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CCF Symposium
Overview: Moynihan+50: Family Structure Still not the
Problem
Virginia Rutter
March 5th, 2015
CCF PRESS ADVISORY: On 50th Anniversary of The Moynihan Report, Family Structure is
*Still* Not the Problem. Economic and social changes since the 1965 dispute idea that family
change has caused poverty and inequality or that getting people married would solve it.
MIAMI, FL—A half century ago, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan famously blamed singleparent families—especially those of African Americans—for poverty and other social ills. An
online symposium, “Moynihan+50: Family Structure Still not the Problem,” prepared for the
Council on Contemporary Families and published by CCF jointly with the Institute for Women’s
Policy Research, demonstrates just how wrong Moynihan was in his still influential report.
In “Moynihan’s Half Century: Have We Gone to Hell in a Hand Basket?” Philip Cohen, Heidi
Hartmann, Jeff Hayes, and Chandra Childers explain, “Yes, the changes in family structure that
concerned Moynihan have continued. Single parent families have risen, becoming widespread
among Whites as well other groups. But single parent families do not explain recent trends in
poverty and inequality. In fact, a number of the social ills Moynihan assumed would accompany
these changes have actually decreased.” Their paper includes ten graphs that show the continuing
diversification of family life, the complicated changes in the relationship between poverty and
family trends, and the declines of some social ills that Moynihan thought would get worse.
Why it matters. An accompanying paper, “The Moynihan Report, Then and Now,” by historian
William Chafe, reviews the troubling impact of the claims about black families made a halfcentury ago. Chafe explains, “By framing the report as a description of the breakdown of the
black family, Moynihan ended up fueling a bitter controversy about family forms and gender
roles instead of contributing to a constructive discussion of how to address the need for more
black jobs.”
To demonstrate just how off the dire predictions were, Cohen and colleagues showed:
* In 1967 more than 60 percent of single-mother families were poor. Today, that poverty rate has
been almost halved, falling to 35 percent.
* Today, almost 90 percent of Black young adults are high school graduates, compared with only
about 50 percent in the 1960s; Black college completion rates have doubled, from less than 10 to
almost 20 percent.
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* Since 1994 juvenile crime rates have fallen by more than 60 percent for Blacks and Whites
alike, even though marriage rates have continued to decline and the proportion of children born
out of wedlock has reached 40 percent.
* It is true that single-parent families are more likely to be poor than two-parent ones, but
fluctuations in poverty rates since the 1990s cannot be explained by changes in family structure.
* Marriage is no protection against racial inequality. Black and Latino children in married-couple
families are, respectively, three- and four-times more likely to be poor than White children in
such families.
Taken together, the evidence suggests that economic deprivation and insecurity affect family
structure more than the reverse. But it is absolutely clear that American families, especially
single-parent ones, face daunting challenges. The report suggests that since marriage promotion
has not worked as a solution to family instability, other social policies might have more effect.
This week isn’t the first time the Moynihan Report has been revisited: At the near midpoint
of this half century since the Moynihan Report, both Senator Moynihan and CCF research
director Stephanie Coontz testified (.pdf) before the House Select Committee on Children and
Families on family trends and what was—at the time—the popular buzz phrase of “family
values.” While Moynihan predicted social chaos as a result of the destruction of traditional
families, Coontz claimed that no family form has ever been able to protect its members from
economic stress and interpersonal dysfunction without active support from federal agencies and
community organizations. Coontz pointed out that American families have always been diverse,
and that the male breadwinner family was a very recent and short-lived historical aberration. Far
from being a natural or traditional arrangement, she claimed, it was created by a strong union
movement that pressed for higher wages, benefits, and job security and by a government that
took a far more activist approach to creating jobs and fostering social mobility than we have
seen in recent decades. Its decline over the past 50 years is more result than cause of our current
economic insecurity and inequality.
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Moynihan’s Half Century: Have We Gone to Hell in a
Hand Basket?	
  
