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The 1960s War on Poverty was intended to 
eliminate child poverty nationwide through a 
variety of income transfers and human devel-
opment programs. However, during the first 
three decades of the War on Poverty, there was 
little net decline in the child poverty rate. In 
1965 (the year when the first War on Poverty 
programs were initiated), the child poverty 
rate was 20.7 percent.1 Thirty years later, in 
1996 (the last year before the implementation 
of welfare reform), the child poverty rate was 
only slightly lower at 19.8 percent.2

The lack of progress in reducing child pov-
erty since 1965 can be explained in part by the 
erosion of marriage and the growth of poverty-
prone single-parent families. Two sets of facts 
make this point clear:

• The poverty rate for all children in mar-
ried-couple families is 8.2 percent. By con-
trast, the poverty rate for all children in 
single-parent families is four times higher 
at 35.2 percent.3

• The number of single-parent families has 
grown considerably since the onset of the 
War on Poverty. In 1960, less than 12 per-
cent of children lived in single-parent fami-

lies. By 2000, that figure had more than 
doubled, rising to 27.6 percent.

This CDA Report answers the question: 
What share of the current level of child pov-
erty in the United States can be attributed to 
the growth of single parenthood since the 
1960s? Or, phrased in a slightly different way: 
What would the child poverty rate be today if 
single-parent families had remained at the lev-
els that existed before the beginning of the War 
on Poverty?

To answer the question, the authors 
attempted to simulate the effects of higher 
marriage rates using data from the U.S. Bureau 
of the Census for the year 2000. To accomplish 
this, a portion of single parents were matched 
with potential spouses of the opposite sex who 
were identical in age, race, and level of educa-
tion. Once the couples had been paired, we 
hypothetically joined or “married” these cou-
ples into one household. We then determined 
whether the newly joined household would be 
poor based on the couple’s combined income.

The Effect of the Decline of Marriage. As 
this Report shows, this analysis found that the 
decline of marriage since the 1960s has been a 

1. U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Historical Poverty Tables—Current Population Survey,” Table 3 at http://www.cen-
sus.gov/hhes/poverty/histpov/hstpov3.html (January 30, 2002).

2.  Since welfare reform, the child poverty rate has declined, falling to 15.7 percent in 2000.

3. These rates are for all children under 18 and are generated directly from the Current Population Survey. The pov-
erty rate for children in single-parent families here is slightly different from the rate reported in Table 6 of this 
Report because the populations are not the same. Table 6 includes only the children affected by the marriage sim-
ulation, while the figure above includes all children living in a household headed by a single male or female.
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Note: *Single-Parent Families include no-parent families that are headed by a relative 
   other than a natural parent.

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Living Arrangements of Children Under 18 Years Old: 1960 
   to Present,” at http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hh-fam/tabCH-1.txt.
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substantial factor behind the current high levels of 
child poverty. Specifically, if marriage were 
restored to 1960s levels:

• The number of children living in single-parent 
homes would be cut by nearly 60 percent. The 
number of children living in married couple 
families would increase by almost 11.5 mil-
lion, and the number residing in single-parent 
homes would be reduced by a corresponding 
amount. These 11.5 million children represent 
16.2 percent of all children.

• Among the 11.5 million added children resid-
ing in married-couple homes in this scenario, 
the poverty rate would fall by 80.4 percent. 
Some 34.2 percent of these children are now 
poor and live in single-parent homes. If their 
parents were married to spouses with match-
ing demographic characteristics, only 6.7 per-

cent of these 
children would 
remain poor.

• Overall, restoring 
marriage to 1960 
levels would remove 
more than 3 million 
children from pov-
erty nationwide. 
The U.S. child pov-
erty rate would fall 
by nearly a third, 
from 15.7 percent to 
11.2 percent.

The decline in mar-
riage since the inception 
of the War on Poverty in 
the 1960s has clearly 
contributed to child 
poverty. Overall, our 
analysis shows that 
child poverty would be 
nearly a third lower 
today if the traditional 
two-parent family had 
not deteriorated over 
the past three decades.

