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The numbers are stark and incontrovertible. The United States is on an undeviating path toward
becoming a nation of fatherless families. Last year, some 80 percent of the black inner-city poor
children born were born outside of a married family. As the figure on the following page shows,
moreover, this destructive trend is not confined to the inner city.

Commenting on recent data and the strength of the trend in the rate of births outside of marriage,
Senator Daniel Moynihan recently wrote to National Review editor William F. Buckley:

A few weeks ago the natal statistics for 1991 were published. I happened to glance at the
series and thought I saw a straight line.... On a straight ascent from 10 percent of all births
in 1970, births to unmarried women have now reached 30% (b = 0.86, r = 0.99). I do not
believe any such correlation has ever been found in social science.

That is, Senator Moynihan has never seen any trend in the social science literature as strong as this
one.

To put this in perspective: In 1991, 68 percent of black children were born outside of marriage.
When Moynihan wrote, in 1965, on the coming destruction of the black family, the out-of-wedlock
birthrate was 25 percent among blacks.? In 1991 the out-of-wedlock birthrate for the country as a
whole was 29.5 percent. In other words, the country as a whole is further down the road of family
disintegration now than the black family was in 1965.

This has huge implications for society and for the perception of social problems. For instance, the
raw data seem to suggest that race is a major factor in crime rates. However, when one factors in
family structure it turns out that the absence of marriage, not race, is the major factor in explaining
differing crime rates.” The rise in crime, in other words, is tied to the disintegration of marriage.
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From the very beginning, children born outside of marriage have life stacked against them. While
many single mothers work wonders and raise their children well despite the obstacles they encoun-
ter, for many others the challenge is too great and their children suffer the consequences.

The impact on the child is significant and can be permanent. For many, out-of-wedlock birth and
growing up in a single-parent family means the child is more likely to suffer from:

X Poorer health as a newborn and, if his mother is very young, from an
increased chance of dying;

Retarded cognitive (especially verbal) development;
Lower educational achievement;

Lower job attainment;

Increased behavior and emotional problems;

Lower impulse control;

X X X X X X

Retarded social development; and
X Increased crime in their community if there is a high level of illegitimacy.
The root cause of these ills lies not in poverty but in the lack of married parents.

While federal policy has not been the fundamental cause of this catastrophe, it has reinforced it
Unfortunately, many Members of Congress continue to defend the present welfare incentives to
childbirth outside of marriage. It is time instead for lawmakers to do what they can to reverse the cri-
sis of illegitimacy and fatherlessness in America. This requires bold steps to reverse current trends.

WHAT ILLEGITIMACY MEANS TO CHILDREN

When a child is raised in a single-parent household, the pattern of that child’s life is likely to be
different from that of a child raised in a two-parent family in similar financial circumstances. Very
few studies in the literature and in this paper controlled for the status of the single mother. In other
words most studies do not distinguish between the households in which the mother was never mar-
ried or ones in which she was divorced. Instead they are most frequently lumped together. However
all indications are that the general direction of the effects found for the children of the mixed group
(single-never-married mothers and single-divorced mothers) hold for the children of the single-
never-married mothers. This paper deals with the general and cumulative nature of these effects.

To understand these impacts, the findings in the professional literature can be categorized by their
implications for the child as he or she grows up, starting at birth and moving through childhood,
adolescence, and young adulthood.

STAGE 1: IHllegitimacy is related to poor health at birth.

The consequences of illegitimacy start right at birth for some children. A 1991 overview of
the professional literature concluded that the main reason for America’s low 1ntemat10nal stand-
ing on infant mortality was the rate of young mothers giving birth outside of marriage. > Nicho-
las Eberstadt of the Washington-based American Enterprise Institute makes the same case for

4 Robert Rector, “Combatting Family Disintegration, Crime, and Dependence: Welfare Reform and Beyond,”
Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 983, April 8, 1994,
5  David Lester, “Infant Mortality and Illegitimacy,” Soc. Sci. Med., Vol. 35, No. 5 (1992), pp. 739-740.