By Philip N. Cohen, Heidi Hartmann, Jeff Hayes and Chandra Childers
March 5th, 2015
Executive Summary
In The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, published in 1965, Daniel Patrick Moynihan
famously argued that the fundamental obstacle to racial equality was the instability of Black
families, and especially the prevalence of single-mother families. That same year, he predicted that
the spread of single-parent families would result not only in rising poverty and inequality but also in
soaring rates of crime and violence. Half a century later, we report that the changes in family
structure that concerned him have continued, becoming widespread among Whites as well, but that
they do not explain recent trends in poverty and inequality. In fact, a number of the social ills
Moynihan assumed would accompany these changes have actually decreased.
•

Even as single-parent families have become more prevalent in all race/ethnic groups,
especially among Black families, poverty rates have fallen, partly because of effective
welfare programs, and partly because of increased education and job opportunities
(especially for women). In 1967 more than 60 percent of single-mother families were poor.
Today, according to new, adjusted poverty calculations, that poverty rate has been almost
halved, falling to 35 percent.

•

During the period of greatest change in family structure, educational levels rose for Black
children and young adults. Today, almost 90 percent of Black young adults are high school
graduates, compared with only about 50 percent in the 1960s; Black college completion rates
have doubled, from less than 10 to almost 20 percent.

•

Since 1994 juvenile crime rates have plummeted by more than 60 percent for Blacks and
Whites alike, even though marriage rates have continued to fall and the proportion of
children born out of wedlock has reached 40 percent.

•

Although it is true that single-parent families are more likely to be poor than two-parent ones,
we show that fluctuations in poverty rates since the 1990s cannot be explained by changes in
family structure.

•

Marriage is no protection against racial inequality. Black and Latino children in marriedcouple families are, respectively, three- and four-times more likely to be poor than White
children in such families.

One of the legacies of the Moynihan Report has been to focus attention on changing family
structure, rather than on other factors that are more amenable to policy intervention. While marriage
promotion programs have proven ineffective, evidence suggests that increasing employment
opportunities and wage levels, anti-discrimination policies, and social safety nets have considerable
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potential to reduce poverty, increase economic and educational opportunity, and decrease racial
inequality.
Introduction
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, an assistant secretary in the Department of Labor, wrote his influential
report, The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, in 1965 to make a case for strong action by
the Johnson Administration to bring Black families up to full equality. He foresaw, correctly, that the
civil rights movement, having achieved the Civil Rights Act of 1964 to provide equal opportunity,
would demand movement toward equal results.
Although he was aware of the racism among Whites that would limit Blacks’ success and the high
unemployment rates among Black men, Moynihan nevertheless focused on the Black family as the
central cause of Black poverty, as William Chafe notes in his accompanying essay on the impact of
the Moynihan Report. He presented data showing that one-quarter of Black children were born to
unmarried mothers and one-quarter of Black marriages dissolved. Overall, one-quarter of families
with children were headed by single mothers, and their dependence on welfare was growing even
faster than the increase in Black male unemployment. He tied the low participation of Black men in
the labor market and in the family to the strength of Black women, describing Black "matriarchy" as
the root of the problem. The goal of national policy, he recommended, should be to strengthen the
"stable" Black family (meaning the two-parent family headed by a male breadwinner). Without
progress toward that goal, he warned, the situation would only grow worse, with rising rates of
poverty, inequality, school failure, crime, and violence.
Since Moynihan wrote, rates of unmarried childbearing, divorce, and cohabitation have increased for
all groups. For example, Whites today have about the same share of births outside marriage as
Blacks did in the late 1960s -- 29 percent -- while the share of Black births outside marriage has
risen to 72 percent (Martin et al 2015). Yet poverty rates have fallen, high school and college
completion have increased substantially, and crime committed by juveniles has dropped from its
1990 highs, not only for Blacks but for all groups.
It is certainly true that inequality between the top and the bottom has widened, while racial
inequality persists and has increased in some instances. But is economic instability caused by family
change or does economic insecurity create serious obstacles to forming and maintaining the kind of
families that people want for themselves and their children? Our evidence suggests that economic
deprivation and insecurity affects family structure more than the reverse, and the evidence continues
to support that conclusion.
How Have Poverty, Childbearing, Family Structure, and Unemployment Changed Across Five
Decades?
How have the features of social and economic life that concerned Moynihan changed since he
wrote? Figure 1, from the Columbia University Population Research Center, shows that poverty has
fallen especially dramatically for female household heads, using both measures of poverty shown.
The solid lines measure poverty using the official definition, which leaves out taxes and government
transfer programs, while the dotted lines use the new Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM); the
SPM includes taxes and transfers and takes into account child care costs and is generally thought to
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be a better measure of economic well-being. In contrast to female-headed households, the poverty
rate of married couples falls over time only when the SPM is used and much less dramatically. The
new measure shows less poverty for both types of families because it includes government transfers,
which – working as intended – help the poor and reduce poverty.
Figure 1. Poverty rates have fallen faster when government transfers, taxes, healthcare and
childcare expenses are included.

