
Families are the building blocks of 
our society. They are charged with the 
responsibility of caring for and raising 
the next generation. Marriage as the 
foundation of families is more than just 
a moral or social institution; it is also an 
economic one, a creator of human and 
social capital. As such, any major change 
in family structure could potentially have 
major implications for society as a whole, 
and is worthy of public scrutiny. 

As recently as 1970, 85.2 % of all 
American children were residing in 
homes with their married father and 
mother. However, by 2006, the same 
could be said for only 68.3% of our 
youth.1 This increase in family fragmen-
tation (children living with only one of 
their parents as a result of either divorce 
or unwed childbearing) comes at a sig-
nifi cant cost. Moreover, the price we pay 
on account of family fragmentation is 
not limited to the social pains it creates 

(which are on their own substantial) but 
also includes a signifi cant public cost.

The change in household makeup 
that occurred from 1970 to 2006 can be 
explained by two major factors. First, 
in 10 short years the divorce rate in 
Michigan jumped more than 50 percent, 
from 4.3 in 1960 to 6.7 by 1970.2 Sec-
ond, unwed childbearing has become 
much more common. In 1960, births to 
unmarried women composed just 3.7% 
of all births in Michigan. By 2006 that 
number had ballooned to an astounding 
38.1%.3 Combined, the increases in both 
divorce and unwed childbearing explain 
why so many children in Michigan are 
now growing up in a family with only 
one parent present.

One way to react to this change in 
family structure is to embrace it, and 
simply accept “diversity” in family 
makeup as a modern reality with disre-
gard for the implications.  

“That’s a Family,” is a short fi lm used 
in elementary schools across the country 
that does exactly that.4 The message that 
this fi lm sends is loud and clear: fami-
lies that kids are growing up in come in 
many different shapes and sizes, each is 
as good as the next all produce smiling 
happy children.

The fi lm produces a series of smil-
ing children who introduce themselves 
and then talk briefl y about the different 
families that they come from. 

Montana, for instance, stands be-
tween her smiling father and mother and 
cheerfully informs us that her parents 
are divorced. She then explains that this 
simply means that they aren’t married 
anymore and live in different houses, 
because they don’t want to be together 
anymore.

A few minutes later we meet Fer-
nando, who lives with his mother, a 
single parent. Fernando tells us that when 

with the statement, “Divorce is a serious 
National Problem in the United States 
today." In the same survey, 86% of the 
unmarried respondents said they would 
like to be married some day, and of the 
married respondents, almost 98% said 
they expect to be married for life.16  

These numbers strongly suggest 
that most people in Michigan want to 
be married and they want their marriage 
to last for life. However, some other 
numbers give a different impression. 
For example, at one point in the survey, 
divorced respondents were asked to list 
the major reasons leading to their divorce. 
The most common response, with 75.8% 
of respondents saying it was a major fac-
tor, was “Lack of commitment by one or 
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Summary - Private decisions, such as divorce and out-of-wedlock child-bearing, 
have signifi cant public consequences. Every year, U.S. taxpayers expend at least $112 
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ing are intensely regarded as private matters, taxpayers have a legitimate interest in 
promoting healthy, intact families.
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you live with only one parent and get in 
trouble, there is only one person who gets 
mad at you, and there’s only one person 
who nags at you. So, Fernando fi gures 
that he’s pretty lucky to have only one 
parent.

This fi lm is little more than a chil-
dren’s fi lm used to promote acceptance 
and discourage intolerance. However, 
the underlying message is worth ques-
tioning.

Montana and Fernando may be 
perfectly happy with their family situ-
ations; however, to present divorce and 
single parenthood as equally benefi cial 
for children as married families fl ies in 
the face of fact.

Being raised in a fragmented family 
increases a child’s risk of school failure, 
alcohol and substance abuse, psychologi-
cal distress and mental illness, depres-
sion, criminal involvement, and child 
abuse. Furthermore, boys raised in single-
parent families are more likely to engage 
in delinquent and criminal behavior.5

In the last fi fty years, suicide rates 
among teenagers and young adults have 
tripled. According to research from 2000, 
the “single most important explanatory 
variable” is the increased proportion 
of young people living in homes with a     
divorced parent.6

How does Family Fragmentation 
Effect Taxpayers?

