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Preface
Jim DeMint

A‌s we publish the second Index of Culture and 
‌ Opportunity, I am reminded of the differences 

between how Washington operates and how real life 
happens across America. Inside the Beltway, federal 
policymakers tend to think in terms that separate 

“economic” policy from “social” policy. But life in 
homes and communities around the country doesn’t 
organize into such neat categories.

I came to understand the dynamic interplay between 
culture and opportunity through personal experience. 
My wife gave birth to our fourth child just a year after 
I took the leap to launch my own business. As our chil-
dren grew, our involvement with their activities resulted 
naturally in a network of personal relationships with 
parents of their fellow soccer players, families of stu-
dents in their school, other members in our church 
congregation, and fellow volunteers in various projects.

Business activities, social gatherings, civic events, 
and raising a family blended together. A meeting to 
plan a charity function could involve a business con-
tact or conversation with another parent seeking to 
improve our schools. The result of such relationships 
was a thriving community with a healthy business 
climate, young people with a vision for their future, 
and neighbors genuinely concerned for one another.

This Index tracks how such intertwined cultural 
and economic dynamics shape opportunity. As Bob 
Woodson writes here, culture molds our capacity to 
grab hold of opportunity. A committed neighbor-
hood leader, for example, can nurture a young adult’s 
internal compass—the ethic and sense of direction 
needed to sustain self-sufficiency.

Trends in culture interact—for better or for worse. 
As Yuval Levin writes in the introduction, our society is 
the product of an “organic outgrowth” that begins in the 
family, which forms loving relationships that serve as a 
model for virtually every other interaction throughout 
life, from neighborhood bonds to national allegiance.

When the family structure disintegrates, chil-
dren tend to struggle with attachments to their com-
munity that create opportunities. Martin Brown and 
Kay Hymowitz, commenting on single parenting and 
unwed births, explain that children in households 
without a father tend to fare worse than their peers 
in intact families on measures like emotional well-
being, drug use, academic performance, and poverty.

This cultural decline did not emerge entirely on 
its own: Perverse incentives created by public poli-
cies have contributed to social breakdown. The law 
is a teacher, and decades of policies undermining 
families and communities have taught neighbors to 
depend on the government rather than each other, 
with dire consequences for the very people those 
policies were designed to help.

Knowing the direction of social and economic 
trends—as well as their interrelationships—can 
serve as a valuable starting point as we consider how 
to enhance the prospects of the rising generation 
and ensure our nation’s future. This requires volun-
tary actions by individuals and groups in our civil 
society, as well as policy reforms in government.

We at Heritage are pleased to provide this tool to 
build that understanding.

—Jim DeMint is President of The Heritage Foundation.
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Overview of the 2015 Index of Culture and Opportunity
Jennifer A. Marshall and Christine Kim

The 2015 Index of Culture and Opportunity 
takes stock of the cultural ecosystem that is need-

ed to sustain freedom and opportunity. Through 
charts that track social and economic changes, and 
expert commentary that explains the trends, the 
Index reports on important indicators in American 
society and analyzes what they mean for our future.

What We Track
The Index tracks social and economic factors 

related to culture, poverty and dependence, and gen-
eral opportunity in America. It monitors trends for 
31 indicators, based on regularly updated national 
data and organized into three categories:

nn Cultural indicators, including data on family, 
religious practice, and civil society;

nn Poverty and dependence indicators related to 
marriage and poverty, workforce participation, 
and welfare spending and participation; and

nn General opportunity indicators, such as mea-
sures of education, jobs and wealth, and econom-
ic freedom.

How We Track
For each indicator, a chart provides the most 

recent year of data available as of March 2015 and 
historical data over the past one, five, and 10 years.1 
In the chart, a red line designates the main indicator; 
in some cases, related data are displayed alongside 

using grayscale lines. A key above each chart shows 
the change over one-year, five-year, and 10-year peri-
ods (with exceptions in the case of a few indicators).

The primary focus of this Index and the com-
mentators’ contributions is the 10-year change and 
its direction. That decade-long window allows us to 
observe what has happened over a longer period of 
time rather than focusing on short-term variations. 
This greater time horizon gives readers a feel for 
what has been happening regardless of changes in 
government or the state of the economy at any par-
ticular time. While examining annual data is help-
ful in some instances, it may not always be the most 
reliable approach for determining overall move-
ment of a particular societal trend. This is particu-
larly true with data that are affected by the business 
cycle, such as labor market and poverty indicators. It 
is also true for cultural trends that typically change 
quite gradually.

Commentary Providing Context
One of the distinguishing features of the Index of 

Culture and Opportunity is expert commentary that 
interprets the indicator data. Researchers at The 
Heritage Foundation and scholars and commenta-
tors from other organizations offer their insights 
in introductory essays and short commentaries to 
accompany a number of the charts.

As Yuval Levin, Hertog Fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center and editor of National Affairs, 
observes of this annual Index in his introduction to 
this volume, “The trends it follows chart the state of 
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the core prerequisites for a flourishing society. The 
questions it asks are those that conservatives take 
to be essential to understanding the state of Ameri-
can life.”

Each of the three sections of indicators begins 
with an overview essay. For the section on cultural 
indicators, University of Nebraska political philoso-
pher Carson Holloway, visiting fellow in the B. Ken-
neth Simon Center for Principles and Politics at The 
Heritage Foundation, explains why the moral char-
acter of society matters. For the poverty and depen-
dence section, Douglas Besharov and Douglas Call 
of the University of Maryland explore the relation-
ship between labor force disengagement and social 
safety-net programs. In the final section on oppor-
tunity, education researchers Anna Egalite of Har-
vard and Patrick Wolf of the University of Arkansas 
examine how school choice shapes children, parents, 
and society.

Within each section, a variety of experts comment 
on specific indicators and trends: what they mean and 
why they matter for culture and opportunity in Amer-
ica. Some write from their decades-long experiences 
in the field and others from their extensive empirical 
research. Their commentaries guide non-specialists 
through the data, parsing the important details but 
also explaining the broader landscape. Drawing from 
their wide-ranging expertise, the contributors also 
incorporate additional relevant data and research 
that enrich the reader’s overall understanding.

Why It Matters
The Heritage Foundation seeks to advance con-

servative public policies based on the principles 
of free enterprise, limited government, individual 
freedom, traditional American values, and a strong 
national defense. This Index is part of a set designed 

to assess our nation’s strength in these areas, along 
with the Index of Economic Freedom and Index of U.S. 
Military Strength. Together, these indexes measure 
America’s economic, social, and military strength to 
help inform policy and cultural conversations both 
in Washington and across America.

Policymakers will find the foundational data 
they need to address issues involving:

nn Marriage, family, and civil society;

nn Welfare reform;

nn Reduced spending;

nn Economic growth; and

nn The opportunity of individuals in a free society to 
improve their circumstances.

Individuals can use this Index to inform their 
own efforts to shape the future of our culture, wheth-
er by raising the next generation, devoting efforts to 
overcoming neighborhood challenges, or participat-
ing in the public policy process.

Personal responsibility, concern for our neigh-
bors, and public policy all influence the culture of 
opportunity. The 2015 Index of Culture and Oppor-
tunity will equip those who are seeking to advance 
an America where freedom, opportunity, prosperity, 
and civil society flourish.

—Jennifer A. Marshall is Vice President for the 
Institute for Family, Community, and Opportunity, 
and the Joseph C. and Elizabeth A. Anderlik Fellow, 
at The Heritage Foundation. Christine Kim is a 
Policy Analyst in the Institute for Family, Community, 
and Opportunity.

1.	 For several indicators for which annual data are not available, the intervals vary.
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Executive Summary

The Heritage Foundation’s Index of Culture and 
Opportunity tracks 31 social and economic indi-

cators that shape opportunity in America. It pres-
ents the most recent data as well as longer-term 
trends for each indicator, focusing in particular on 
the past 10 years of available data to discern the tra-
jectory of our culture.

In addition, experts from a variety of disciplines 
and organizations offer commentary to contextual-
ize these trends and explain why they matter. As a 
number of the commentators observe, opportunity 
requires a particular cultural ecosystem to flourish. 
This Index reports on the health of that environment.
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Highlights from the 2015 Indicators

Section 1: Culture
nn The marriage rate continues its decades-long 

decline. From 2002 to 2012, it fell by more than 9 
marriages per 1,000 unmarried women age 15 and 
older. “Just as no-fault divorce altered the institu-
tion of marriage, … altering the very heart of the 
sexual structure of marriage is shaking the mar-
riage ecosystem,” explains Mark Regnerus (p. 21).

nn More than one in four children live in single-
parent households. Martin Brown notes what 
this means for America: “In 1965, Daniel Pat-
rick Moynihan documented the increase in the 
number of single-parent households among 
blacks, and he appropriately sounded the alarm 
about the increasing breakdown of the black fam-
ily. Today, this alarm should sound for the entire 
nation” (p. 26).

nn The abortion rate declined to pre-Roe v. Wade 
levels in 2011, the most recent year for which 
published data are available. Charmaine Yoest 
explains the scientific and legal advances that 
have brought about what she describes as a “seis-
mic shift” over the past several decades (p. 31).

nn From 2004 to 2014, the percentage of volunteers 
in America declined by 3.5 percentage points to 
25.3 percent. Despite the “exceptional endeav-
ors” by some caring Americans, Marvin Olasky 
laments that “the distinctive character of Amer-
ica’s volunteer effort that de Tocqueville wit-
nessed almost two centuries ago is much more 
difficult to discern today” (p. 33).

“Both the Founders and the most insightful analysts of the kind of 
government the Founders created have understood well that the 
preservation of the regime of individual rights requires a healthy 
moral culture. Religion, the family, and the spirit of private, voluntary 
association are essential to fostering the virtues of character that 
alone can sustain a free government dedicated to the protection of 
the rights of individuals.”

–Carson Holloway,
“The Culture of Freedom” p. 17
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Section 2: Poverty & Dependence
nn In 2013, 40.6 percent of children were born to 

unwed mothers, an increase of 6 percentage 
points since 2003; however, for the past five years, 
the percentage of unwed births has remained rel-
atively stable. “[S]ocial scientists began to reach 
a consensus in the late 1990s that the children of 
single mothers were doing worse than the chil-
dren of married mothers on just about every mea-
sure they studied,” writes Kay Hymowitz (p. 46).

nn From 2004 to 2014, total federal and state 
government spending on welfare programs 
increased by $250 billion (in constant 2014 dol-
lars). “Far from being a compassionate series of 
programs worthy of defense against reform, the 
current welfare architecture has been a disaster 
for struggling communities and has done its grav-
est disservice to recipients themselves,” explains 
Paul Winfree (p. 50).

nn From 2004 to 2014, the number of Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, also 
known as food stamps) participants nearly dou-
bled to 46.5 million individuals even as the unem-
ployment rate dropped. “One out of seven Amer-
icans received SNAP benefits in 2014,” notes 
Maura Corrigan, “and the program cost $74.1 bil-
lion—the second largest means-tested welfare 
program” (p. 53). The number of subsidized hous-
ing recipients increased as well, rising by about 
1.3 million between 2004 and 2013.

“The challenge will be to reform the welfare system further to get work 
incentives right…. Welfare reform will require recognizing the economic 
realities faced by those who are in need and reforming welfare to 
ensure that it promotes self-suffi  ciency rather than undermining it by 
discouraging work.”