Washington, D.C., the infant mortality capital of the country.6 Infants born to younger women
are somewhat more likely to be born prematurely, and to die in the neonatal period.” According
to researchers from The National Center for Health Statistics: “Both black and white unmarried
women had a substantially higher risk of having infants with very low or moderately low birth
weights.”8 Very low birth weight babies are at high risk for serious complications and their
treatment add significantly to the Medicaid cost of births to welfare mothers.

The early onset of sexual intercourse, which lies behind these statistics, is more likely if the
young woman is the daughter of a teenage mother who has a low educational level and if the
girl’s school environment is poor.

STAGE 2: The absence of married parents is related to retarded development in early

childhood.

Different risks associated with illegitimacy arise as the child grows older. The professional
scientific literature amply documents the relationship to delays in development. For example, il-
legitimate children tend to be shorter and have smaller heads. = Their cognitive (especially ver-
bal) development is lessened.!! 12 13 Many of these children have problems in controlling their
activity (popularly called “hyperactivity”). This lack of control is usually an indication of prob-
lems in learning that will arise later in the child’s development. * The effect on boys is greater,
at least in the early years.

Similar findings were enumerated again in the recent 1992 National Institute of Child Health
and Devglopment summary, “Outcomes of Early Childbearing: An Appraisal of Recent Evi-
dence.”

And such findings are in line with earlier studies. For instance, Project TALENT, a federal
survey commissioned in 1960, which tracked the development of 375,000 high school students
from 1960 through 1971, found that children born outside marriage were likely to have lower
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cognitive scores, lower educational aspirations, and a greater likelihood of becoming teenage
parents themselves. Once again, all of these effects were greater for boys.

STAGE 3: The absence of married parents is related to poor academic performance during

school years.

The risks and consequences of illegitimacy continue through the middle years of childhood
and express themselves in poor academic performance. This is amply documented in the profes-
sional literature.

A 1988 University of Illinois study of adults born outside of marriage found that the longer
the time spent in a single-parent family the less education attained at all income levels of the
parent. This significantly reduces the job and income attainments of these individuals and also
reduces the overall performance of the nation’s economy. Those who have lived in single-par-
ent homes as preschoolers (which includes all those born outside of Wedlock) are most effected.
And once again, the study indicated, boys are more affected than girls. 12 Explains Barbara Da-
foe Whitehead, a researcher at the Manhattan-based Institute for American Values:

According to a study by the National Association of Elementary School Principals,
33 percent of two-parent elementary school students are ranked as high achievers, as
compared with 17 percent of single-parent students. The children in single-parent
families are also more likely to be truant or late or to have disciplinary action taken
against them. Even after controlling for race, income and religion scholars find signifi-
cant differences in educational attamment between children who grow up in intact
families and children who do not.?

In sharp contrast with parents of illegitimate children, married parents have higher expecta-
tions of their children, even when the children have the same intelligence and performance abili-
ties.

These findings are confirmed again and again in studies conducted in the United States and
abroad. These studies demonstrate that illegitimacy is also associated with lower job and salary
attainment.

With the burden of these consequences upon them, boys are less likely to grow up to be
breadwinners, and will be less attractive to young women seeking a competent husband for
themselves and a capable father for their children.

STAGE 4: The absence of married parents risks emotional and behavioral problems at the

end of childhood.

The effects of illegitimacy continue to compound through childhood.
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The scientific literature shows a direct relationship between illegitimacy and behavioral prob-
lems. In 1990 a major analysis of national survey data confirmed that children from intact fami-
lies tend to have far fewer mental health and developmental health problems. Children from
mother-only families have about twice as many problems They have less ability to delay
gratification, poorer impulse control (that is, control over anger and sexual gratification). They
have a weaker sense of conscience or sense of right and wrong,.

About one-third of children born to unmarried mothers, or whose parents separate, become
part of a two-parent family within five years. 27 However this is not an unmixed blessing. Chil-
dren from these “blended” families (families with step siblings in them) tend to have even more
difficulties.?® 2° As Whitehead explains:

In general the evidence suggests that remarriage neither reproduces nor restores the
intact family structure, even when it brings more income and a second adult into the
household.... Other difficulties seem to offset the advantages of extra income and an
extra pair of hands.... Step-families disrupt established loyalties, create new uncertain-
ties, provoke deep anxieties, and sometimes threaten a child’s physical as well as emo-
tional security.