Poverty Rates by Family Structure, 1967-2012
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Source: Wimer et al. “The Changing Face of Poverty in the U.S.: The Influence of Family Structure,
Employment Patterns, and the Safety Net from 1967-2012.”
	
  

	
  
By the official measure, Census data show, the poverty rate fell for all groups after the 1960s,
although progress has been stagnant since the 1980s. The progress was most pronounced for Black
families, who had poverty rates greater than 40 percent when Moynihan wrote, while now about 25
percent of Black families are poor. Although poverty has fallen for both female headed households
and married couples, Figure 2 shows that the trend toward increasing births to unmarried women has
continued, although the rate of increase has slowed since the mid-1990s for both Black and White
women. Interestingly then, despite the increase in non-marital births, poverty in female-headed
households has fallen, both when government transfers are counted in income and when they are not.
Figure 2. Nonmarital births have increased for both Blacks and Whites since the 1960s, although the
pace of increase has slowed in the last two decades.
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Figure 3 displays the changes in work-family structure that have become well-known to us in the
past several decades. The share of all families with children raised in two-parent families in which
only the father works for pay has fallen from almost half of all families in 1975 to one-fifth today.
Married couples with both parents working peaked in the late 1990s, approaching half of all
families, up from about 36 percent in 1975. The percentage of working single-parent families, both
mothers and fathers, especially single mothers has grown, peaking at more than 20 percent of the
total in 2000. Figure 3 shows the effect of the job growth of the 1990s followed by the job dearth of
the 2000s, which began in the 2001 recession. The percentage of dual-earner couples fell, most
likely because of problems finding jobs and balancing work and familly. The unvailability of jobs is
also reflected in the spike in the line representing families of all types who have no earners.
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Figure 3. Dual earner families have declined in the last decade, and those with no earners are more
common.
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Source: IWPR analysis of the Current Population Survey.

