for nonmembers."
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3. Expanding Medicaid

States’ commitment to ensuring access to affordable health care is also part of a secure
foundation on which family relationships can be created and maintained. When a
family member lacks health insurance, it can lead to financial burdens, elevated stress
levels, poor health outcomes, and family instability.'® Unfortunately, while the nation’s
uninsurance rate is at an all-time low,'” nearly 3 million adults still lack health insurance
because 19 states have yet to expand Medicaid to eligible low-income adults'®*—those
with incomes under 138 percent of the federal poverty level—despite the availability
of federal funds that would cover nearly all of the cost. Millions of low-income married
adults, as well as single adults and adults in unmarried couples, are denied Medicaid

based solely on the state in which they reside.

4. Supporting reproductive rights

The failure to expand Medicaid, combined with overly restrictive abortion legislation
and other barriers to reproductive care, harms families’ economic security by reduc-
ing their ability to plan their childbearing." Policies that support reproductive rights
increase people’s ability to decide when and if to have children and are linked to higher
levels of educational attainment and lifetime earnings for women.* For all of these
reasons, progressive proposals to expand Medicaid coverage in all states and to increase

access to birth control and other reproductive health services would strengthen families.

Other factors for family stability

Of course, the four policies highlighted in this basic analysis do not fully explain differ-
ences between states on family outcomes.”' The states that share a progressive stance

on these four policies also tend to have higher levels of educational attainment®> and
lower levels of incarceration,” both of which play an important role in family stability
and strength.** And other state policies—particularly ones more commonly included

in the family policy realm such as paid family leave; pre-K; and affordable, high-quality
child care—Tlikely play a role. All of these policies, in conjunction with other key income
and work supports such as tax credits for working families and a strong safety net, work

together to provide families the support they need to thrive.*

To be sure, not all states with these four policies in place do well on all of these indica-
tors.” Similarly, a handful of states do relatively well on these family indicators despite
having conservative family-policy structures. W. Bradford Wilcox and Nicholas Zill
have argued that these states have a distinct model that stresses education and religious
commitment to marriage.”’” But the small number of states that arguably fit within this

model—including Utah, Nebraska, and Idaho—are all sparsely populated, have largely
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white populations, and are unique in other ways.”® It is unclear how a low-performing
state with a conservative family-policy structure would even adopt the so-called Utah
model. On the other hand, there are clear and specific progressive policies that these
states could implement that would increase family stability and well-being. Moreover, it
seems likely that families in states such as Utah and Idaho would do even better if they

were able to benefit from progressive family policies.

Conclusion: A progressive agenda strengthens families

Many conservatives say they want to support families, but they oppose policies that
would make a real difference when it comes to the stability and strength of working-
class families. This analysis shows that states with progressive policy agendas fare
better on a range of family stability indicators, averaging substantially lower divorce
rates, infant mortality rates, birth rates for women ages 15 to 19, and the share of
children living with neither parent. Implementing the four policies highlighted in this
issue brief—policies that are already on the ground and delivering tangible benefits

for families—should be a no-brainer.
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Methodology

The authors categorized states as pursuing conservative or progressive policy agendas
based on four major policy areas that are prominent in debates at both the state and

national levels:

1. The minimum wage
2. So-called right-to-work laws that limit the effectiveness and viability of unions®
3. Medicaid expansion

4. Reproductive rights*

A state is categorized as having a conservative policy agenda if the following four criteria

are true:

. It has not increased its state minimum wage above $7.25 per hour.
. It has adopted right-to-work legislation.
. It has not expanded Medicaid.

S W N =

. It is conservative on four or more of the following reproductive health policies: insur-
ance coverage of infertility treatments; marriage equality or second-parent adoption
for individuals in a same-sex relationship; mandatory sex education; mandatory
parental consent or notification laws for minors receiving abortions; waiting periods

for abortions; and restrictions on public funding for abortions.

A state is categorized as having a progressive policy agenda if all four of these criteria are

not true.
The authors examined differences in four family-related indicators:

1. Divorce®
2. Infant mortality*
3. Birth rates among women ages 15 to 19%

4. Children living with neither parent**

The usage of these indicators should not imply that they always lead to or are associated with
negative outcomes. Divorce, particularly in high-conflict or violent circumstances,* can be
the best choice for a family, and many divorced couples and their children thrive in co-parent-
ing situations. Most young parents do their best to provide loving, healthy family situations
for their children, despite frequently lacking adequate financial and emotional support.*® And
for some children, living apart from their parents is the safest, healthiest circumstance. But all

of these situations can be difficult for families and are often accompanied by emotional and

financial challenges that affect the well-being of both adults and children.?”

Katherine Gallagher Robbins is the Director of Family Policy for the Poverty to Prosperity

Program at the Center for American Progress. Shawn Fremstad is a Senior Fellow at the Center.
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See the Methodology section for additional information
regarding these indicators. Marriage rates are also higher in
states with conservative policies but not enough to explain
the increased divorce rates. Compared with states with
progressive stances on all four policies, the marriage rate

in states with conservative policies is 19 percent higher, on
average. Marriage rates are from authors’ calculations using
American Community Survey data. See American Fact-
Finder,”B12501. Marriages in the Last Year by Sex by Marital
Status for the Population 15 Years and Over: Universe:
Population 15 years and over: 2014 American Community
Survey 1-Year Estimates,” available at http://factfinder.
census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.
xhtmlI?pid=ACS_14_1YR_B12501&prodType=table (last
accessed October 2016).
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Tennessee; Texas; Utah; Virginia; and Wyoming.
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