Adding to all this is the sad fact that the incidence of child abuse and neglect is higher among
single-parent families.

STAGE 5: The absence of married parents leads to intergenerational illegitimacy.

Even as the child enters adolescence and the influence of peers and community increases, the
consequences of being born outside marriage continue to dog the development of many young
people and compound the risks confronting them.

Illegitimacy is becoming the accepted way of life particularly in inner-city poor communi-
ties. In the black community, 69 percent of all babies born in 1991 were born outside of mar-
riage. The incidence is over 80 percent in poor, inner-city neighborhoods. 32 A 1990 University
of Wisconsin study shows that inner-city young women feel less pressure to marry and have
family intentions very different from their middle-class counterparts—black or white. They do
not expect to have their own children within marriage, and frequently they deliberately chose
single-parent family life for lack of suitable husbands.
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This growing practice of birth outside of marriage is by now widely accepted and is affecting
expectations. Nationally, 41 percent of blacks, 29 percent of HisBElanics and 23 percent of whites
are positively disposed toward the idea of being a single parent.”” The intergenerational trend is
unmistakable.

Recent research casts some light on these findings: being born outside of marriage signifi-
cantly reduces the chances of the child growing up to have an intact marriage.”> Children born
outgide of marriage themselves are three times more likely to be on welfare when they grow
up.36 Daughters of single mothers are twice as likel% 7to be single mothers themselves, if they
are black, and only slightly less so if they are white.”” And boys living in a single-parent family
are twice as likely to father a child out of wedlock as are boys from a two-parent home.>® The
TALENT study, noted earlier, had already found that children born to teenage parents are more
likely to become teen parents themselves.

STAGE 6: The effects of illegitimacy spill over into crime in the community.

The effects of illegitimacy continue into adolescence and are linked to increased crime rates
in a neighborhood. Again the professional literature illustrates the statistical relationship: lack
of married parents, rather than race or poverty, is the principal factor in the crime increase.

It has been known for some time that high rates of welfare dependency correlate with high
crime rates among young men in a neighborhood.40 But more important, a major 1988 study of
11,000 individuals found that “the percentage of single-parent households with children be-
tween the ages of 12 and 20 is significantly associated with rates of violent crime and bur-
glary.” The same study makes clear that the widespread popular assumption that there is an
association between race and crime is false. Illegitimacy is the key factor. The absence of mar-
riage, and the failure to form and maintain intact families, explains the incidence of high crime
in a neighborhood among whites as well as blacks. This study also concluded not only that pov-
erty does not exgllain the incidence of crime, but also that it actually appears to have a negative
effect on crime.”” This is a dramatic reversal of conventional wisdom. Further, University of II-
linois sociologist Robert J. Sampson, in a major study on the differential effects of poverty and
family disruption on crime, states:

Overall the analysis shows that rates of black violent offending, especially by juve-
niles, are strongly influenced by variations in family structure. Independent of the ma-
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jor candidates supplied by prior criminological theory (e.g. income, region, size, den-
sity, age and race composition) black family disruption has the largest effects on
black juvenile robbery and homicide.... The effects of family structure are strong and
cannot be easily dismissed by reference to other structural and cultural features of ur-
ban environments.... The effect of family disruption on black violence is not due to
the effect of black violence on family structure.

Commenting on crime among whites, Sampson concludes: “In fact the predictors of white
robbery are in large part identical in sign and magnitude to those for blacks.”*?

Dr. June O’Neill, of Baruch College, City University of New York, in recent research on un-
derclass behaviors confirms the linkage between crime and single-parent families. Using data
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, O’Neill found that young black men raised in
single-parent families were twice as likely to engage in criminal activities when compared to
black men raised in two-parent families, even after holding constant a wide range of variables
such as family income, urban residence, neighborhood environment, and parents’ education.
Growing up in a single-parent family in a neighborhood with many other single-parent families
on welfare triples the probability that a young black man will engage in criminal activity.

These academic findings on the relationship between crime and illegitimacy are confirmed in
government studies. For example, the U.S. Department of Justice reported in 1987 that 70 per-
cent of juveniles in state custody did not live with both parents while growing up, and almost
three-quarters of those lived primarily in a single-parent family.