In the past, most of the public 
discussion concerning marriage has 
focused on the morality of the issue 
and the social costs attributable to fam-
ily fragmentation. Until recently, there 
was very little data to support the claim 
that family fragmentation comes with a 
very large price tag as well. For years, 
social scientists have suspected this to 
be true, noting that the social ills created 
by family fragmentation created a need 
for government intervention through 
costly public programs. In 2000, a group 
of more than one hundred family schol-
ars and civic leaders noted the range 
of public costs associated with family 
breakdown, concluding:

Divorce and unwed childbearing 
create substantial public costs, paid 
by taxpayers. Higher rates of crime, 
drug abuse, education failure, 
chronic illness, child abuse, domes-
tic violence, and poverty among 
both adults and children bring with 
them higher taxpayer costs in di-
verse forms: more welfare expendi-
ture; increased remedial and special 
education costs; a range of increased 
direct court administration costs 

incurred in regulating 
post-divorce or unwed 
families; higher foster 
care and child protec-
tion services; increased 
Medicaid and Medi-
care costs; increasingly 
expensive and harsh 
crime-control measures 
to compensate for for-
merly private regula-
tion of adolescent and 
young-adult behaviors; 
and many other similar 
costs.7

In April of 2008, a 
groundbreaking study was 
released, titled “The Tax-
payer Costs of Divorce 

and Unwed Childbearing.” The study 
provides the fi rst ever comprehensive 
calculations and estimates for the tax-
payer burden of divorce and unwed 
childbearing for all 50 states. This study 
takes the costs that were deemed in 2000 
to be “substantial” and quantifi es them in 
dollars and cents.

Dr. Benjamin Scafi di, an economist 
in the J. Whitney Bunting School of 
Business at Georgia College & State 
University was the principal investigator 
of this study. Dr. Scafi di’s determined that 
the annual cost of family fragmentation 
for American taxpayers is at least $112 
Billion.  Over the course of a decade, that 
amounts to over $1 Trillion American tax 
dollars. The $112 Billion total includes 
$70.1 billion at the federal level, $33.3 
billion at the state level, and $8.5 billion 
at the local level.8

In Michigan, the study estimates 
that divorce and unwed childbearing are 
costing taxpayers at least $1.56 billion 
annually.9

The study examines the relationships 
between family fragmentation and pover-
ty, and between poverty and government 
expenditures. Dr. Scafi di notes, “We have 
good estimates that marriage reduces 
poverty rates, and we have good evidence 
of how poverty effects use of government 
programs, and things like crime.”

Specifically, the study calculates 
lost tax revenues resulting from lower 
incomes among adults who as children 
were raised in poverty as a result of 
family fragmentation. The study also 
measures increased government spending 
on the following programs10:

Temporary Assistance for Needy  
Families (TANF) cash assistance
Food Stamps
Housing Assistance
Medicaid
State Children’s Health Insurance 
Program (SCHIP)
Child Welfare Programs
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) 
Assistance

•

•
•
•
•

•
•

Low Income Home Energy Assis-
tance Program (LIHEAP)
Head Start
School Lunch and Breakfast pro-
grams
The Justice System

“If marriage does improve the eco-
nomic situations of adults and children; 
that means there will be less need for 
government funded transfer programs… 
This is a simple arithmetic problem,” Dr. 
Scafi di explained. To illustrate his point, 
he gave this example:

If you have a female high school 
dropout, and she’s a single mother living 
with two children, and she earns a typical 
income for female high school dropouts, 
she and her children will live in poverty 
and be eligible for food stamps, for exam-
ple. However, if she were instead married 
to a male high school dropout, who was 
earning a typical income for male high 
school dropouts, and they lived together, 
they would not be in poverty, and they 
would be ineligible for food stamps. 

Is Dr. Scafi di’s estimate of $112 
billion accurate?

At the release his study, Dr. Scafi di 
made it clear that he structured his study 
in a way to ensure that it would produce 
a lower-end estimate. In fact, he stated 
that, “there are really four key assump-
tions in the report that suggest that I am 
underestimating these costs.”

The fi rst assumption, and the big-
gest, is that, “taxpayer costs [of divorce 
and unwed childbearing] are driven 

•

•
•

•

exclusively by increases in poverty.” 
According to Dr. Scafidi, increased 
poverty is the “most widely accepted and 
best quantifi ed consequence of divorce 
and unwed childbearing.”11 Research 
indicates that family fragmentation actu-
ally has negative social consequences in 
addition to just the fi nancial concerns. 
If that is the case, then this assumption 
would result in an underestimate of the 
actual taxpayer costs.

For example, it is estimated that 
nearly 60% of all cases in Michigan's cir-
cuit court system are family cases which 
include divorce, adoption, paternity and 
custody issues. A second uncaptured 
cost is one assuciated with education. 
It is well established that children from 
single-parent families perform at a lower 
level and require more assistance in 
schools and increasing the overall cost of 
education. Neither of these sets of costs 
are included in Dr. Scafi di's analysis

A second cautious assumption is 
that marriage would not lift any single-
father households out of poverty. In 
Michigan, there are 259,000 people 
living it poverty in a household led by 
an unmarried male.12 It’s likely that at 
least some of those male householders 
would be lifted out of poverty if they 
married, but the study did not account 
for that possibility.