BACKGROUND

Before the War on 
Poverty began in the 
mid-1960s, traditional 

husband-wife families comprised the vast majority 
of families with children. Indeed, over 88 percent 
of all children resided in a married-couple family, 
according to data from the 1960 decennial Census 
of Population and Housing.4 By 2000, this demo-
graphic statistic had changed significantly: Around 
72 percent of all children lived in married-couple 
families. In four decades, American family struc-
ture changed, and more than a tenth of all children 
shifted from two-parent to single-parent families.

Research shows that children born or raised in 
single-parent families5 are more at risk for a wide 
range of social maladies, including poverty, welfare 
dependency, academic failure (or sub-par aca-
demic achievement), and crime.6 Marriage might 
be seen as a kind of social inoculant that helps 
protect children from these social ills, although it 
does not absolutely guarantee protection.
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Note:  In all the tables and accompanying text in this Report, the term “black” refers to  “non-whites.” “Non-whites” is a category that covers blacks 
   and a smaller group of  “others.” In 1960, the Census Bureau divided the population into “whites” and “non-whites”; no separate data on blacks 
   were available. In hypothetically restoring marriage to 1960 levels, we have been forced  to mimic this 1960 racial categorization. The use of the 
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   families also include no-parent families headed by some other relative of the child.
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The most publicized of these social maladies is 
poverty. Moving from a single-parent to a married 
family is a straightforward way to rise above the 
poverty threshold. Only one additional family 
member is added, but the total family income 
might double or more, depending on the level of 
work participation exhibited by the husband and 
wife. This is the premise on which this research is 
based. Specifically, if single parents with children 
were “married” to similar single persons of the 
opposite gender, what would happen to the pov-
erty rate of children nationwide?

METHODOLOGY

The database used for this analysis is the Census 
Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS), a 
monthly survey representative of all households 
nationwide. Well over 60,000 households are sur-
veyed each year for the CPS. The March 2001 sup-
plement, also known as the annual demographic 
file, includes extensive questions on family demo-
graphic characteristics and previous year income 
that make it useful for social analyses, such as this 
one.7

4.  U.S. Bureau of the Census, “Living Arrangements of Children Under 18 Years Old: 1960 to Present,” at http://www.cen-
sus.gov/population/socdemo/hh-fam/tabCH-1.txt. However, the percentages for 1960 exclude those children living with non-
relatives. The analysis in this Report is for persons under 18 living with relatives who are living in families or related sub-
families, a slightly different definition than that used by the Census Bureau for the 2000 table. In this CDA analysis, the 
number of children living in families or related subfamilies in 2000 is 70,950,000.

5. Single-parent families include those single mothers who do not marry and mothers subsequently divorced after the birth of 
their child.

6. For more on the problems associated with children in single-parent families, see Patrick F. Fagan, “Encouraging Marriage 
and Discouraging Divorce,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 1421, March 26, 2001, at http://www.heritage.org/
library/backgrounder/bg1421es.html; Patrick F. Fagan and Robert Rector, “The Effects of Divorce on America,” Heritage 
Foundation Backgrounder No. 1373, June 5, 2000, at http://www.heritage.org/library/backgrounder/bg1373es.html; Patrick F. 
Fagan and Kirk A. Johnson, Ph.D., “Marriage: The Safest Place for Women and Children,” Heritage Foundation Back-
grounder No. 1535, April 10, 2002; and Patrick Fagan, Robert Rector, Kirk Johnson, and America Peterson, The Positive 
Effects of Marriage: A Book of Charts (Washington, D.C.: The Heritage Foundation, 2002).

7. See http://www.bls.census.gov/cps.
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To determine the economic effects on poverty 
levels if marriage were restored to 1960 levels, we 
paired 7.6 million single parents with similar non-
married persons within the CPS to form 7.6 mil-
lion new simulated “marriages.” In creating these 
simulated marriages, we attempted to mimic 
socially realistic marriage patterns. Single mothers 
were paired with non-married men who were 
identical in race, age, and level of education.8 Sim-
ilarly, single fathers were paired with non-married 
women who were identical in race, age, and level 
of education. This way, the single parent would be 
“married” to someone within his or her own social 
demographics. For example, a young single 
mother with a low level of education was matched 
to a similar young male who also had low educa-
tional attainment. (For additional detail on the 
matching/marrying procedure, see the Technical 
Appendix.)