And how have Blacks done in terms of unemployment relative to Whites? Is the Black disadvantage
as great now as it was when Moynihan wrote The Negro Family? The short answer is yes – despite
the growth of a much more sizable group of middle- and high-income Blacks. Moynihan reported
that in the 1960s Black unemployment was about twice that of Whites and that same ratio holds
today.
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Figure 4. Black unemployment rates have consistently been at least twice as high as those for
Whites.
Unemployment Rates, by race/ethnicity and gender: 1965-2014
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Although Moynihan did not write about relative wages for Blacks and Whites, they have improved
over this period. In 1967 Black women and men working full-time, year-round earned 75 percent
and 65 percent respectively of their White same-sex counterparts’ earnings. Today these relative
earnings have increased to 85 percent and 81 percent.1 The relative gain for Black men has been
particulary strong, having increased from 65 percent of White men’s earnings to 81 percent, or 16
percentage points. The gain in earnings for Black women relative to White women is 10 percentage
points.
As we will see below, some other indicators that concerned Moynihan and his adherents – education
levels and crime rates – have also shown progress even as changes in family structure progressed in
the direction he warned against
Moynihan’s Legacy: Living arrangements are one key factor in children's poverty rates
With his use of dramatic language like “tangle of pathology” and “matriarchal pattern,” Moynihan
suggested that the poverty of single mothers was an outcome of deviant gender patterns rather than a
result of gender discrimination. As Diana Pearce and others writing about the "Feminization of
Poverty" (1978) have noted, given that women earn less than men (and this is true in all race and
ethnic groups in the United States), a woman supporting a child alone is more likely to be poor than
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Based on IWPR calculations of “Table P-38. Full-time, Year-Round Workers by Median Earnings and Sex,” U.S.
Census Bureau, https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/people/.
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a single man supporting a child or than a married couple with a child. People typically pool
resources within families and households, so family structure is one key factor that determines the
economic resources available to adults and children; earnings and other sources of income are, of
course, other key factors.2 And in fact, children living with single mothers are the most likely to be
below the poverty line in all racial-ethnic groups. Children living with single fathers also have higher
poverty rates, but as noted above, because men earn more than women, they are not as likely to be in
poverty as single-mother families.
However, family structure alone does not explain children's poverty. Even among those with married
parents, for example, Black children are more than three-times as likely to be in poverty as White
children, and Latina/o children are four-times as likely to be poor as White children.
Figure 5. For Whites, Blacks, and Latino/as, children living with single mothers have the highest
poverty rates, and children living with married parents have the lowest poverty rates.

Source: March 2014 Current Population Survey via IPUMS.org (showing 2014 living arrangements
and poverty rates calculated for 2013 calendar-year data). Note: Children ages 0 to 14.
Assessing Moynihan’s Legacy

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2
Many people share resources with family members with whom they don't live, such as paying child support or helping
a relative pay rent, but most income sharing occurs within households.
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At issue in assessing Moynihan’s legacy is not whether family structure is important, but whether
family structure is the dominant factor in determining the well-being of children. Reviewing a
variety of data for the past several decades, we find that this is not the case; the graphs assembled
here show relationships that are inconsistent and indicate that other important factors are also at
work.
Poverty
Our analysis shows that the contribution of family structure to children's poverty, and to racial/ethnic
inequality in poverty, has not increased in the last two decades. For Black children in particular, the
proportion living with single mothers and the percentage of poor children who live with single
parents, haven't increased since the mid-1990s (see Figures 6a, 6b, and 7). Although family structure
is important, family structure trends are not driving recent changes in poverty rates.
Figure 6a. The share of children living with single mothers has not increased since the mid-1990s

Source: Data from Current Population Survey via IPUMS.org. Note the scales are different in the
two graphs. THE KEY IN THE LEFT GRAPH SHOULD SAY LATINA
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Figure 6b. The share of children living with single fathers has increased slowly and steadily.
Figure 7. The percentage of poor children who live with single parents hasn’t changed much since
the 1990s.
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As can be seen in Figure 8, family structure is not behind fluctuations in poverty rates, because the
trends in single motherhood and poverty rates are not tightly linked. For Black children especially,
there was a big drop in poverty from 1993 to 2002, and then a steep rise in the 2000s, without much
change in the proportion living with single mothers. These trends show that factors beyond family
structure have been important for poverty rates. These include the business cycle: strong job growth
in the late 1990s encouraged the employment of single mothers and raised their wages; in 2011 as
the recession that began in late 2007 continued and earnings and job prospects failed to grow
strongly, and as government transfers to the poor and unemployed which had been temporarily
increased were cut back steeply, child poverty ceased falling and even grew in some years of the
long recession (2007-2009) and slow recovery (2009-2014).
Figure 8. From the mid-1990s, Children’s poverty fell while share living with single mothers
remained relatively high

Education
In addition to poverty, progress and children's well-being can also be assessed by looking at
educational attainment trends. Here again, family structure is not the most important influence. As
Figure 9 shows, as Black single-motherhood increased in the 1970s and 1980s, Black high school
graduation rates increased as well. After single-motherhood rates peaked, Black college graduation
rates continued to increase for two decades. These education trends are a reflection of policy changes
favoring investments in public education, as well as reduced racial discrimination.
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Figure 9. School completion increased substantially for Black young adults, both when the share of
Black children with single mothers was rising rapidly and when it was not