–Douglas J. Besharov and Douglas M. Call,
“Declining Labor Force Participation and the Expanding Social Safety Net” p. 44
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Section 3: General Opportunity
nn From 2004 to 2014, the number of students partic-

ipating in school choice programs more than tri-
pled to nearly 354,000. As Juan Williams argues, 
school choice “treats children not as mere data 
points but as thinking, feeling, and multifaceted 
people—each with a unique, God-given potential 
that deserves the chance to flourish” (p. 68).

nn In 2014, there were 126 new major federal regu-
lations that are expected to cost $100 million or 
more each year, an increase of 46 compared to 
2004. “[S]ince 2012,” writes Karen Harned, “at 
least one in five small-business owners identify 
government regulations as their most important 
problem” (p. 76). She continues: “For the Ameri-
can small-business owner, the opportunity costs 
of federal regulation are all too often crowding 
out investment and hiring” (p. 77).

nn From 2002 to 2012, the percentage of high school 
students who graduated on time increased by 8 
percentage points. “America badly needed the 
recent small improvement in graduation rates. 
She needs much more still,” concludes Matthew 
Ladner (p. 70).

nn Since 2005, U.S. economic freedom has declined 
by 3.7 points, according to The Heritage Foun-
dation’s Index of Economic Freedom. As Antho-
ny Kim notes, “Increased tax and regulato-
ry burdens, aggravated by favoritism toward 
entrenched interests, have undercut America’s 
historically dynamic entrepreneurial growth 
and confined the U.S. economy to the rank of only 

‘mostly free’” (p. 78).

“School choice can play an important role in helping families achieve 
economic mobility. Whether through vouchers, tuition tax credits, 
education savings accounts, charters, homeschooling, magnets, online 
options, or interdistrict or intradistrict open-enrollment programs, 
choice-based reforms reposition parents at the heart of their children’s 
education and opportunity.”

–Anna J. Egalite and Patrick J. Wolf,
“Achieving Economic Mobility Through School Choice” p. 63
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Summary Observations
Culture matters, as observed by several of the 

Index’s commentators. High schoolers in an achieve-
ment-oriented environment are more likely to avoid 
risk behaviors and make healthy choices for their 
future. Communities that champion marriage will 
see stronger families and better well-being for their 
children. And those who place educational choice in 
parents’ hands can expect to see improved student 
outcomes. A culture that values mutual aid among 
its citizens and the inherent dignity of work and self-
sufficiency will be less dependent on the government 
and more upwardly mobile. Freedom and opportu-
nity depend on the character of the culture.

Correctly diagnosing the root causes of our 
social challenges is crucial. The typical liberal 
diagnosis of social and economic problems is that 
they are caused by “the system,” and their preferred 
solutions hinge on more government intervention 
through increased spending and greater regulation. 
However, failing to address the true sources of a 
problem is likely only to exacerbate it.

Take the alleviation of poverty, for example. In 
the War on Poverty, rather than focusing on incen-
tives that would address family breakdown and non-
work, the government opted for spending as its pri-
mary strategy. Decades of expanding government 
antipoverty programs and trillions of dollars later, 
poverty has not declined significantly. The same 
may be observed in education. Years of increasing 
expenditure and expanding federal intervention 
have not led to greater achievement. Recent innova-
tions in school choice, however, have already shown 
promising results.

Paying attention to the cultural ecosystem 
is critical. In an environment of mutual care, the 
well-being of individuals, communities, and society 
at large is understood to be interdependent. Issues 
are interconnected as well: Changes in one sector 
can reverberate across the entire system. Marriage, 
family, child well-being, education, employment, 
poverty, economic mobility and growth, and entre-
preneurship all relate to each other, as the Index’s 
indicators and commentaries demonstrate.

Consequences are lasting but not irrevers-
ible. Social and economic trends, good or bad, may 
last for decades. Americans today are still living 
with the consequences of the sexual revolution in 
the 1960s and ’70s. In the ensuing decades, divorce, 
abortion, and unwed birth rates accelerated. But 
even such seemingly unrelenting trends can reverse 
course through policy and cultural efforts.

The abortion rate, for example, has fallen back 
to pre-Roe levels. The divorce rate plateaued and 
then started to decline (although it still remains 
high). The crime rate has dropped, and a greater 
proportion of younger high school students are 
remaining abstinent. The 1996 welfare reform 
ended entitlement in one broken government pro-
gram and helped able-bodied adults back to work. 
Selfless grassroots leaders, “healing agents” who 
make themselves available 24/7 for the long haul, 
continue to revitalize and restore hope to their 
neighborhoods. The school choice movement is 
putting educational decisions back in the hands 
of parents. With perseverance, we can accomplish 
positive change.
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Policy Implications
The right solutions require courage and innova-

tion. Leaders will need to challenge the status quo 
and make a compelling case for a new direction that 
emphasizes the significance of family, civil society, 
and policy reform. Policymakers must acknowl-
edge that family breakdown is a primary cause of 
child poverty and implement policy that strength-
ens marriage and alleviates hardship for fami-
lies. In education, leaders should heed research 
suggesting that choice options could bolster high 
school graduation and college enrollment, which 
have lasting economic implications. And for civil 
society to thrive, laws should protect, not limit, 
religious liberty.

Policymakers at all levels of government—local, 
state, and federal—can play a role. The data, research, 
and commentaries offered in the Index command 
the following proposals:

nn Pursue policy that promotes life, marriage, and 
religious liberty (p. 17, p. 23, p. 26, p. 31, p. 46).

nn Pursue limited government that encourages the 
role of civil society agents and organizations 
(p. 33, p. 48).

nn Promote student-centered education choice 
options (p. 63, p. 67, p. 69).

nn Teach and reinforce, throughout high school, sex-
ual risk avoidance and healthy relationship skills 
and messages (p. 28).

nn Advance comprehensive welfare reform, focusing 
on restoring self-sufficiency through work and 
eliminating work disincentives in social safety-
net programs (p. 43, p. 50, p. 53).

nn Reduce governmental regulations that impede 
entrepreneurship and the growth of small busi-
nesses (p. 76, p. 78).

nn Identify and study effective and successful strate-
gies and approaches (p. 48).
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Introduction:  
Assessing the Intergenerational Compact
Yuval Levin

The index before you is more than a book of sta-
tistics—more even than a diagnosis of America’s 

economy and culture. It is first and foremost a cor-
rective to a misguided way of thinking about society 
that too often holds sway in American politics.

The nature of America’s political and policy 
debates can sometimes foster a profound misun-
derstanding of the nature of American society—and 
indeed of all human societies. To make challenges 
easier to understand and address, people divide pol-
itics into discrete “issues” and try to take them up 
individually. There are education debates, welfare 
debates, and entitlement debates. There are infra-
structure bills and immigration bills and defense 
bills. There is a health care system and a financial 
system and a transportation system.

Dividing up public affairs in this way presents 
each “issue” as a distinct set of problems in search of 
a distinct set of solutions, and political debates pro-
ceed as arguments about the nature of the problems 
and the desirability of various proposed solutions in 
each case.

This is a sensible way to think about a lot of the 
challenges America faces, but it is inadequate when 
it comes to the most important and most difficult 
challenges—those that have to do with the underly-
ing health and strength of the nation as a whole and 
therefore with the prerequisites for human flourish-
ing, for prosperity, for opportunity, and for liberty in 
this country. Americans have clearly had the sense 
in recent years that the country is in some trouble on 
this front—that too many of our fellow citizens are 

denied the opportunity to lead flourishing lives, that 
prosperity and economic mobility are too often out 
of reach, and that the liberty that gives meaning and 
substance to the American Dream is in danger.

Thinking about these broadest and deepest of our 
public problems brings out most powerfully some of 
the key differences between conservatives and lib-
erals in America. The left and the right think about 
society in different ways.

For conservatives, a society is ultimately and 
above all an intergenerational compact—a kind of 
sacred trust across time—for the protection of fun-
damental natural rights and the advancement of 
essential human goods. We the living members of 
American society are graced with a magnificent 
inheritance and are entrusted to preserve and refine 
its strengths, to work to mitigate its weaknesses, and 
to pass it along in even better condition to those who 
will come after. Conservatives understand society 
as an organic outgrowth—a kind of sum and sub-
stance—of a set of social arrangements that begin in 
loving family attachments, spread outward into per-
sonal commitments and relationships in civil soci-
ety and local communities, reach further outward 
toward broader state and regional affinities, and 
conclude in a national identity that among its fore-
most attributes is dedicated to the principle of the 
equality of the entire human race.

Society is thus like a set of concentric rings, begin-
ning with the most concrete and personal of human 
connections and concluding with the most abstract 
and philosophical of human commitments. Each 
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ring, starting from the innermost sanctum of the 
family and the individuals who compose it, anchors 
and enables the next and is in turn protected by it 
and given the room to thrive. The outermost ring of 
society is guarded and sustained by the national gov-
ernment, which is charged with protecting the space 
in which the entire society can thrive—the space 
between the individual and the nation as a whole, the 
space occupied by society. This means that it must 
neither invade that space nor allow it to collapse.

Liberals proceed from a rather different general 
understanding of the nature of society. The left’s 
social vision tends to consist of individuals and the 
state so that, essentially, all common action is ulti-
mately government action. On this view, the govern-
ment’s purpose is to liberate individuals from mate-
rial want and moral sway. As former Representative 
Barney Frank (D–MA) put it at the Democratic 
National Convention in 2012, “There are things that 
a civilized society needs that we can only do if we 
do them together, and [when] we do them together 
that’s called government.”1

The mediating institutions that fill the space 
between the individual and the government are often 
viewed by the left with suspicion. They are seen as 
instruments of division, prejudice, and selfishness or 
as power centers lacking in democratic legitimacy.

Liberals have frequently sought to empower the 
government to undercut the influence of these insti-
tutions and put in their place public programs and 
policies motivated by a single, cohesive understand-
ing of the public interest. Their hope is to level the 
complex social topography of the space between the 
individual and the government, breaking up tightly 
knit clusters of citizens into individuals but then 
uniting all of those individuals under the national 
banner—allowing them to be free of family or com-
munity norms while building solidarity through the 
common experience of living as equal citizens of a 
great nation.

This basic difference of social visions helps to 
explain why conservatives and liberals sometimes 
understand our society’s deepest problems so differ-
ently. To many liberals, who view society as a com-
pact among individuals for their mutual material 
betterment, the persistence of entrenched pover-
ty, family breakdown, social dysfunction, and poor 
mobility in many communities in America looks like 

a function of a failure to allocate resources proper-
ly. Liberals often blame these phenomena on selfish 
interests that they believe actively stand in the way 
of social progress. Their solution is to double down 
on the basic liberal approach to social policy: to pro-
mote public programs that address economic imbal-
ances through redistribution.

To conservatives, who view society as an intergen-
erational compact for the preservation of the prereq-
uisites for human flourishing to be advanced through 
the complex, layered architecture of our mediating 
institutions, the persistence of such daunting social 
problems suggests a breakdown of these core insti-
tutions, especially those that are deepest and closest 
to the core: the family and civil society.

Because our most important social institutions 
are those that are most defined by intergeneration-
al obligations, our most significant social problems 
are often those that arise at the juncture of the gen-
erations: failure of family formation, failure to meet 
parental obligations, failure to protect the very 
youngest and the very oldest—the most innocent 
and vulnerable among our fellow citizens.

Because freedom is ultimately made possible by 
and exists for the sake of our most direct and person-
al commitments, the greatest challenges to liberty 
are challenges to the freedom of action of our insti-
tutions of civil society—challenges that are often 
advanced under the banner of liberating individuals 
but that actually take the form of restricting dissent 
and constraining expression and action (as we have 
seen of late, for instance, in some prominent public 
battles over religious liberty).

Because liberals tend to ignore the significance 
of much that happens at the juncture of the genera-
tions and much that is done by our mediating insti-
tutions, they often find themselves perplexed by the 
deepest and most enduring social problems we con-
front—unable to explain the problems’ persistence 
except by inventing scapegoats to blame and incapa-
ble of addressing them except by frantically moving 
money around in the hope of finding just the right 
balance of payments to heal our society.

Conservatives, on the other hand, know that 
explaining the persistence of entrenched, intergen-
erational poverty—despite half a century of mas-
sive public programs to address it—requires tak-
ing into account the interconnectedness of the 

1.	 “Democratic National Convention Day 3,” C-SPAN, September 6, 2012,  
http://www.c-span.org/video/?307933-1/democratic-national-convention-day-three (accessed June 18, 2015).
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generations and the institutions that make up com-
munities. Conservatives blame neither any malice 
of the wealthy and powerful nor any failure of will 
among the poor, but instead the intrinsic inclination 
of all human beings to fall into self-serving apathy 
or self-defeating vice in the absence of sound social 
institutions and norms. Conservatives understand 
that material poverty and spiritual disorder exac-
erbate one another in an ever-intensifying spiral of 
misery that can be broken only by material support 
and social order—a blend of aid and love that must 
be delivered in person. A true social safety net has to 
involve more than a government check.