When a simulated married family is created, a 
new total family income variable is also created by 
combining the original incomes of the two “part-
ners.” Any cash welfare assistance is subtracted 
from the total money income of the newly created 
family, since most individuals lose their cash wel-
fare/Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 
(TANF) assistance benefits when they marry.

The analysis next takes into account the very 
large differences in earnings between married and 
non-married men. Analysis of the CPS data reveals 
that married men, on average, earn 40 percent 
more than non-married men who are similar in 
race, age, and education. The higher earnings of 
married men are attributable to two factors: a 
selection effect and earnings inducement.9 Selec-
tion effect refers to the fact that women tend to 
marry men who are similar in race, age, and edu-
cation; but within these boundaries, there is a 
greater tendency for women to marry men with 
higher earnings potential. Earnings inducement 
refers to the obvious fact that married men who 
have families to support tend to have greater com-
mitment to the labor force and careers than do 

similar non-married men; consequently, the earn-
ings of married men are generally higher.

To compensate for both the selection effect and 
the earnings inducement, we have modestly 
increased the wages of husbands in the simulated 
married households. To make this adjustment, we 
first calculated the difference in earnings in the 
CPS between married and non-married men, 
holding constant race, age, and education. We 
then raised the earnings of husbands in the simu-
lated married families by half of this difference in 
married and non-married wages. As a result of the 
adjustment, the average increase in earnings of 
men in simulated marriages was 20 percent. It is 
important to note that even after this adjustment, 
the earnings of husbands in simulated marriages 
remained below those of actual married men who 
are identical in race, age, and education. Our 
methods of adjusting male wages due to marriage 
closely follow those of Dr. Robert Lerman of the 
Urban Institute in his influential article on mar-
riage and poverty.10 However, our wage adjust-
ment is more modest than the one used by Dr. 
Lerman.

Measuring Poverty. After simulating a higher 
level of marriage in society, we calculated the effect 
of increased marriage on child poverty. The Cen-
sus Bureau measures poverty by comparing a fam-
ily’s income to specific poverty income thresholds. 
If a family's total income is less than the official 
poverty threshold for a family of that size, the fam-
ily is considered poor. In 2000, the poverty 
income threshold for a family of four was 
$17,463.11

The apparent poverty rate varies greatly 
depending on which resources are counted as part 
of a family’s income. The most common census 
poverty figures are based on a family’s “money 
income.” Money income includes income from 
wages and salaries, interest, dividends, unemploy-
ment and workers compensation, Social Security, 
cash welfare, such as TANF benefits and Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI), veterans’ and survi-

8. In matching potential spouses by race, three categories were used: white, black, and other.

9. See Linda J. Waite and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage: Why Married People Are Happier, Healthier, and Better Off 
Financially (New York: Doubleday, 2000), pp. 97–109.

10. Robert I. Lerman, Ph.D., “The Impact of the Changing U.S. Family Structure on Child Poverty and Income Inequality,” 
Economica (London), Vol. 63 (1995), pp. S119–S139.

11. The 2000 Census Bureau poverty threshold data may be found at http://www.census.gov/hhes/poverty/threshld/thresh00.html.
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Note: * Single-parent families also include no-parent families headed by some other relative 
   of the child.

vors’ benefits, disability payments, pensions, rents/
royalties, educational assistance, alimony, and 
child support. Critically, money income excludes 
many forms of welfare, such as the Earned Income 
Tax Credit (EITC), food stamps, public housing, 
and Medicaid benefits.

Our analysis first determined the impact of 
altering marriage levels on child poverty using the 
money income measure of income. We then redid 
the analysis using a broader definition of income 

that includes the EITC 
and the value of food 
stamps.

Effects of Restoring 
Marriage to 1960 
Levels (by Cash 
Money Income 
Measure)

As Chart 1 shows, the 
proportion of children in 
single-parent families 
rose substantially from 
1960 to 2000. In 1960, 
only 11.7 percent of chil-
dren were in single-par-
ent or other “broken” 
home settings, a percent-
age that ballooned to 
27.6 percent by the year 
2000.