Crime
In the 1980s and 1990s it was common to attribute the rising crime rates to the decline in marriage
and rise of single-mother families – something Moynihan himself did throughout his career.
However, since the 1990s crime rates have fallen dramatically, even while rates of marriage have
fallen and the proportion of children born out of wedlock increased. In fact, since 1994, while singlemotherhood rates for Black and White children have remained high, juvenile violent crime arrest
rates has fallen by 62% for each group (see Figure 10). Clearly, factors beyond family structure are
driving changes in crime rates.
Figure 10. Juvenile crime rates rose in the 1980s, and then fell dramatically, while the share of
children living with single parents increased or remained high

Council on Contemporary Families
Family Structure Symposium

16

	
  

Marriage
Moynihan was concerned about low marriage rates in Black families – and the decline of marriage
has continued in the last half century. As a result, some people assume that racial inequality is driven
by differences in family structure. However, although incomes in married-couple families are higher,
marriage is not a surefire protection against inequality. For example, Black and Latino children are
much more likely to live in poverty than White children, regardless of their parents' marital status. In
fact, the Black/White poverty ratio for children with married parents has increased in the last decade.
Today Black children with married parents are more than three-times as likely to live in poverty as
White children in such families. For both Black and Latina/o children, racial inequality in poverty
rates is higher now than it was in the 1980s. Clearly, racial/ethnic inequality is not just a matter of
differences in family structure.
Figure 11. Race/ethnic inequality in poverty rates is high, especially for married-couple families
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As the data presented here show, the wellbeing of children has improved in many ways in the last 50
years. Poverty has fallen, especially when the value of federal transfer programs is added to family
income; school completion at both the high school and college level has increased significantly; and
juvenile violent crime arrests have fallen substantially. All these positive changes occurred while the
share of children living with single mothers increased through the mid-1990s for all race/ethnic
groups and remained high thereafter.
Nevertheless the stark differences that remain in the wellbeing of minority children compared with
White children are too large, if our goal is to give every child an equal opportunity to succeed. And
poverty rates in the United States are higher for all types of families, and school completion rates
lower, than in other countries with similar wealth. Moreover, inequality between minority children
and White children is growing, especially for children in married couples.
Conclusion
Although Moynihan himself was concerned about a number of problems and challenges facing
Black communities, the chief legacy of his report has been to focus attention on strengthening
marriage as the best route to reducing poverty and inequality. In fact, this was a preoccupation of
Moynihan throughout his subsequent political career. However, the data reviewed here does not
support this focus. Historic changes in family structure do pose many challenges for families, but the
economic trends over the half century since Moynihan wrote largely reflect other forces – forces that
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are more amenable to policy intervention than family structure. Efforts to tailor welfare policy
toward promoting marriage – whether through punitive measures or through programs designed to
encourage stable relationships –have been ineffective at altering the trends in marriage and family
structure, as evaluations of the Supporting Healthy Marriage program clearly show (Lundquist et al.
2014). Finding ways to increase employment opportunities, wage levels, anti-discrimination policies,
and social safety nets has more potential to reduce poverty, increase opportunity, and reduce racial
inequality. Reducing America’s high incarceration rates and making childcare more affordable for
working families are also achievable goals that would reduce family instability and foster higher
employment rates.
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By William H. Chafe
March 5th, 2015
Few research documents in recent history have made as smashing an impact as Daniel Patrick
Moynihan’s study of the black family fifty years ago. The report, The Negro Family: The Case for
National Action, was written by Moynihan, then Assistant Secretary of Labor, as a fast-track
shortcut to force the Johnson Administration to take immediate action to improve the plight of poor
black Americans through federally financed anti-poverty programs. Dismayed by the fact that more
than a third of African-Americans lived in poverty, Moynihan intended the report to stimulate efforts
to achieve economic and social equality.
Yet by framing the report as a description of the breakdown of the black family, Moynihan ended up