That is why liberals seeking to describe the most 
significant challenges our country now confronts 
tend to resort to abstract portraits of inequality 
while conservatives point to the key indicators of 
social health and human flourishing—that is, to the 
state of American families and of civil society.

That is what this index does and why it does 
it. The institutions it tracks are those that fill the 
space between the individual and the state: fami-
lies, schools, local religious and civic institutions, 
and a robust free economy. The trends it follows 
chart the state of the core prerequisites for a flour-
ishing society. The questions it asks are those that 

conservatives take to be essential to understanding 
the state of American life.

And the answers it finds are, in all too many cases, 
quite distressing. Family breakdown, an enervation 
of civil society, a dearth of educational and econom-
ic opportunities, and a lack of social mobility stand 
in the way of far too many Americans. Not all of the 
trends are depressing; even some crucial ones like 
teen pregnancy and abortion rates are moving in the 
right direction. But the general picture for the most 
vulnerable and disadvantaged Americans is one of 
social and economic disadvantage building upon 
one another in a cycle of ruin that the nation must 
not abide.

This diagnosis does not come complete with neat 
prescriptions. Addressing America’s current social 
and economic dysfunction will be no easy feat. But 
in order to try, society needs a clear picture of the 
challenges it confronts. That means first asking the 
right questions, an endeavor often thwarted by the 
politics of “issues” and the radical individualism 
that is so endemic today.

In that respect, at least, this index is not merely 
an insightful diagnosis but the beginning of a cure.

—Yuval Levin is Hertog Fellow at the Ethics and Public 
Policy Center and editor of National Affairs.
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nn The marriage rate continues its decades-long 
decline. From 2002 to 2012, it fell by more than 9 
marriages per 1,000 unmarried women age 15 and 
older. “Just as no-fault divorce altered the institu-
tion of marriage, … altering the very heart of the 
sexual structure of marriage is shaking the mar-
riage ecosystem,” explains Mark Regnerus (p. 21).

nn More than one in four children currently live in sin-
gle-parent households. Martin Brown notes what 
this means for America: “In 1965, Daniel Patrick 
Moynihan documented the increase in the number 
of single-parent households among blacks, and he 
appropriately sounded the alarm about the increas-
ing breakdown of the black family. Today, this 
alarm should sound for the entire nation” (p. 26).

nn The abortion rate declined to pre-Roe v. Wade levels 
in 2011, the most recent year for which published 
data are available. Charmaine Yoest explains the 
scientific and legal advances that have brought 
about what she describes as a “seismic shift” over 
the past several decades (p. 31).

nn From 2004 to 2014, the percentage of volunteers in 
America declined by 3.5 percentage points to 25.3 
percent. Despite the “exceptional endeavors” by 
some caring Americans, Marvin Olasky laments 
that the “distinctive character of America’s volun-
teer effort that de Tocqueville witnessed almost 
two centuries ago is much more difficult to discern 
today” (p. 33).

Culture Summary

Culture 
Indicators

RIGHT
DIRECTION

WRONG
DIRECTION

Marriage Rate (p. 22)

Divorce Rate (p. 23) 

Total Fertility Rate (p. 25)

Single-Parent Households (p. 26) 

Teen Drug Use (p. 27)

Abstinence Among 
High Schoolers (p. 28)

Abortion Rate (p. 30) 

Religious Attendance (p. 32)

Volunteering (p. 32)

Violent Crime Rate (p. 34) 
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The Culture of Freedom
Carson Holloway

W‌hy should American conservatives care about 
‌the moral character of the culture? What does 

it matter if Americans are becoming less attached 
to religion, family, and community? Conservatism 
is a political movement, and it might not be imme-
diately clear that these cultural trends are of politi-
cal interest.

American conservatism takes its bearings from 
the principles of the American founding, the corner-
stone of which is the idea of natural rights. Govern-
ments are instituted, in the words of the Declaration 
of Independence, to protect the rights of individuals 
to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” The 
freedom of the individual would therefore appear to 
be the aim of the American project.

From this point of view, it might seem that con-
servatives should not concern themselves with the 
moral character of American culture. After all, the 
Declaration of Independence does not say that it is 
a primary task of government to foster a particu-
lar kind of culture. Rather, the government should 
guarantee the security of individual rights and indi-
vidual liberty, the exercise of which presumably 
will generate whatever kind of culture is consistent 
with the desires of most Americans. It might appear 
that from the standpoint of the founding, by which 
conservatives are supposed to be guided, the moral 
character of our culture is not a political concern.

This view, though perhaps understandable, is 
nevertheless mistaken. Both the Founders and the 
most insightful analysts of the kind of government 
the Founders created have understood well that 

the preservation of the regime of individual rights 
requires a healthy moral culture. Religion, the fami-
ly, and the spirit of private, voluntary association are 
essential to fostering the virtues of character that 
alone can sustain a free government dedicated to the 
protection of the rights of individuals.

The Founders were firm believers in individual 
rights and individual freedom, but they were not 
naively optimistic about human nature. They knew 
that human beings are very much prone to violate 
each other’s rights. They believed—following John 
Locke, the great English philosopher of natural 
rights—that this is why governments were estab-
lished in the first place.

The Founders, in other words, did not believe that 
the spontaneous exercise of man’s freedom would 
necessarily lead to good outcomes. The invisible 
hand may govern markets, but it does not oversee 
the political community. Some discipline is required, 
and governments are instituted to provide that dis-
cipline so that the exercise of each person’s freedom 
is compatible with the rights of others.

Government alone, however, is not a sufficient 
solution to this problem. If selfish individuals in 
the absence of government will use their individual 
power to violate the rights of others, it is also quite 
possible that selfish individuals within civil soci-
ety will use the power of government to commit the 
same violations. What is needed in addition, there-
fore, is a strong moral culture that teaches each citi-
zen the importance of the dignity and rights of his 
fellow citizens.
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Religion, the Founders believed, was a key sup-
port for such a moral culture. In this, again, they fol-
lowed Locke, who treated religion not as a matter 
of indifference to the regime of natural rights but 
instead as an essential support for it. Locke taught 
in his famous Second Treatise of Civil Government 
that the very idea of natural rights depended on the 
understanding that each human being is created by 
God. In Locke’s words, no one may arbitrarily “take 
away” the “life, the liberty, health, limb or goods of 
another,” because every human being is “the work-
manship of one omnipotent and infinitely wise 
maker.”1 This teaching is famously echoed in the 
Declaration of Independence, which teaches that 
human beings are “endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable rights.”

Accordingly, the leading American Founders 
emphasized the importance of religion as a support 
for the natural rights regime. In his Notes on the 
State of Virginia, Thomas Jefferson suggested that 

“the liberties of a nation” cannot “be thought secure 
when we have removed their only firm basis, a con-
viction in the minds of the people that these liberties 
are the gift of God” and that “they are not to be vio-
lated but with his wrath.”2 Similarly, in his Farewell 
Address, George Washington instructed his fellow 
citizens that “religion and morality are indispens-
able supports” to “political prosperity.” Like Jeffer-
son, Washington linked the religiosity of the citizens 
to the ability of the government to protect the rights 
of all: “Where is the security for property, for repu-
tation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation des-
ert the oaths which are the instruments of investiga-
tion in courts of justice?”3

The Founders also believed that the family was 
essential to sustaining the regime that protects our 
rights. Thus, James Wilson—one of the greatest legal 
minds among the Founders—wrote in his Lectures 
on Law that “reason,” “history,” and “holy writ” all 
teach that “marriage” is “the true origin of society.” 
Marriage, he continued, was, more than any other 
institution, the source of the “peace and harmony” 
that mankind has enjoyed.4

Americans’ respect for their familial duties, Alexis 
de Tocqueville later observed, supported the decent 
and orderly politics that America was able to achieve. 
According to Tocqueville, the Europeans of his day 
did not approach marriage with anything like the 
respect that the Americans displayed. As a result, the 
European learned from his experience of family life 
a “scorn for natural bonds” and a “taste for disorder” 

that harmed the community. As Tocqueville summed 
up the contrast, “the European seeks to escape his 
domestic sorrows by troubling society,” while “the 
American draws from his home the love of order, 
which he afterwards brings into affairs of state.”5

Tocqueville’s effort to link the “natural bonds” 
of the family to the health of the larger social order 
represents a simple but essential chain of reasoning. 
Respect for the duties of family life is respect for the 
rights of other members of the family. Those bonds—
the bonds that link husband and wife, parents and 
children—are natural; the bonds that link citizens 
are more conventional. People who disdain their 
familial duties can hardly be expected to respect 
the rights of their fellow citizens, while people who 
fulfill their familial duties are receiving the training 
that prepares them to respect the rights of their fel-
low citizens.

Of course, we cannot think clearly and consis-
tently about our duties to marriage and family, much 
less learn to respect those duties, if these vital social 
institutions, and the duties they involve, can be rede-
fined at will by the government. This is why it is so 
troubling that the Supreme Court has just decided 
to jettison the traditional and natural definition of 
marriage as a union between a man and a woman. A 
political power to redefine such a fundamental insti-
tution implies that we have no natural duties, that 
all our duties are conventional. In the long run, such 
an understanding can only undermine the citizen’s 
sense of obligation to others.

Tocqueville also observed that Americans’ habit 
of voluntary social cooperation was essential to 
their ability to maintain the free and limited govern-
ment they had inherited from the Founders. Accord-
ing to him, the Americans of his day had perfected 
the “art of association.” By the exercise of this art, 
they addressed social problems and improved the 
intellectual, cultural, and moral quality of their civi-
lization through voluntary cooperation without the 
exercise of government power. As he suggested in 
another context, it is a bad bargain to have a govern-
ment that can provide for all of the citizens’ needs 
and pleasures if such a government is also “abso-
lute master” of everyone’s “freedom” and “life, if 
it monopolizes movement and existence to such a 
point that everything around it must languish when 
it languishes, that everything must sleep when it 
sleeps, that everything must perish if it dies.”6

Accordingly, the American capacity for voluntary 
association is essential to keeping the government 
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within reasonable limits that are compatible with 
the continued flourishing of individual liberty.

The rights doctrine on which America is founded 
might appear to be a doctrine of pure individualism 
and self-regard. On the contrary, the preservation of 
rights and freedom depends in the end on the ability 
of citizens to care about each other. As Tocqueville 
observed, there “is no vice of the human heart that 
agrees” with despotism “as much as selfishness: a 
despot readily pardons the governed for not loving 
him, provided they do not love each other.”7 In the 
absence of mutual concern, they will not be able to 
cooperate to protect the rights of all.

The mutual care of citizens for each other, how-
ever, is supported by religion, the family, and the 
spirit of voluntary service to the community. These 
things are essential to the preservation of the free-
doms that the Founders established, and that is 
why their flourishing is a proper concern of Ameri-
can conservatism.

—Carson Holloway is currently a Visiting Fellow in 
American Political Thought in the B. Kenneth Simon 
Center for Principles and Politics, of the Institute for 
Family, Community, and Opportunity, at The Heritage 
Foundation, and Associate Professor of Political 
Science at the University of Nebraska at Omaha.
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The Erosion of the Marriage Ecosystem
Mark Regnerus

A‌dvocates of same-sex marriage have often 
‌mocked those who assert that a legal alteration 

in the very structure of marriage will most certainly 
affect the institution itself. Now that the Supreme 
Court has imposed same-sex marriage on the entire 
nation, these competing hypotheses will play out for 
all to see.

Same-sex marriage does not merely add access 
for those couples that desire it. It also reflects a more 
significant and comprehensive, if subtle, shift in the 
wider relationship “ecosystem.” To borrow from the 
lexicon of environmental scholars, such a change 
will act back upon the entities from which it sprang. 
That is what happens when social structures shift.