 A third assumption used in the 
report is that marriage would lift 60 
percent of female-headed households 
out of poverty. Dr. Scafidi cites two 
separate bodies of research on this sub-
ject. One estimates that if female-headed 

households living in poverty were instead 
married households, 65 percent of them 
would no longer be in poverty.13 The 
other estimates that 80 percent could 
be lifted out of poverty.14 Dr. Scafi di’s 
estimate of 60 percent is below either of 
those fi gures, and therefore errs on the 
side of caution.

The last assumption that Dr. Scafi di 
made was that the share of anti-poverty 
government spending that we can attri-
bute to family fragmentation is equal to 
the share of poverty that is attributable 
to family fragmentation. This is likely to 
result in an underestimate of the actual 
costs of family fragmentation because 
in practice, single-parent families are 
actually much more likely to access gov-
ernment programs than married parent 
households at similar income levels. For 
example, 16.2 percent of married fami-
lies earning less than 200 percent of the 
poverty level use food stamps. However, 
42.5 percent of households with a single-
female head, with similar earning levels 
use food stamps.15

Taken as a group, the assumptions 
used for this report are uniformly conser-
vative, aimed at fi nding a bare-minimum 
estimate. Using these assumptions, Dr. 
Scafi di is able to conclude that family 
fragmentation is likely costing more than 
$112 billion each year, but it is almost 
certainly not costing any less.

What can we do?
In a 2005 survey on Marriage in 

Michigan, 94% of respondents agreed 

“If marriage does im-
prove the economic situa-
tions of adults and children; 
that means there will be less 
need for government funded 
transfer programs… This is a 
simple arithmetic problem,”

 
Dr. Benjamin Scafi di



you live with only one parent and get in 
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Families are the building blocks of 
our society. They are charged with the 
responsibility of caring for and raising 
the next generation. Marriage as the 
foundation of families is more than just 
a moral or social institution; it is also an 
economic one, a creator of human and 
social capital. As such, any major change 
in family structure could potentially have 
major implications for society as a whole, 
and is worthy of public scrutiny. 

As recently as 1970, 85.2 % of all 
American children were residing in 
homes with their married father and 
mother. However, by 2006, the same 
could be said for only 68.3% of our 
youth.1 This increase in family fragmen-
tation (children living with only one of 
their parents as a result of either divorce 
or unwed childbearing) comes at a sig-
nifi cant cost. Moreover, the price we pay 
on account of family fragmentation is 
not limited to the social pains it creates 

(which are on their own substantial) but 
also includes a signifi cant public cost.

The change in household makeup 
that occurred from 1970 to 2006 can be 
explained by two major factors. First, 
in 10 short years the divorce rate in 
Michigan jumped more than 50 percent, 
from 4.3 in 1960 to 6.7 by 1970.2 Sec-
ond, unwed childbearing has become 
much more common. In 1960, births to 
unmarried women composed just 3.7% 
of all births in Michigan. By 2006 that 
number had ballooned to an astounding 
38.1%.3 Combined, the increases in both 
divorce and unwed childbearing explain 
why so many children in Michigan are 
now growing up in a family with only 
one parent present.

One way to react to this change in 
family structure is to embrace it, and 
simply accept “diversity” in family 
makeup as a modern reality with disre-
gard for the implications.  

“That’s a Family,” is a short fi lm used 
in elementary schools across the country 
that does exactly that.4 The message that 
this fi lm sends is loud and clear: fami-
lies that kids are growing up in come in 
many different shapes and sizes, each is 
as good as the next all produce smiling 
happy children.

The fi lm produces a series of smil-
ing children who introduce themselves 
and then talk briefl y about the different 
families that they come from. 

Montana, for instance, stands be-
tween her smiling father and mother and 
cheerfully informs us that her parents 
are divorced. She then explains that this 
simply means that they aren’t married 
anymore and live in different houses, 
because they don’t want to be together 
anymore.

A few minutes later we meet Fer-
nando, who lives with his mother, a 
single parent. Fernando tells us that when 

with the statement, “Divorce is a serious 
National Problem in the United States 
today." In the same survey, 86% of the 
unmarried respondents said they would 
like to be married some day, and of the 
married respondents, almost 98% said 
they expect to be married for life.16  

These numbers strongly suggest 
that most people in Michigan want to 
be married and they want their marriage 
to last for life. However, some other 
numbers give a different impression. 
For example, at one point in the survey, 
divorced respondents were asked to list 
the major reasons leading to their divorce. 
The most common response, with 75.8% 
of respondents saying it was a major fac-
tor, was “Lack of commitment by one or 
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Summary - Private decisions, such as divorce and out-of-wedlock child-bearing, 
have signifi cant public consequences. Every year, U.S. taxpayers expend at least $112 
Billion to assist families impacted by divorce and births to unwed mothers. The cost 
to Michigan taxpayers exceeds $1.5 Billion. While marriage, divorce and child-bear-
ing are intensely regarded as private matters, taxpayers have a legitimate interest in 
promoting healthy, intact families.
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