Meanwhile, a major sociological review from the University of Wisconsin concludes that
teens from single-parent families are much more likely to become delinquent than are teens
from intact families. Family disruption drives up delinquency rates because of the way it “ham-
pers the formation of attachments to parents and the transmission of antidelinquent definitions
from parent to child.” Adolescents from broken homes often “associate with delinquents, learn
... definitions favorable to delinquency, and consequently, violate the law.”

STAGE 7: The absence of married parents reinforces the cycle of welfare.

The cumulative earlier effects carry over into young adult life. Welfare contributes to the
sorry picture. From the professional literature, for instance, it becomes clear that receiving pub-
lic aid increases the percentage of pregnant teenagers choosing unmarried motherhood.*® Data
on the American welfare system, moreover, show a positive relationship between illegitimacy
and long-term welfare dependency. Women who give birth outside of marriage are more likely
to go on AFDC and to spend more years on welfare once enrolled (72 percent of single mothers
17 years of age or younger receive AFDC). These combined effects of “younger and longer” in-
crease total AFDC costs per household by 25 percent to 30 percent for 17-year-olds. 7
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According to eminent poverty researcher Sara McLanahan, then at the University of Wiscon-
sin and now at Princeton University, family structure is powerful in explaining much of these
effects. Though the numbers show that family welfare history is a significant predictor of daugh-
ters’ future dependence, they also show that single parenthood in adolescence is associated with
daughters’ future likelihood of being on welfare, even after controlling for family income and
size.

Not only is illegitimacy linked to future welfare dependency, but welfare dependency is
linked to illegitimacy. For instance, research by Dr. C.R. Winegarden of the University of
Toledo found that half of the increases in black illegitimacy in recent decades could be attrib-
uted to the effects of welfare. Research by Shelley Lundberg and Robert D. Plotnick of the Uni-
versity of Washington shows that an increase of roughly $200 per month in welfare benefits per
family causes the teenage illegitimate birth rate in a state to increase by 150 percent. Dr. June
O’Neill’s research has found that, holding constant a wide range of other variables such as in-
come, parental education, and urban and neighborhood setting, a 50 percent increase in the
monthly value of AFDC and Food Stamp benefits led to a 43 percent increase in the number of
out-of-wedlock births.*

This pattern also holds in Canada, where welfare disbursements are more generous. A recent
study of the Canadian welfare system, for instance, found that increases in welfare led to an in-
crease in the numbers of births outside of marriage. An addition of $100-$200 in yearly welfare
support was found to lead to a 5 percent increase in the probability of being a single parent, a 2
percent increase in the probability of a child being born out of wedlock and a 1 percent increase
in divorce.

CONCLUSION

Personal rejection by those very close to an individual is one of the most painful forms of suffer-
ing. In adults it frequently causes depression, irritability, loss of interest and productivity in work,
and lack of concentration. It is related to a host of psychiatric and physical illnesses.

Birth outside of marriage is also a form of rejection—by the parents of each other, and of the
child by the father. Its effects are profound and last long. It has its very harmful effects on the child
and the community, but most particularly on boys.

The evidence is clear and disturbing. Being born outside of marriage lowers the health of new-
borns and increases their chances of dying; it retards children’s cognitive (especially their verbal)
development; it lowers their educational achievement; it lowers their job attainment; it increases
their behavior problems; it lowers impulse control; it warps their social development; it helps
change their community from being a support to being a danger to their development; and it in-
creases the crime rate in their community.
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To make the situation worse, the government has instilled powerful incentives in the welfare sys-
tem which make illegitimacy a community way of life, particularly in very poor communities. The
widespread incidence of illegitimacy in turn passes on all these effects to the next generation in an
even more malignant form.

While government cannot instill virtue, it does not need to subsidize this rejection. Government
policies have subsidized illegitimacy, and the evidence of its serious effects are steadily growing.
Given the resultant suffering to children, current welfare policy is little more than governmental
child abuse. What Congress must do is to adopt policies friendly to children. But that, in plain lan-
guage, means being far more friendly to married fathers and mothers.
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