Just as no-fault divorce altered the institution of 
marriage—enshrining the rights of parents to dis-
band their unions at will and to prevent the other 
parent from daily participation in the life of their 
own children—altering the very heart of the sexual 
structure of marriage is shaking the marriage eco-
system. These changes have led us to balk at sexu-
al difference and all that it entails, as Pope Francis 
explained in his recent encyclical on human ecology.

The costs to the ecosystem are not all immedi-
ate, of course, but to solidify in law the mentality 
that marriage is no longer rooted in the physical-
ity of biosexual difference and has nothing essen-
tial to do with the fruit of sexual unions is to set in 
motion a series of further shifts that are not easily 
halted. Just as environmental changes have ripple 
effects, the following alterations in marriage are to 
be expected.

First, children’s needs will become more easily 
set aside or redefined. It is already difficult to speak 
sensibly of the idea that a child might need a mother 
and a father. An altered institution will cater more 
carefully to its target consumers—adults—and what 
they wish for rather than what children need—com-
munities that encourage and safeguard their par-
ents’ unions rather than pay them no heed or play 
neutral in the name of “fairness.”

Following upon the first shift, it is also clear that 
interest in having children will likely recede further. 
This will not amount to a wholesale plunge in the 
birthrate, but the more we perceive marriage as hav-
ing nothing to do with children, the more a life with-
out them will appear compelling.

Finally, the law will take a more central place in 
family life. It is ironic, given the call for the state to 
get out of the bedroom and out of our marriages, but 
the increasing complexity of families must be arbi-
trated somehow in the wake of weakened norms 
and traditions.

This list could continue, but it is unfair and 
untrue to blame all of this on legal recognition of 
same-sex marriage. Marriage has been in the throes 
of deinstitutionalization for some time. Indeed, legal 
same-sex marriage has become possible because of 
the declining marriage rate. A weakened institution 
was easier to alter than a strong one was. Therein lay 
the seeds for further change.

Of course, same-sex marriage will change the 
institution: That’s how social change works. Univer-
sity of Virginia sociologist James Hunter asserts that 
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culture change such as we are witnessing is a work of 
legitimation and delegitimation, of naming one thing 
normal and right and its competition inferior, ridicu-
lous, or just plain wrong. Hunter calls this the power 
of “legitimate naming,” a move that, when success-
ful, penetrates the structure of our imagination, the 
frameworks for how people think and converse.

The reality of marriage, however, is robust. After 
the dust settles—and it may take decades—the 

longstanding meaning of marriage will reemerge, 
because it is not nearly so subject to social construc-
tion as many claim it is.

—Mark Regnerus is Associate Professor of Sociology 
at the University of Texas at Austin, Research 
Associate at its Population Research Center, and a 
Senior Fellow at the Austin Institute for the Study of 
Family and Culture.

CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 9.0      5–year  ▼ 4.6      1–year  ▼ 0.3

Sources: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, National Center for 
Health Statistics, and U.S. Census 
Bureau, Current Population Survey.

MARRIAGES PER 1,000 UNMARRIED FEMALES 
AGES 15 AND OLDER

Marriage Rate
From 2002 to 2012, the marriage 
rate dropped by 9.0 marriages per 
1,000 unmarried women ages 15 
and older. 
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 0.5      5–year  ▼ 0.2      1–year   ▼ 0.2

Note: Data in this chart are based on 
divorces per 1,000 total population, i.e., 
the crude divorce rate. In 1996, the 
National Center for Health Statistics 
began collecting only provisional 
divorce rate data, based on preliminary 
counts of divorce certificates from 
states. See Indicator Sources on p. 90 
for further detail. 
Source: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, National Center for 
Health Statistics.

NUMBER OF DIVORCES PER 1,000 TOTAL POPULATIONDivorce Rate
From 2002 to 2012, the divorce 
rate remained relatively stable, 
decreasing by 0.5 divorces per 
1,000 people.  
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With an Eye on the Children: The Effects of Divorce on Society
Patrick F. Fagan

When parents divorce, at least one of them pro-
foundly rejects the other. Though this rejection is 
normally aimed at the other spouse and not at the 
children, the whole family—including the children—
is seriously affected.

Among social scientific studies on the effects of 
non-intact family life on children, research on the 
effects of divorce is the widest and deepest.1 Because 
the children of the divorce revolution are now a sig-
nificant portion of the American population, a review 
of these effects tells much about the personal and 
social characteristics of a large fraction of today’s 
adult citizens of the United States. The effects of the 
divorce of their parents are experienced in all the 
basic aspects of life: family, faith, education, income, 
health, and citizenship expressed in taking care 
of the common good. Research shows that divorce 
is neither a positive cultural phenomenon nor a 
strengthening experience for adults or children. 
While the following findings do not describe every 
child’s experience and every relationship, they do 
hold in the aggregate at the national level.

Divorce weakens relationships: between moth-
er and child, father and child, and children and 
their grandparents.

Divorce affects children’s education. Compared 
to peers in intact families, younger children of 
divorced parents tend to perform more poorly in 
reading, spelling, and math, and they are more likely 
to repeat a grade and miss classes more frequently. 
They are also more likely to have lower expectations 
of going to or completing college; on average, they 
enjoy significantly lower odds of attending college 
and, if they do attend, of graduating.

Due to its intergenerationally weakening effect, 
one of the most debilitating effects of divorce 
appears in sexual relationships: Children of divorce 
are, on average, more approving of premarital sex, 
cohabitation, and divorce, and are more likely to say 
they would consider having a child outside of mar-
riage, while they are less positive towards marriage 
compared to their peers in intact families. These 
attitudes can translate to behavior, as individuals 
from divorced families are more likely to initiate 
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sexual intercourse earlier and to have a child out of 
wedlock. It is safe to say that the present-day phe-
nomenon of almost 50 percent of first births being 
outside marriage is related to the divorce revolution 
of more than a generation ago.

Children of divorce are more likely to face chal-
lenges in romantic relationships, in which they tend 
to have less trust and more ambivalence. They have, 
on average, less positive attitudes towards marriage 
and more positive attitudes towards divorce.

Children in divorced families, on average, receive 
less emotional support, financial assistance, and 
practical help from their parents. The support they 
receive tends to be much lower than that received 
by their peers from intact homes. These diminished 
supports become more pronounced as they advance 
into high school and college.

Children of divorce, on average, experience more 
physical and sexual abuse. They are also more likely 
to experience neglect.

Divorce may also lead to more conflict between 
children and their parents following the breakup, 
especially if the children live with their opposite-sex 
parent (boys with their mothers or girls with their 

fathers). Later, as adults, these children of divorce 
tend to show less capacity to handle conflict.

At the aggregate level, “externalizing” prob-
lem behaviors—stealing, skipping school, repeat-
ing a grade, weapons-carrying, fighting, substance 
abuse, and binge drinking—tend to be more frequent 
among children of divorce. Delinquency is also 
more common.

Even health may be affected. For instance, chil-
dren of divorce are more prone to asthma. As young 
adults they are more likely to be hospitalized, and 
their life expectancy is shorter by four to five years.

At the societal level, divorce and its analogues—
not marrying after conceiving a child and splitting 
up after cohabiting for some time—are now affecting 
more than half of the nation’s children.2 Rejection 
between parents is hollowing out the body politic. 
It is weakening America as a nation and as a people. 
The data speak loudly and profoundly of divorce’s 
effects on children and adults.

—Patrick F. Fagan is a Senior Fellow and Director of 
the Marriage and Religion Research Institute at the 
Family Research Council.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 0.19      5–year  ▼ 0.14      1–year  ▼ 0.02

Notes: The total fertility rate is the 
average expected number of children a 
woman would have during her 
childbearing years. 
Source: Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Health 
Statistics, National Vital Statistics 
Report.

BIRTHS PER WOMANTotal Fertility Rate
From 2003 to 2013, the total  
fertility rate declined by 0.19 
births per woman. 
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The Moynihan Report at 50: 
Why Single-Parent Households Matter Even More Today
Martin D. Brown

In 1910, just 45 years after the end of the Civil 
War, 73 percent of black children lived in two-parent 
households. In 1960, the share of black children liv-
ing in two-parent households was 67 percent. This 
was the norm. Despite systemic issues—institution-
alized racism that appeared in housing, education, 
employment, and insufferable levels of poverty—the 
divorce rate among black couples was very low, and 
the majority of black children were either born at 
home or came home from segregated hospitals to 
married mothers and fathers. Single-parent house-
holds were the exception; children born to married 
couples were the rule.

In 1965, Daniel Patrick Moynihan documented 
the increase in the number of single-parent house-
holds among blacks, and he appropriately sounded 
the alarm about the increasing breakdown of the 
black family.1

Today, this alarm should sound for the 
entire nation.

Half of all children in America will live or have 
lived in a single-parent household at some point dur-
ing their childhood. The overall rate of non-marital 
births is at an all-time high of 40.6 percent. The rate 
among whites is 29 percent, which is higher than the 
rate of 23 percent found among blacks in 1963.

Moynihan’s premise was spot-on, but the failed 
attempts at redress contributed to more suffering 
instead of healing. President Lyndon Johnson’s War 
on Poverty spent more money on government pro-
grams trying to fix the consequences of the broken 
family (poverty, crime, low educational achievement, 
employability), but it did not address the root prob-
lem of the breakdown of marriage and increased 
single-parent households among blacks.2 In fact, the 
War on Poverty programs penalized marriage.

Make no mistake. It will require greater cour-
age from all of us—policymakers, community lead-
ers, and citizens—to push against this tsunami of 
new cultural norms. After all, America is now living 
in the second and third generations of fragmented 

CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 0.5      5–year  ▲ 1.3      1–year  ▼ 0.3

Note: Prior to 2007, children living with 
unwed cohabiting parents were included 
with children living in single-parent 
households. Starting in 2007, the U.S. 
Census included them with children 
living in “two-parent” households. In 
2014, about 6.6 percent of children in 
“two-parent” households were in 
cohabiting households.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current 
Population Survey.

PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN LIVING 
IN SINGLE-PARENT HOUSEHOLDS

Single-Parent 
Households
From 2004 to 2014, the 
percentage of children living in 
single-parent households 
decreased by 0.5 percentage 
point.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 0.3      5–year  ▲ 0.4      1–year  ▼ 1.5

* Illicit drug use refers to the use of 
marijuana, LSD and other hallucinogens, 
cocaine and crack cocaine, heroin, or any 
use of narcotics without a doctor’s 
prescription, including amphetamines, 
sedatives (barbiturates), or tranquilizers.
Source: Monitoring the Future.

PERCENTAGE OF 12TH GRADERS WHO USED 
ILLICIT DRUGS* IN PAST MONTH

Teen Drug Use
From 2004 to 2014, the 
percentage of 12th graders 
reporting current drug use 
increased by 0.3 percentage 
point. 
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families. Policymakers will need a combination of 
tact and firm principle to address these issues with 
a larger percentage of people who grew up in single-
parent households.

At the policy level, state and federal policymak-
ers can do several things to promote marriage and 
reduce the number of fragmented families. Promot-
ing marriage should be a priority. Removing mar-
riage penalties from government welfare programs 
would be a good start.3

Looking back, the historical standard of mar-
riage before children provides a reason for hope. It 
was in those most difficult of circumstances that 
families remained strong and children were born 

to and raised by a mother and father who modeled 
fidelity, integrity, resilience, and self-sacrifice.

The implication for policymakers is clear. The 
Moynihan Report’s call to action is even more urgent 
today than it was 50 years ago. Moynihan also pro-
vided a key to the solution: “To advance opportuni-
ty for all in America, policymakers and other lead-
ers must work to reduce the number of single-parent 
households, and promote marriage and intact fami-
lies in policy and culture.”

—Martin D. Brown is currently a Visiting Fellow in 
the Institute for Family, Community, and Opportunity, 
at The Heritage Foundation.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 2.5      6–year  ▼ 0.5      2–year  ▲ 1.0

Source: Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey.