As Table 1 and Table 2 
show, if marriage were 
restored to 1960 levels, 
the percentage of chil-
dren residing in married-
couple families would 
rise from 72.4 percent to 
88.3 percent. A total of 
11.49 million children 
would reside in married-
couple families rather 

than single-parent homes. (See Table 3 and Table 
4.) Among black children, the share residing in 
married homes would rise from 51 percent to 71 
percent; nearly 3 million additional black children 
would reside in married-couple homes.12

Table 5 shows that restoring marriage to 1960 
levels would have a considerable impact on child 
poverty. Using the money income definition of 
income, the child poverty rate is now at 15.7 per-
cent. However, if marriage were restored to 1960 
levels, the total child poverty rate would be cut by 

12. In all the tables and accompanying text in this Report, the term “black” refers to “non-whites.” “Non-whites” is a category 
that covers blacks and a smaller group of “others.” In 1960, the Census Bureau divided the population into “whites” and 
“non-whites”; no separate data on blacks were available. In hypothetically restoring marriage to 1960 levels, we have been 
forced to mimic this 1960 racial categorization. The use of the categories “whites” and “non-whites” rather than “whites” 
and “blacks” has no effect on the overall analysis of the impact of marriage on child poverty and marginal effect on the fig-
ures given on racial subgroups.
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Note: *There are 11.49 million children now living in single-parent homes who would move from 
   single-parent to married families if marriage were restored to 1960 levels.

Source: Heritage analysis based on U.S. Census Bureau March 2001 Current Population Survey.
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nearly a third to 11.2 percent. Resto-
ration of marriage to 1960 levels 
among blacks would have a similar 
effect; their child poverty rate 
would fall by nearly a third from the 
current level of 27.5 percent to 20.5 
percent.

Effects on Children Moved into 
Marriage

As noted, restoration of marriage 
to 1960 levels would move 11.49 
million children from single-parent 
homes into married-couple homes. 
The reduction of poverty within this 
group of children is striking. As res-
idents in single-parent homes, the 
current poverty rate of these chil-
dren is 34.2 percent. Our analysis 
matched single parents with demo-
graphically similar spouses to create 
simulated married-couple homes. 
Table 6 shows that, when the 11.49 
million children are placed in these 
simulated married-couple homes, 
their poverty rate falls to 6.7 per-
cent. Thus, marriage cuts poverty 
among the affected children by a 

full 80 percent (from 34.2 
percent to 6.7 percent).

Among the 11.49 mil-
lion children moved into 
married families, about 3 
million are black children. 
The poverty rate among 
these children is 45.4 per-
cent before marriage and 
9.0 percent after mar-
riage; thus, marriage 
reduces poverty among 
the affected black children 
by 80 percent.
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Effects of Marriage on Poverty Using an 
Expanded Definition of Income

As the final step in our analysis, we calculated 
the effects of marriage on poverty using an 
expanded definition of income. The Earned 
Income Tax Credit and food stamps were counted 
as part of a family’s financial resources when deter-
mining whether the family was poor.13 Naturally, 
poverty rates both before and after the marriage 
simulation were lower according to this method of 
measurement.

Using the expanded definition of income, the 
current child poverty rate is 12.9 percent. If mar-
riage were restored to 1960 levels, the rate falls to 
9.1 percent. A total of 2.7 million children would 
be removed from poverty. Among black children, 
the poverty rate falls from 22.6 percent to 16.3 
percent, a drop of 28 percent. (See Table 7 and 
Table 8.)

PRIOR RESEARCH

These results are 
consistent with other 
microsimulation mod-
els of marriage and 
poverty. In an influen-
tial 1995 article enti-
tled “The Impact of the 
Changing U.S. Family 
Structure on Child 
Poverty and Income 
Inequality,” Dr. Robert 
Lerman of the Urban 
Institute estimated that 
restoring marriage to 
1971 levels would 
have reduced child 
poverty in 1989 by 
approximately 23 per-
cent.14 Our analysis 
for this Report differs 
from that done by Dr. 