fueling a bitter controversy about family forms and gender roles instead of contributing to a
constructive discussion of how to address the need for more black jobs. He argued that “at the heart
of the deterioration of the fabric of Negro society is the deterioration of the Negro family,” which he
described as a “tangle of pathology.” Tragically, the main impact of the report was to initiate a huge
debate about family life in black America, while doing little to strengthen anti-poverty programs.
Moynihan made two errors of analysis. First, he traced the prevalence of single-parent households in
the black community to the experience of slavery, which, he contended, resulted in the absence of
strong family traditions on plantations. Not only did white masters discourage or forbid marriages;
they also split up couples by selling one partner into slavery elsewhere. Their actions demeaned the
status and stature of black men, creating a disorganized “matriarchal” culture of fragmented families.
In the first instance, Moynihan ignored history when he traced the prevalence of unmarried families
in Northern ghettoes back to the ongoing legacy of slavery. As soon as Emancipation occurred,
millions of black couples flocked to churches to get married. The ways that children, aunts and
uncles and husbands and wives worked to piece together a living, the collective struggle to build
houses, farm the land, get an education – all these have been noted by scholars as one of the signal
strengths of black life once freedom was achieved. By placing all the blame for black family issues
in the 1960s on the institution of slavery, Moynihan ignored the specific conditions that created
growing numbers of single-parent families in northern black neighborhoods in the mid-20th century.
Second, the report's claim that “broken” families were the central cause of black poverty massively
oversimplified the complex relationships between socioeconomic trends and changing family forms,
as outlined in the accompanying report by sociologist Philip Cohen and economist Heidi Hartmann
and her colleagues. By attributing black poverty to the dearth of married-couple, male-headed
families in northern ghettoes, Moynihan seemed to suggest that if blacks would only get and stay
married they would cease to be poor, an absurdity that paved the way for later attempts to substitute
marriage promotion for job creation.
Tragically, Moynihan’s ignorance of history and confusion of cause and correlation deflected
attention from the real issue Moynihan was concerned with – focusing federal monies on urban jobs
for blacks – and fanned instead a rancorous, racially-charged dispute over family values that
continues to deform our discussion of poverty policy.
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Since the 1960s, we have witnessed the growth of a much more sizeable black middle and
professional class – largely a function of the 500 per cent increase in black college graduates that
occurred after enactment of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting rights Act. But a huge
proportion of black people remain in poverty, and as the accompany essay by Cohen et al. shows,
inequality of socio-economic opportunity has also been rising among all racial-ethnic groups and
family forms.
It is time for us to get back to the original intent of the Moynihan report: to answer the question of
how we should act as a people and a government to address the problems of poverty and inequality.
Moynihan himself answered that question in a speech he wrote for President Lyndon Johnson to
deliver in June 1965 as a commencement address for Howard University:
“Jobs are part of the answer….Decent homes in decent surroundings and a chance to learn--an equal
chance to learn--are part of the answer. Welfare and social programs better designed to hold families
together are part of the answer. Care for the sick is part of the answer. An understanding heart by all
Americans is another big part of the answer.”
It is a sad irony that Moynihan’s report has provided so many politicians with an excuse to avoid
implementing the solutions that Moynihan himself supported.
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About CCF
The Council on Contemporary Families, based at the University of
Miami, is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization of family researchers
and practitioners that seeks to further a national understanding of how
America's families are changing and what is known about the strengths
and weaknesses of different family forms and various family
interventions.
The Council helps keep journalists informed of notable work on familyrelated issues via the CCF Network. To join the CCF Network, or for
further media assistance, please contact Stephanie Coontz, Co-Chair
and Director of Research and Public Education, at coontzs@msn.com,
cell 360-556-9223.
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Visit us at www.contemporaryfamilies.org

Follow us on Twitter @CCF_Families

Like our Facebook page at
https://www.facebook.com/contemporaryfamilies

Read our blog Families as They Really Are with new updates
twice per week:
www.thesocietypages.org/families

	
  