PERCENTAGE OF 9TH AND 12TH GRADE STUDENTS 
WHO EVER HAD SEX

Abstinence Among 
High Schoolers
From 2003 to 2013, the 
percentage of 12th grade students 
who had ever had sex increased 
by 2.5 percentage points.
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Empowering Young People’s Decisions, for Their Future—and Ours
Valerie Huber

Over the past decade, the sexualization of Amer-
ica’s culture has continued unabated. It is now diffi-
cult to listen to popular music or watch a movie that 
does not normalize casual sex in the most cavalier 
of ways. Cultural mores are often reflected in poli-
cy priorities, and thus the normalization of teen sex 
is dominant within federally funded sex-education 
programs throughout the nation. Since 2010, almost 
$5 billion in federal funding has been spent for the 
so-called “comprehensive” sexual risk-reduction 
approach.1 This approach assumes teens are—or 
soon will be—sexually active. Therefore, it places 
high priority on condom negotiation and contracep-
tive use, rather than on delaying sexual activity.

But the question of whether or not a teen has 
sex is about a lot more than ideology. It has a direct 
impact on the physical, mental, relational, econom-
ic, and cultural health of America’s future. Many of 
today’s societal concerns can be traced back to the 
content and context of sexual decision-making. A 
mounting body of research finds a high correlation 
between age of sexual initiation and a host of other 

life factors: academic achievement, relational and 
marital success, number of lifetime partners, preg-
nancy, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), emo-
tional health, state of future family formation, and 
the likelihood that an individual will live in pover-
ty. Of course, each of these potential consequences 
affects not only the individual but also the founda-
tional health of society in general.

The trends of teen sex and related risk behaviors, 
then, have a much broader implication than might 
seem apparent at first. It may come as a surprise that 
since the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion started tracking high school sexual risk behav-
iors in 1991, the percentage of students in grades 
nine to 12 choosing to wait to have sex increased 
by about 15 percent—an encouraging trend. Among 
ninth graders, initiation of sexual activity declined 
23 percent during that same time; among high 
school seniors, it declined a less impressive but sig-
nificant 4 percent. Over the past 10 years, this statis-
tic has remained relatively stable, with slight inflec-
tions from year to year.2 Among students usually 
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targeted for sex-education classes (15–17-year-olds), 
the most recent data report that 72 percent of boys 
and 73 percent of girls have never had sex,3 and the 
majority—58 percent of females and 53 percent of 
males—have had no sexual contact whatsoever.4

However, not all the recent trends have been as 
positive. Over the past 10 years, the increase in delay 
of sexual activity among high school freshmen was 
nearly identical to the increase in sexual initiation 
among seniors5—a troubling statistic that accentu-
ates the need for regular reinforcement of sexual 
risk-avoidance skills and messages throughout the 
high school years. In addition, STDs remain high-
est among young adults (15–24), who represent only 
27 percent of sexually active Americans but who 
carry 50 percent of all STDs.6 Earlier ages of sexual 
initiation and higher numbers of partners correlate 
directly with the risk of STD acquisition. Avoiding 
STDs is critical to the long-term health and fertility 
of individuals.

In addition, since 2010, some positive trends have 
stalled, and others have begun to move in a negative 
direction. The percentage of high schoolers who had 
sex with four or more partners decreased almost 
15 percent from 1999 to 2009, but has increased 
by almost 9 percent since then. Also, despite the 
fact that current policy places a high value on teen 

contraceptive access and condom negotiation, the 
percentage of high school students who used no con-
traception at all during their last sexual encounter 
increased slightly since 2009.7

Teen birth rates have decreased 57 percent 
nationwide since 1991 without an increase in teen 
abortion rates. However, 89 percent of all teen births 
are non-marital,and non-marital birth increases 
the likelihood that both mother and child will have 
added challenges in their lives.8

These indicators cannot be ignored because of 
their impact on youth and the health of families as 
they form. Census data confirm that one of the surest 
ways for youth to escape poverty is to graduate from 
high school, to learn skills to find employment, and 
to have children after marriage. Called the success 
sequence because of the imperative of implement-
ing each behavior in sequence, youth who follow this 
prescription experience only a 2 percent chance of 
living in poverty as adults.9 Persuading young peo-
ple to focus on their education, future goals, and 
opportunities—rather than on sexual activity—is 
vital to their successful transition from adolescence 
to adulthood.

—Valerie Huber is President of Ascend ( formerly the 
National Abstinence Education Association).
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 4.0      5–year  ▼ 3.0      1–year  ▼ 0.8

Source: Alan Guttmacher Institute.

TOTAL NUMBER OF ABORTIONS, IN MILLIONSTotal Abortions

ABORTIONS PER 1,000 WOMEN AGES 15–44Abortion Rate
From 2001 to 2011, the abortion 
rate declined by 4 abortions per 
1,000 women ages 15–44.
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How Science, State Laws, and Exposure 
Are Driving the Pro-Life Comeback
Charmaine Yoest

The data on the abortion rate in the United States 
for 2014 has not been updated since 2011. And that 
is just the beginning of the problems with American 
abortion data. The paucity and poor quality of data 
on abortion in our country is worthy of note in and 
of itself. While the better-known aphorism is “what 
you subsidize, you get more of,” there seems to be a 
lesser-known corollary guiding abortion politics: 

“What you don’t measure doesn’t matter.”
Abortion data is collected by the Centers for Dis-

ease Control on a purely voluntary reporting basis. 
And even that is done incompletely. For example, 
California, Maryland, and New Hampshire do not 
report their abortion statistics to the CDC. The Gutt-
macher Institute—the research arm of the abortion 
lobby—conducts an annual survey of abortion pro-
viders that provides an alternate, but still non-com-
prehensive, source of accounting.

With those caveats, the trend shows a dramatic, 
and consistent, downturn in the long-term abortion 
rate. Assuming the drop in the abortion rate holds 
once we finally get updated statistics, we now have 
fewer abortions than at any time since legalization 
in 1973.

This is a seismic shift. Despite all of the abortion 
lobby’s apparent surface success, its foundation is 
cracking. A survey of the landscape reveals three fac-
tors driving and sustaining this encouraging trend.

First, and perhaps most significant, is the two-
pronged advance of science related to the unborn 
child. Improvements in sonogram technology have 
made the life of the fetus difficult to deny. Coupled 
with the compelling images is the advancement of 
fetal surgery, driving the line of viability ever lower. 
Together these two elements are unassailably pow-
erful in shaping how Americans think about the 
lives of unborn babies.

Second, there has been a dramatic increase in 
state-based laws defending life and affecting the 
abortion industry. This too is a trend with a much 
longer runway than has been reported. Although 

significant attention has focused on the dramatic 
uptick in state-based legislation since the 2010 mid-
term elections, the increase in state regulation of 
abortion has earlier antecedents.

In the early 1980s, Americans United for Life 
hosted a summit from which emerged a new state-
level strategy of creating immediate real-world 
abortion limits, but also creating legal tests of the 
reach of Roe.

While news reports have highlighted the post-
2010 surge in pro-life laws—some 260 pro-life laws 
have been passed across the country since that elec-
tion—the previous decade, 2000 to 2010, had already 
seen a more gradual increase, totaling at least 175 
new pro-life laws.

A third factor in the decline of the abortion rate is 
a focus on the underpinnings of Big Abortion. Gov-
ernment supports Planned Parenthood, the larg-
est abortion provider in America, to the tune of 
hundreds of millions of taxpayer dollars each year. 
Government subsidies are propping up an industry 
increasingly exposed for its reprehensible practices. 
Legal abortion is the back alley of American medi-
cine, with which fewer and fewer doctors are willing 
to be associated. And as more states pass common-
sense regulations requiring abortionists to come 
under the same scrutiny as other businesses, fewer 
abortion clinics are willing to comply, revealing the 
substandard conditions to which women have been 
subjected over the past 40 years.

All of these factors contributing to the decline 
in the abortion rate continue to deepen and grow 
in strength. At the same time, government subsi-
dies to the abortion industry are increasing, provid-
ing a countervailing force. The next release of data, 
flawed though it is, will help to reveal how those fac-
tors interrelate—and ultimately affect the abortion 
rate moving forward.

—Charmaine Yoest is President and CEO of Americans 
United for Life.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 3.5      5–year  ▼ 1.5      1–year  ▼ 0.1

Note: Figures are based on an annual 
survey of volunteering conducted in the 
month of September.
Source: U.S. Department of Labor, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics.

PERCENTAGE OF ADULTS VOLUNTEERINGVolunteering
From 2004 to 2014, the 
percentage of adults who 
volunteered declined by 3.5 
percentage points.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 4.8      6–year  ▼ 1.4      2–year  ▼ 1.5

Source: General Social Survey.  

PERCENTAGE ATTENDING RELIGIOUS SERVICESReligious Attendance
From 2004 to 2014, the 
percentage of Americans 
attending religious services 
weekly declined by 4.8 
percentage points.
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Volunteering: A Fraying Bond in American Society
Marvin Olasky

The state of the union in regard to volunteering is 
not strong. In September 2004, nearly 29 percent of 
adults volunteered, according to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS). In September 2014, just over 25 per-
cent did so. Most of us chase our own bliss instead of 
volunteering to bless others.

The BLS began tracking volunteering only in 
2002, but historical research indicates that the 
decade-long decline is only a continuation of a cen-
tury-long trend. In September 1914, as great armies 
clashed in Europe, “little platoons” in the U.S. con-
tinued to persevere. They were continuing what 
Alexis de Tocqueville had called the biggest differ-
ence between the old world and the new: In Ameri-
ca, people formed religious and civic associations in 
order to work together for public benefit, instead of 
growing government to serve this purpose.

The decline culminating in our recent decade-long 
drop began 85 years ago as the Depression cut into 
the time and money available for associations, just as 
needs grew. Instead of bulwarking volunteer groups, 
government offered a new deal: Pay your taxes to hire 
professionals, then stay home. Americans, forced to 
pay others for social services, became less likely to 
volunteer themselves. Today, those who take a second 
job to pay taxes have little time for volunteering.

The 2014 BLS numbers show that women volun-
teer at a rate 29 percent higher than men, but when 
more mothers move from part-time to full-time 
employment, volunteering declines. Married per-
sons volunteer 49 percent more than the never-mar-
ried, so as the latter category grows, volunteering 
declines. Those with children under age 18 volunteer 
37 percent more than those without, so reduced vol-
unteering accompanies childlessness.

Furthermore, the employed are more likely to 
volunteer than those not looking for work, so recent 
increases in the number of non-workers would seem 
to correlate with non-volunteering. Religious orga-
nizations are usually the most frequent recipients 
of volunteer hours, but if religious participation is 
declining, it is no surprise that volunteering also 
declines.1

And yet, what goes down can go up. In 2002 and 
2003, as 9/11 made Americans look beyond them-
selves and as some leaders urged “compassionate 
conservatism,” the percentage of adults who volun-
teered jumped by 5 percent. That increase held for 
two years before the long decline began again. Fur-
thermore, while the one-fourth of Americans who 
volunteer do so on the average of one hour per week, 
extreme volunteers fill out some nooks and crannies.

For example, retired Christians known as SOW-
ERS (Servants on Wheels Ever Ready) drive their 
RVs around the country and volunteer for a month 
at a time at a variety of ministries, putting in 3 to 6 
hours per day as carpenters, plumbers, tutors, and 
painters. In the words of the organization’s website, 

“there are opportunities for anyone of reasonably 
good health to contribute.”

Such exceptional endeavors catch the attention of 
contemporary observers surveying America’s social 
landscape. But the distinctive character of Ameri-
ca’s volunteer effort that de Tocqueville witnessed 
almost two centuries ago is much more difficult to 
discern today.

—Marvin Olasky is the Editor in Chief of World and 
the author of The Tragedy of American Compassion.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 107.9      5–year  ▼ 90.7      1–year  ▼ 19.9

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation.