Lerman in two respects. First, due to the difference 
in years of comparison (2000 to 1960 rather than 
1989 to 1971), our analysis moved more children 
from single-parent to simulated married homes. 
Second, Dr. Lerman’s analysis employed a larger 
adjustment in male wages due to marriage than we 
did.

More recently, Adam Thomas and Isabel Sawhill 
of the Brookings Institution simulated marriage 
rates similarly by restoring marriage to 1970 lev-
els.15 Using money income to gauge poverty, the 
Thomas and Sawhill simulation would drop the 
child poverty rate from 18.3 percent to 14.8 per-
cent, a 19.1 percent change. As noted above, the 
Heritage analysis drops the child poverty rate from 
15.7 percent to 11.2 percent, or nearly a 30 per-
cent change. The difference with our analysis can 
be explained in part by the fact the Brookings 
analysis raised marriage to 1970 levels, whereas 
this Heritage analysis raises marriage to the higher 

13. Many researchers view this augmented definition of income as superior to traditional money income because it includes 
cash (EITC) and near cash (fungible food stamp) transfers from the government to families. See, for example, Gregory Acs, 
Norma Coe, Keith Watson, and Robert Lerman, “Does Work Pay: An Analysis of the Work Incentives Under TANF,” Urban 
Institute Occasional Paper No. 9, July 1998.

14. Lerman, “The Impact of the Changing U.S. Family Structure on Child Poverty and Income Inequality,” Table 10, p. S136.

15. Adam Thomas and Isabel Sawhill, “For Richer or for Poorer: Marriage as an Antipoverty Strategy,” Journal of Policy Analysis 
and Management, forthcoming, available at http://www.brook.edu/dybdocroot/wrb/wip/200202.pdf.
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1960 levels; thus, we moved more children from 
single-parent to married families. In addition, the 
Brookings analysis made no adjustment at all for 
the effects of marriage on male wages, through 
either a selection effect or earnings inducement. As 
a consequence, Thomas and Sawhill underesti-
mate the impact of marriage on poverty.

CONCLUSIONS

While statistics on child poverty tend to garner 
the most press coverage, this social indicator does 
not change in a vacuum. The decline in the mar-
riage rate since the inception of War on Poverty in 
the 1960s has contributed significantly to the high 

levels of child poverty over the past few decades. 
By the estimates in this Report, when poor single 
mothers are married to single men of similar age, 
race, and education, their marriage lifts the family 
out of poverty in about 80 percent of cases. Over-
all, child poverty would be nearly a third lower 
today if the traditional two-parent family had not 
deteriorated between 1960 and 2000.

—Robert Rector is Senior Research Fellow, Kirk A. 
Johnson, Ph.D., is a Senior Policy Analyst in the Cen-
ter for Data Analysis, and Patrick F. Fagan is William 
H. G. Fitzgerald Research Fellow in Family and Cul-
tural Issues, at The Heritage Foundation.
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TECHNICAL APPENDIX

Child poverty is calculated for all children living 
with relatives. Children living in foster care situa-
tions, in group homes, in other institutional-like 
settings, and without relatives are excluded from 
this analysis.1

As noted in the methodology section, the 
authors “married” single parents to similar single 
individuals in the March 2001 Current Population 
Survey (CPS) file. The matching/marrying simula-
tion was accomplished in three stages.

First, any single individual who indicated that 
he or she was an opposite sex “unmarried partner” 
of the head of a given CPS household was coded as 
a cohabitor and “married” to the head of the 
household.

Second, we stratified the remaining single par-
ents and single men/women without children in 
the home according to the following criteria:

• Sex (two categories: male/female);
• Age range (eight categories ranging from 18–

24 to 55–59);
• Race (three categories: white, black, and 

other); and
• Educational attainment (three categories: high 

school dropout, high school graduate, and at 
least some college).

Using all the possible combinations of these 
four criteria, we created 144 social/demographic 
partitions for single parents with children and a 
matching set of 144 partitions for individuals 
without children.