NUMBER OF VIOLENT CRIMES PER 100,000 PEOPLEViolent Crime Rate
From 2003 to 2013, the violent 
crime rate declined by 107.9 
violent crimes per 100,000 
people.
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Additional Resources

Marriage Rate
FamilyFacts.org: Marriage & Family 

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/marriage-and-family

Divorce Rate
A Marshall Plan for Marriage 

http://www.heritage.org/research/commentary/2011/06/a-marshall-plan-for-marriage-rebuilding-our-shattered-homes?ac=1

Total Fertility Rate
FamilyFacts.org: Sex & Childbearing 

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/sex-and-childbearing

Single-Parent Households
Marriage: America’s Greatest Weapon Against Child Poverty 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/09/marriage-americas-greatest-weapon-against-child-poverty

The Moynihan Report 50 Years Later: Why Marriage More Than Ever Promotes Opportunity for All 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/03/the-moynihan-report-50-years-later-why-marriage-more-than-ever-promotes-
opportunity-for-all

Teen Drug Use
FamilyFacts.org: Health 

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/health

Abstinence Among High Schoolers
FamilyFacts.org: Sex & Childbearing 

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/sex-and-childbearing

The Relationship Between Family Structure and Sexual Activity 
http://www.familyfacts.org/reports/1/the-relationship-between-family-structure-and-sexual-activity

Abortion Rate
How to Speak Up for Life 

http://shop.heritage.org/how-to-speak-up-for-life9817.html

Religious Attendance
FamilyFacts.org: Religious Practice 

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/religious-practice

Religious Practice and Family Stability 
http://www.familyfacts.org/briefs/33/religious-practice-and-family-stability

Volunteering
FamilyFacts.org Brief: Religiosity and Charity/Volunteering 

http://www.familyfacts.org/briefs/41/religiosity-and-charity-volunteering

Violent Crime Rate
FamilyFacts.org: Crime and Violence 

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/crime-and-violence

http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/marriage-and-family
http://www.heritage.org/research/commentary/2011/06/a-marshall-plan-for-marriage-rebuilding-our-shattered-homes?ac=1
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/sex-and-childbearing
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/09/marriage-americas-greatest-weapon-against-child-poverty
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/health
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/sex-and-childbearing
http://www.familyfacts.org/reports/1/the-relationship-between-family-structure-and-sexual-activity
http://shop.heritage.org/how-to-speak-up-for-life9817.html
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/religious-practice
http://www.familyfacts.org/briefs/33/religious-practice-and-family-stability
http://www.familyfacts.org/briefs/41/religiosity-and-charity-volunteering
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/crime-and-violence
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nn In 2013, 40.6 percent of children were born to 
unwed mothers, an increase of 6 percentage 
points since 2003; however, for the past five years, 
the percentage of unwed births has remained rel-
atively stable. “[S]ocial scientists began to reach 
a consensus in the late 1990s that the children of 
single mothers were doing worse than the chil-
dren of married mothers on just about every mea-
sure they studied,” writes Kay Hymowitz (p. 46).

nn From 2004 to 2014, total federal and state 
government spending on welfare programs 
increased by $250 billion (in constant 2014 dol-
lars). “Far from being a compassionate series of 
programs worthy of defense against reform, the 
current welfare architecture has been a disas-
ter for struggling communities and has done 
its gravest disservice to recipients themselves,” 
explains Paul Winfree (p. 50).

nn From 2004 to 2014, the number of Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, also 
known as food stamps) participants nearly dou-
bled to 46.5 million individuals even as the unem-
ployment rate dropped. “One out of seven Amer-
icans received SNAP benefits in 2014,” notes 
Maura Corrigan, “and the program cost $74.1 bil-
lion—the second largest means-tested welfare 
program” (p. 53). The number of subsidized hous-
ing recipients increased as well, rising by about 
1.3 million between 2004 and 2013.

Poverty & Dependence Summary

Poverty & Dependence 
Indicators

RIGHT
DIRECTION

WRONG
DIRECTION

Labor Force Participation Rate (p. 45)

Unwed Birth Rate (p. 46)

Self-Suffi  ciency (p. 48)

Total Welfare Spending (p. 50)

Subsidized Housing 
Participation (p. 52)

Food Stamp Participation (p. 52)

TANF Participation (p. 54) 

TANF Work Participation Rate (p. 54)
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Declining Labor Force Participation 
and the Expanding Social Safety Net
Douglas J. Besharov and Douglas M. Call

The financial crisis and subsequent recession 
of 2007–2009 have left many economic prob-

lems in their wake. One of the most worrisome has 
been the decline in labor force participation among 
Americans of working age. Many believe that an out-
of-date but expanding social safety net is at least 
partially responsible.

Declining Labor Force Participation
In 2014, the overall labor force participation rate 

for “prime-age” working Americans—that is 25- to 
54-year-olds—was about 80.9 percent, compared 
to a high of 84.1 percent in the late 1990s. Of those 
not in the labor force, 2.7 million prime-age Ameri-
cans did not have jobs and were not looking for one 
(even as they said they wanted one). That took them 
out of the “labor force,” and they therefore were not 
officially “unemployed.”1 Federal Reserve Chairman 
Janet Yellen calls this “shadow unemployment.”2

Some blame the low level of labor force participa-
tion on the economic shocks surrounding the recent 
financial crisis and subsequent recession. The reces-
sion clearly reduced labor force participation. Many 
experts, however, think that the current significant 
part of the drop in labor force participation has 
much deeper roots, reflecting trends that are long-
term if less noticed.

Work Disincentives
Impact of Safety-Net Benefits on Low-Income 

Americans. At least since the income mainte-
nance experiments of the 1960s and 1970s, when 

a guaranteed income appeared to decrease work 
and increase divorce (at least among some groups), 
researchers have heavily investigated the role of 
safety-net benefits as work disincentives. Almost all 
serious scholars have concluded that such benefits 
can reduce labor force participation, but they dis-
agree sharply as to how much they do so. Research-
ers have attributed at least part of the falling labor 
force participation rate for all men, and especially 
those with less education, to declining employment 
prospects combined with the relative availability of 
disability benefits.3

Safety-net programs are supposed to soften the 
extreme financial hardships of unemployment, thus 
giving the unemployed time to find employment 
leading to self-sufficiency. At some point, howev-
er, safety-net benefits can become large enough to 
make working seem not worthwhile to large num-
bers of people, at least not right away. The question 
is usually not whether the unemployed will earn as 
much as their benefits, but rather whether they will 
earn enough more than their benefits to justify work-
ing—taking into account the possibility, on the one 
hand, of advancement and, on the other, of working 
off the books.

The Expanding Safety Net. Historically, eligi-
bility for safety-net programs was narrowly set so 
that their work-discouraging effects were limited. 
Cash welfare, SNAP/food stamps, housing assis-
tance, and Medicaid benefits, for example, were 
available only to very low-income families, usu-
ally only female-headed. Thus, until their recent 
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expansions, most safety-net programs did not cre-
ate a significant work disincentive for the vast bulk 
of middle-income Americans, because the benefits 
did not outweigh the palpable benefits of working in 
available jobs. Since the Great Recession, however, a 
much larger swath of Americans have become vul-
nerable to the work disincentives embedded in safe-
ty-net programs, at least for periods of time.4

The most dramatic example is the Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly 
known as food stamps.

nn Between 2000 and 2013, the peak year, SNAP 
spending grew from about $22.6 billion to about 
$81.1 billion (in 2014 dollars), and the SNAP case-
load increased from 17.2 million individuals to 
about 47.6 million individuals.

nn During this same period, the number of individ-
uals in poverty increased from 31.6 million to 
45.3 million.

nn Since the start of the Great Recession in 2008, 
the number of SNAP recipients has increased by 
68.7 percent (between 2008 and 2013) even as the 
number of individuals in poverty has increased 
by only 13.8 percent.

nn In 2014, as the economy improved somewhat, 
food stamp spending and participation dropped 
to $74.1 billion and 46.5 million individuals, 
respectively.

Why have SNAP caseloads and expenditures 
increased so much? Although a struggling economy 
and an increase in poverty certainly have contribut-
ed to the increase in SNAP enrollment, other factors 
include statutory changes and local discretion that 
result in expanded eligibility and loosened criteria 
for determining eligibility. Some of the key chang-
es include an increase in maximum monthly ben-
efits; nullified assets tests; categorical eligibility to 
incomes of 200 percent of poverty; verifying income 
eligibility only once a year; eligibility for noncitizens; 
counting less income and allowing more deductions 
in calculating net income; increasing the amount of 
benefits; waived work requirements for able-bodied 
adults without dependents (ABAWDs); five months 

of transitional benefits regardless of income; and 
ignoring the income of others in the household.5

Passage of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) in 2010 
added other benefits not tied to work status, and 
this resulted in still more work disincentives. For 
example, the ACA expanded Medicaid eligibility to 
include adult men and women without children who 
have household incomes under 138 percent of pov-
erty (previously not covered) and provided health 
insurance premium tax credits that limit the cost of 
insurance premiums to 2 percent of annual income 
to households with incomes between 100 percent 
and 133 percent of poverty.

Whatever urgent needs they may have filled, 
these expansions also multiplied the number of 
Americans vulnerable to the work disincentives 
embedded in safety-net programs. Economist Casey 
Mulligan, for example, explains that expanded ben-
efits contribute to the declining rates of labor force 
participation and employment-to-population ratios 
by keeping many of those who are only marginally 
attached to the labor force from looking harder for 
a job.6

A Safety Net that Does Not Ensnare
At least since the welfare reforms of the 1990s, 

when a work requirement was added to the largest 
cash assistance program, most experts have agreed 
that the right balance of work-related requirements 
embedded in safety-net programs can encourage 
labor force participation and employment. This is a 
key point. In fact, welfare reform is generally given 
credit for a significant portion of the increased labor 
force participation of low-skilled single mothers 
that occurred in the 1990s.

The challenge will be to reform the welfare sys-
tem further to get work incentives right. Welfare 
reform touched just a few of the dozens of means-
tested social welfare programs operated by the fed-
eral government. Welfare reform will require recog-
nizing the economic realities faced by those who are 
in need and reforming welfare to ensure that it pro-
motes self-sufficiency rather than undermining it by 
discouraging work.

—Douglas J. Besharov is the Norman and Florence 
Brody Professor and Douglas M. Call is a Senior 
Research Analyst at the University of Maryland School 
of Public Policy.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 1.9      5–year  ▼ 1.7      1–year  ▼ 0.1

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Current 
Population Survey, and U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

PERCENTAGE OF ADULTS AGES 25–54 WORKING 
OR SEARCHING FOR WORK

Labor Force 
Participation Rate
From 2004 to 2014, the labor 
force participation rate for adults 
ages 25 to 54 fell by 1.9 
percentage points.
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The Legacy of the Marriage Class Divide
Kay S. Hymowitz

In 2014, 40.6 percent of all children in the Unit-
ed States were born to unmarried mothers. That 
includes close to 72 percent of black children, 53 per-
cent of Hispanic children, and 29 percent of white 
children. If we can find any sliver of good news in 
those dispiriting numbers, it is that black non-mari-
tal births plateaued about 1994 and moved up “only” 
2 percentage points since that time. Optimists might 
also be able to spy a microscopic decline in the rate 
for all groups since 2009.

There is one other small piece of good news: the 
full impact of unwed birth is finally being widely 
recognized. After a long period of denial, social sci-
entists began to reach a consensus in the late 1990s 
that the children of single mothers were doing worse 
than the children of married mothers on just about 
every measure they studied: school achievement, 
poverty, emotional well-being, drug use, delinquen-
cy, and graduation rates. Not everyone has been con-
vinced, but the disadvantage that attends growing 
up with a single mother is no longer controversial 
or hidden.

Experts have also begun to understand that 
unwed childbearing is deeply entwined with pov-
erty. Even as the government poured money and 
effort into the War on Poverty, families were col-
lapsing among black and Hispanic Americans. 
Family decline among whites, while later in arriv-
ing and not as dramatic, is also bringing more fami-
lies near poverty. Single-parent families are about 
five times more likely to be poor as married-couple 
families. Worse, their children are more likely to 
remain poor. Not coincidentally, by some measures, 
the United States—the proud land of opportunity—
is now actually less economically mobile than once 
hide-bound Europe.