Third, we randomly selected a number of 
remaining single parents to be married or 
matched. Since our analysis sought to restore mar-
riage to 1960 levels, only about 60 percent of sin-
gle parents were selected for simulated marriage. 
The selected single parents were matched against 
single persons of the opposite gender in a corre-
sponding age, race, and education partition. For 
example, single black female parents between the 
ages of 25 and 29 were matched with single black 
males in that age cohort and without children. 
When there were multiple eligible single persons 
within a partition, the individuals to be married 
were also selected at random. Since there typically 
were far more single individuals without children 
than there were single parents, many single indi-
viduals were not matched and married to anyone.2

Marital Effects on Earnings. After individuals 
were placed in simulated marriages, male wages 
were adjusted. The procedures used closely fol-
lowed those employed by Urban Institute econo-
mist Robert Lerman in previous research on this 
topic. Lerman applied human capital modeling 
techniques to the issue of marriage and child pov-
erty. He notes that married men, especially those 
with the responsibility of supporting children at 
home, earn more than single men, even after con-
trolling for race, education, and work experience.3 
In his simulations of child poverty and inequality, 
he adjusts the earnings of single men who are 
hypothetically “married” to take into consideration 
the effect of marriage in increasing earnings.4

In order to simulate the effect of marriage on 
earnings, Lerman uses a Tobit censored regression 
model, named for Nobel laureate James Tobin, 

1. Our paper deals with “related children” in families; these are children who are related to the head of the family. For a small 
number of “related children,” neither parent is in the home; instead, the child is living with a relative such as a grand-
mother or aunt. Grandmothers, aunts, and other relatives who are single heads of households with related children in the 
home will undergo simulated marriages in our analysis in the same manner single parents do (assuming that they fall 
within the relevant age ranges). Thus, while the text refers to “single parents” being placed in simulated marriages in some 
cases, these individuals will be “single relatives” rather than parents. Since our analysis hypothesizes a restoration of the 
culture of marriage to 1960 levels, it is appropriate that marriage levels be raised not just among single parents, but among 
single relatives as well.

2. Since this analysis is interested solely in the effect of marriage on child poverty, information from these remaining single 
adult individuals is not needed.

3. Lerman, “The Impact of the Changing U.S. Family Structure on Child Poverty and Income Inequality,” p. S125.

4. There is a marriage effect for women as well, but according to Lerman, it is a comparatively minor one and is therefore not 
undertaken here.
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who first considered the approach.5 A Tobit 
regression censors any observations below some 
prescribed threshold. Since this analysis is inter-
ested in positive earnings only, the Tobit model 
censors earnings less than zero by coding them at 
zero.6

Following Lerman, a set of six models was con-
structed for the purpose of simulating the earnings 
behavior of married husbands compared with sin-
gle men. These six models estimated the following:

• Single white male earnings;
• Single black male earnings;
• Single other race male earnings;
• Married white male earnings;
• Married black male earnings; and
• Married other race male earnings.

The independent variables used in each of the 
Tobit models included years of education, number 
of children at home, work experience,7 and work 
experience squared.8The gap between the 
expected married male wage and the expected sin-
gle male wage was then calculated. In order to pro-
duce a conservative estimate of the effect of 
marriage on male wage, we then cut the calculated 
wage gap factors in half. (Lerman did not make 
this reduction.) Next, the earnings of the newly 
married husbands in the simulation were 
increased by this reduced amount, yielding an 
average earnings increase of 20 percent.

Finally, the incomes of both partners in the sim-
ulated marriage were then combined into a single 
family income, and the new family income was 
compared to the official poverty income thresh-
olds for a family of that size.

5. James Tobin, “Estimation of Relationships for Limited Dependent Variables,” Econometrica, Vol. 26 (1958), pp. 24–36. For 
a short overview of the Tobit procedure, see William H. Greene, Econometric Analysis, Third Ed. (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: 
Prentice Hall, 1997), pp. 962–974.

6. “Earnings” here includes not only wages and salaries from jobs, but also self-employment income or income from any kind 
of owner-operated farm business. If an individual takes a net loss in all of his or her businesses, the CPS will code that as a 
loss. Since it is counterintuitive to estimate a loss of earnings in this analysis, the Tobit censored regression censors at the 
value of zero.

7. Work experience is defined as number of years out of school and in the general workforce.

8. An exponential function is applied because worker earnings tend to flatten out over time.