Still, today, non-marital births are even more 
closely associated with class and education than 
race. College-educated women rarely give birth 
without a husband in tow. The newborn babies of 
lower-income and less-educated women, however, 
commonly have either no father to greet them or 
one who is only temporarily living with their mother. 
The class divide in marriage has led to separate and 

CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 6.0      5–year  No change      1–year  ▼ 0.1

Sources: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, National Center for 
Health Statistics, and Child Trends.

PERCENTAGE OF BIRTHS TO UNMARRIED WOMEN 
AGES 15 AND OLDER, BY RACE

Unwed Birth Rate
From 2003 to 2013, the 
percentage of children born 
outside of marriage has grown by 
6 percentage points. 
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unequal families, which translate to separate and 
unequal futures for children.

Even as public awareness grows about the dimin-
ished prospects of the children of single parents as 
well as about the relationships among unwed child-
bearing, poverty, and inequality, what society will 
do with this new information is by no means clear. 
The conversation about family breakdown remains 
deeply uncomfortable and even off-limits for many. 
As unmarried childbearing becomes more com-
mon all over the Western world, the younger gen-
eration will find it difficult to speak truthfully about 
its effects.

Even as they admit the serious disadvantages 
of family decline for children, the academic and 
policy communities offer the ambivalent public an 
easy, and ultimately counterproductive, way out of 
their dilemma. They propose enlarging the already 
considerable infrastructure of government sup-
port for single mothers. As a political matter, this 
means labeling those who warn about unintended 
consequences of this approach as greedy and lack-
ing in compassion. The pressure to accept and adapt 

to widespread single motherhood by increasing the 
size and cost of government is bound to grow.

Those committed to the two-parent family as a 
vital individual and social good must come up with 
alternative approaches for its support. One com-
ponent of the problem is the welfare state. The fed-
eral government operates dozens of means-tested 
aid programs for poor and low-income individuals; 
nearly all of these programs impose financial penal-
ties on lower-income parents who choose to marry. 
Alleviating these welfare marriage penalties may, 
over time, give many more children the benefit of 
stable married parents.

Conservatives point to destructive cultural 
norms as the reason four in 10 children are now 
born to single mothers. They are right to do so. The 
question is whether they can help breathe life into a 
weakened civil society that must help revive the bat-
tered institution of marriage.

—Kay S. Hymowitz is the William E. Simon Fellow at 
the Manhattan Institute and a contributing editor of 
City Journal.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 2.0      5–year  ▲ 1.3      1–year  ▼ 0.5

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Current 
Population Survey, and U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services.

PERCENTAGE OF INDIVIDUALS WHO LIVE IN POVERTY 
(EXCLUDING WELFARE BENEFITS)

Self-Su�ciency
From 2003 to 2013, the 
percentage of individuals living in 
poverty (excluding welfare 
benefits) increased by 2 
percentage points. 
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A New Paradigm to Promote Self-Sufficiency
Robert L. Woodson, Sr.

Throughout the past 10 years, in spite of massive 
and growing funding invested in America’s antipov-
erty agenda, the percentage of individuals able to 
support themselves free of government welfare has 
declined. The fundamental reason for the failure to 
effectively reduce dependency and promote self-suf-
ficiency is a misdiagnosis of poverty in America.

People experience poverty for varied reasons. 
Remedies for poverty should take these diverse 
cohorts into account. Through my experience with 
the Center for Neighborhood Enterprise and the 
nearly 3,000 community groups working in low-
income neighborhoods it has served, I have come to 
understand that there are typically four basic cate-
gories of the poor.

There is one cohort whose poverty is the result of 
an unexpected setback, such as the death of a bread-
winner or a job loss. For these people, the welfare 
system can function as originally intended—provid-
ing temporary support until recipients can find their 
footing again. A second cohort comprises those who 
have remained dependent on the system because the 

disincentives to marriage and work that are embed-
ded in its regulations make it a rational choice to avoid 
those steppingstones to self-sufficiency. They have 

“done the math” and calculated that it is not worth 
the loss of benefits to take first steps toward upward 
mobility. The third group is made up of the disabled, 
many of whom will always be in need of some support. 
The fourth cohort consists of those who are in pover-
ty because of the choices they make and the chances 
they take—for example, those suffering from alcohol-
ism and other addictions who choose to live with the 
consequences rather than pursue recovery.

It is that fourth category of the poor whose choices 
impose avoidable costs on the larger society. Those 
who engage in self-destructive and predatory behav-
ior make poor decisions that often lead to emergency 
room treatment, police dispatches, and incarcera-
tion. No amount of income distribution, safety nets, 
or programs will make a substantial or sustainable 
difference in their status.

Among this cohort, a fundamental revitalization 
in vision, character, and values is a prerequisite for 
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them to reclaim their lives and escape from depen-
dence on government aid. This internal transforma-
tion can be—and has been—uniquely engendered by 
community-based (often faith-inspired) outreach 
by neighborhood leaders throughout the country. 
These “healing agents” exhibit common character-
istics. They share the same geographic and cultur-
al zip codes with the people they serve; they have a 
firsthand understanding of the challenges faced by 
those they serve; and they are available on a 24/7 
basis for the long haul. It is not uncommon for these 
grassroots leaders to be involved in a person’s life 
from childhood to adulthood.

I have witnessed the dramatic transformations 
that have resulted from the work of these selfless 
grassroots leaders. Once an internal transformation 
has been accomplished, these men and women, who 
had virtually lost their lives to drugs and alcohol, 
emerge as responsible employees, spouses, and par-
ents. I have seen fatherless youths who were raised 
on the streets and were drawn to the lures of gang 
violence and drug trafficking—exactly those youths 
whom data predicts will give rise to a second genera-
tion with the same dismal futures—instead become 
agents of peace and renewal in their communities 
and loving fathers to their children, because of a sur-
rogate father figure’s mentorship. I have known men 

released from prison—with the mark of a felon and 
no job prospects—become successful businessmen 
and entrepreneurs who provide employment to oth-
ers in the community. Stories of this remarkable rec-
lamation of lives are documented in the Comeback 
video series.1

To harness fully the power of America’s transfor-
mative neighborhood healers requires a new para-
digm for identifying the “experts” who deserve rec-
ognition, trust, and support. Their authority comes 
not from diplomas and certificates on their walls 
but instead from the testimonies of the men, women, 
and youths whose lives they have touched.

Policymakers should cease relying on sociologists’ 
“failure studies” that document neighborhoods’ defi-
cits as the primary way to describe the conditions of 
the poor. Those living in poverty should not be iden-
tified in terms of their liabilities and disabilities but 
rather by their strengths and latent abilities. Such 

“capacity studies” can identify the coping strate-
gies of those who have achieved against great odds. 
The right diagnosis would give Americans greater 
insight on how to bend the self-sufficiency curve in 
the right direction.

—Robert L. Woodson, Sr., is the Founder and President 
of the Center for Neighborhood Enterprise.
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The Unintended Consequences of Welfare Spending
Paul L. Winfree

Federal and state governments spent $1.02 tril-
lion on welfare in 2014—an increase of $274 billion, 
or 36 percent, since 2003 after adjusting for infla-
tion. At the federal level, the welfare bureaucracy 
spans numerous agencies and includes more than 80 
different means-tested aid programs that provide 
cash, food, housing, medical care, and social ser-
vices to poor and low-income Americans. These pro-
grams range from public housing and food stamps to 
direct cash benefits through the earned income tax 
credit (EITC) and Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF).

The rapid growth in welfare spending has been 
driven by two interrelated factors. First, over time, 
more people above the poverty level have been made 
eligible for higher benefits. For instance, a forthcom-
ing paper in the journal Demography finds that wel-
fare benefits going to single parents with incomes 
less than half of the poverty level have decreased by 
35 percent over the 1983 to 2004 period, whereas 
benefits to single parents making almost twice the 
poverty level have increased by 80 percent.1

A second factor driving the growth of welfare 
spending is the lack of incentives built into the sys-
tem for states to be good stewards of the federal 
programs that they administer. About 75 percent of 
welfare spending is federal, with the remainder con-
tributed by states; however, states administer the 
programs and therefore have—but do not exercise—
the capacity to constrain welfare growth. Instead, 
states use their discretionary authority to expand 
welfare while at the same time underinvesting in 
anti-fraud activities. For instance, a recent report 
by the U.S. Government Accountability Office found 
that Massachusetts had just 37 fraud investigators 
responsible for guaranteeing that no one among the 
888,000 people with SNAP benefits, the 1,273,000 
receiving Medicaid, and the 92,000 with TANF cash 
assistance was abusing the program.2

Far from being a compassionate series of programs 
worthy of defense against reform, the current wel-
fare architecture has been a disaster for struggling 
communities and has done its gravest disservice to 
recipients themselves. The damage has been twofold.

CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 250      5–year  ▲ 125      1–year  ▲ 46

Note: Total means-tested welfare 
spending includes over 80 government 
programs providing cash, food, housing, 
medical care, and targeted social 
services for poor and low-income 
Americans. Social Security, Medicare, 
unemployment insurance, and veterans’ 
benefits are not included in the total.
Sources: Heritage Foundation research 
and data from the O�ce of 
Management and Budget.

FEDERAL AND STATE WELFARE SPENDING 
IN BILLIONS OF 2014 DOLLARS

Total Welfare 
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From 2004 to 2014, the 
combined cost of federal and 
state welfare spending increased 
by $250 billion, in 2014 dollars.
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First, the existing welfare system undermines 
work. By offering a generous system of entitlements 
to able-bodied adults without any obligation to work 
or prepare for work, welfare undermines the need 
and motivation for self-support. Welfare is primarily 
a system of one-way handouts: Only two out of more 
than 80 means-tested welfare programs include 
even modest work or training requirements.

Second, nearly all of these means-tested welfare 
programs impose significant penalties against mar-
riage. For 50 years, welfare has driven fathers from 
the home. As a consequence, single mothers have 
become increasingly dependent on government aid. 
Meanwhile, low-income fathers, deprived of mean-
ingful roles as husbands and breadwinners, have 
drifted into the margins of society. Their attach-
ment to the labor force has deteriorated, and the 
tendency toward self-destructive and anti-social 
behavior has increased.

But the greatest victims of the anti-marriage 
incentives embedded in the welfare system have 
been children. Children raised without fathers in 
the home are substantially more likely to experience 
emotional and behavioral problems, to be expelled 
from or drop out of school, and to engage in juvenile 
and adult crime.

Nicholas Kristof in The New York Times has reflect-
ed on the unintended negative side effects of welfare. 
Analyzing the Supplemental Security Income pro-
gram for children, he recently wrote that “America’s 
safety net can sometimes entangle people in soul-
crushing dependency. Our poverty programs do res-
cue many people, but other times they backfire.”3

Costing over $1 trillion per year, the current wel-
fare system is enormous, but much of this spend-
ing is counterproductive. Today’s welfare programs 
undermine work and marriage, leading  to a broad-
ening pattern of intergenerational dependence and 
self-defeating behaviors.

Furthermore, if work provides benefits besides 
monetary compensation (such as a greater connec-
tion to society), the fact that welfare discourages 
work may have severe and immense long-term con-
sequences. This shift in cultural standards is already 
having deep effects in other areas, such as the ability 
to build lasting relationships that increase opportu-
nity and general fulfillment.

Welfare should provide aid to those who genu-
inely need it, but it should also strive to mobilize the 
best efforts of the poor to help themselves. The foun-
dations of the welfare state must be revamped to 
promote rather than discourage work and marriage.

To accomplish this, all able-bodied, non-elderly 
adult recipients of means-tested welfare benefits 
should be required to work, or at least prepare for 
work, as a condition of receiving aid. In addition, 
welfare’s current financial penalties against mar-
riage must be reduced. Reforming the welfare sys-
tem in this manner would best serve the interests of 
the poor, the taxpayers, and society at large.

—Paul L. Winfree is Director of the Thomas A. Roe 
Institute for Economic Policy Studies, of the Institute 
for Economic Freedom and Opportunity, at The 
Heritage Foundation.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 22.73      5–year  ▲ 13.05      1–year  ▼ 1.10

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
Food and Nutrition Service.

NUMBER OF INDIVIDUALS RECEIVING FOOD STAMPS, 
IN MILLIONS

Food Stamp 
Participation
From 2004 to 2014, food stamp 
participation grew by about 22.73 
million people.
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Source: U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development.

NUMBER OF INDIVIDUALS LIVING IN 
SUBSIDIZED HOUSING, IN MILLIONS

Subsidized Housing 
Participation
From 2004 to 2013, the number 
of people living in 
government-subsidized housing 
increased by about 1.27 million.
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Back to Work on Food Stamps
Maura Corrigan

The nation’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP, formerly food stamps) experienced 
mixed results in 2014. Participation and average 
benefit amounts fell slightly from the previous year, 
but the program remains much larger than it was a 
decade ago, despite an improving economy. And far 
too few working-age adults receiving SNAP are in 
fact working, even years into the recovery. The pro-
gram may appear to be on the right track—but it is 
far from perfect and travelling much too slowly.

First, some background: SNAP provides food 
assistance to low-income individuals and house-
holds, with the goal of preventing hunger and mal-
nutrition. These benefits are transferred to a recipi-
ent’s Electronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) card once 
per month and can be used in most grocery stores 
and establishments that sell unprepared food. With 
some exceptions, only households making 130 per-
cent of the federal poverty level or less are eligible.

In 2014, participation fell to 46.5 million from 
47.6 million people the year before. The average 
monthly payment for all SNAP households fell to 
$257 in FY 2014, from $275 in FY 2013.1 Households 
with children typically receive more (around $400 
per month), while elderly recipients receive less (just 
over $100).2 These numbers are moving in the right 
direction, but not fast enough.

One out of seven Americans received SNAP ben-
efits in 2014, and the program cost $74.1 billion —the 
second largest means-tested welfare program. Par-
ticipation remains twice as high as it was a decade 
ago (24 million in 2004), even as the unemployment 
rate has dropped in recent years.

Participation demographics have also changed 
substantially. A slight majority of recipients are now 
non-elderly adults; before the 2008 recession, 55 
percent of SNAP households consisted of children 
and the elderly.3 Additionally, the number of non-
working, nondisabled, working-age recipients has 
risen rapidly. Some of this change is due to the waiv-
ing of work requirements for able-bodied working-
age adults without dependents during the recession.

As a former state human services director who 
administered more than 70 federal means-tested 
welfare programs, I believe that one track is espe-
cially important for reforming welfare programs. 
Our nation’s simple three-word mantra should be: 

“Better Off Working.” Social safety-net programs, 
including SNAP, should expect and encourage work–
and the dignity and responsibility that accompany 
it—from those who are able to do so.

The Agricultural Act of 2014 (the “farm bill”) pro-
vided for a 10-state pilot that allows states to experi-
ment with work requirements. This is a promising 
development, but more needs to be done.

Rather than promoting self-sufficiency, SNAP’s 
predominant track record over the past decade has 
been to add participants to its rolls. Also, its eligi-
bility definitions are in many cases vague, allowing 
it to deny fraud, waste, and abuse in the program, 
despite the reports of such behavior from citizens 
and caseworkers. Also, SNAP is administered by the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, but it is not an agri-
culture program and is too often divorced from anti-
poverty programs run by the Department of Health 
and Human Services. Moving forward, these issues 
need to be addressed more directly.

Many of the benefit increases and eligibility 
expansions in SNAP associated with the recession 
seem to have peaked and are on their way down. 
Participation in SNAP is falling as the economic 
prospects of Americans improve, yet participation 
rates and program spending are projected to remain 
near historically high levels into the foreseeable 
future (and labor force participation remains wor-
risomely low). The question now is whether SNAP 
will be effectively reformed to promote work: the 
most effective anti-hunger and anti-poverty solu-
tion available.

—Maura Corrigan is a visiting fellow at the American 
Enterprise Institute and the former director of 
Michigan’s Department of Human Services.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 4.9      5–year  ▼ 3.0      1–year  ▲ 0.5

Note: Figures for 2008–2011 include 
TANF and Separate State Program- 
Maintenance of E�ort (SSP-MOE) work 
participation.
Source: U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Administration for 
Children and Families.

PERCENTAGE OF WORK-ELIGIBLE TANF HOUSEHOLDS 
ENGAGING IN WORK ACTIVITY

TANF Work 
Participation Rate
From 2001 to 2011, the work 
participation rate for work-eligible 
households receiving aid from the 
Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) program 
declined by 4.9 percentage points. 
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 1.45      5–year  ▲ 0.04      1–year  ▼ 0.36

Note: Prior to 1996, TANF was known 
as the Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children program (AFDC).
Source: U.S. House Committee on 
Ways and Means, Green Book.

NUMBER OF INDIVIDUALS RECEIVING CASH ASSISTANCE 
FROM TANF/AFDC, IN MILLIONS

TANF Participation
From 2003 to 2013, the number 
of individuals receiving aid from 
the Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) program 
decreased by about 1.45 million.
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Additional Resources

Labor Force Participation Rate
Not Looking for Work: Why Labor Force Participation Has Fallen During the Recession 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/09/not-looking-for-work-why-labor-force-participation-has-fallen-during-the-
recession

Unwed Birth Rate
Marriage: America’s Greatest Weapon Against Child Poverty 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/09/marriage-americas-greatest-weapon-against-child-poverty

FamilyFacts.org: Marriage & Family 
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/marriage-and-family

Self-Sufficiency
Understanding Poverty in the United States: Surprising Facts about America’s Poor 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/09/understanding-poverty-in-the-united-states-surprising-facts-about-americas-poor

Total Welfare Spending
The War on Poverty After 50 Years 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/09/the-war-on-poverty-after-50-years

Examining the Means-Tested Welfare State 
http://www.heritage.org/research/testimony/2012/05/examining-the-means-tested-welfare-state

Subsidized Housing Participation
Examining the Means-Tested Welfare State 

http://www.heritage.org/research/testimony/2012/05/examining-the-means-tested-welfare-state

Food Stamp Participation
Reforming the Food Stamp Program 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/07/reforming-the-food-stamp-program

TANF Participation
The Unfinished Work of Welfare Reform 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/01/the-unfinished-work-of-welfare-reform

TANF Work Participation Rate
FamilyFacts.org Brief: Breaking the Cycle of Welfare Dependency 

http://www.familyfacts.org/briefs/46/breaking-the-cycle-of-welfare-dependence

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/09/not-looking-for-work-why-labor-force-participation-has-fallen-during-the-recession
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/09/not-looking-for-work-why-labor-force-participation-has-fallen-during-the-recession
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/09/marriage-americas-greatest-weapon-against-child-poverty
http://www.familyfacts.org/charts/marriage-and-family
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/09/understanding-poverty-in-the-united-states-surprising-facts-about-americas-poor
http://www.heritage.org/research/testimony/2012/05/examining-the-means-tested-welfare-state
http://www.heritage.org/research/testimony/2012/05/examining-the-means-tested-welfare-state
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/07/reforming-the-food-stamp-program
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/01/the-unfinished-work-of-welfare-reform
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nn From 2004 to 2014, the number of students partic-
ipating in school choice programs more than tri-
pled to nearly 354,000. As Juan Williams argues, 
school choice “treats children not as mere data 
points but as thinking, feeling, and multifaceted 
people—each with a unique, God-given potential 
that deserves the chance to flourish” (p. 68).

nn In 2014, there were 126 pending major federal 
regulations that are expected to cost $100 million 
or more each year, an increase of 46 compared to 
2004. “[S]ince 2012,” writes Karen Harned, “at 
least one in five small-business owners identify 
government regulations as their most important 
problem” (p. 76). She continues: “For the Ameri-
can small-business owner, the opportunity costs 
of federal regulation are all too often crowding 
out investment and hiring” (p. 77).

nn From 2002 to 2012, the percentage of high school 
students who graduated on time increased by 8 
percentage points. “America badly needed the 
recent small improvement in graduation rates. 
She needs much more still,” concludes Matthew 
Ladner (p. 70).

nn Since 2005, U.S. economic freedom has declined by 
3.7 points, according to The Heritage Foundation’s 
Index of Economic Freedom. As Anthony Kim notes, 

“Increased tax and regulatory burdens, aggravated 

by favoritism toward entrenched interests, have 
undercut America’s historically dynamic entre-
preneurial growth and confined the U.S. economy 
to the rank of only ‘mostly free’” (p. 78).

General Opportunity Summary

General Opportunity 
Indicators

RIGHT
DIRECTION

WRONG
DIRECTION

Reading Profi ciency (p. 66)

Charter School Enrollment (p. 66) 
Private School Choice 
Participation (p. 67) 
High School 
Graduation Rate (p. 69) 

Student Loan Debt (p. 71)

Employment-Population Ratio (p. 73)

Unemployment Rate (p. 73)

Job Openings Rate (p. 74) 

Job Hires Rate (p. 74)

Money Taxed Away by 
Federal Government (p. 75)

Start-Up Job Share (p. 75)

Major Federal Regulations (p. 76)

Economic Freedom (p. 78)
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Achieving Economic Mobility 
Through School Choice
Anna J. Egalite and Patrick J. Wolf

School choice can play an important role in help-
ing families achieve economic mobility. Whether 

through vouchers, tuition tax credits, education sav-
ings accounts, charters, homeschooling, magnets, 
online options, or interdistrict or intradistrict open-
enrollment programs, choice-based reforms reposi-
tion parents at the heart of their children’s educa-
tion and opportunity.

Targeted social policies are often designed and 
implemented in ways that are intended to increase 
the social enfranchisement of the group under focus. 
By granting individuals ownership of decisions 
that directly affect their families and the power 
to assert themselves as they attempt to climb the 
economic ladder, certain public policies have the 
power to transform traditionally disengaged groups 
into active and knowledgeable members of society. 
Choice programs have been particularly successful 
at empowering low-income families.

The District of Columbia Opportunity Schol-
arship Program (DC OSP) is a clear example of an 
empowering social policy. The OSP started in 2004–
2005 with a $13 million annual appropriation, suffi-
cient to fund vouchers of up to $7,500 for each eligi-
ble family to attend local private schools.

Researchers Thomas Stewart and Patrick Wolf use 
rich qualitative data gathered from focus groups, elec-
tronic polling, and interviews with participating fam-
ilies and community stakeholders to trace the social 
evolution of the program’s scholarship recipients.1 
Their research suggests that families initially struggle 
with the challenges of choosing a school but quickly 

move from being passive clients to being informed 
consumers of their children’s education. Once low-
income families begin to direct their children’s edu-
cation through school choice, attempts to take that 
responsibility away from them are met with forceful 
political activism to maintain parental choice.

The transformative nature of choice moves fami-
lies from the margins of their children’s educational 
experience and puts them in the driver’s seat, even-
tually changing them from passive recipients of the 
status quo into effective advocates for their chil-
dren’s educational interests. School choice grants 
parents the power to exit schools that are not work-
ing for their children and choose among a set of 
diverse alternatives, allowing them to contribute 
actively to their children’s educational success.

Of course, school choice is about more than just 
test scores; it enables families to express their dif-
ferent values and preferences. By its nature, school 
choice is inherently a family-centered reform, one 
that lets parents choose on their own terms. Every 
family is different, and through school choice, fam-
ilies select a school based on more than just state-
defined measures of academic quality.

We do not have to hypothesize about what fac-
tors families would weigh most heavily if attendance 
zones were eliminated and a completely market-
based system of school choice implemented. Post-
Katrina New Orleans provides just such an example. 
Research by Douglas Harris and Matthew Larsen 
reveals that families highly value proximity, sports, 
music, and after-school programs, in addition to 
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test scores.2 Other studies show that parents seek to 
use school choice to place their children in religious 
schools or language-immersion programs. While 
student safety concerns may be an underlying fac-
tor that could lead a family to choose a school that 
keeps its children occupied and off the streets once 
the final bell of the school day rings, the schools that 
parents select also reflect their sound understand-
ing both of their children and of the skills and habits 
that will bring them success.

Schools differ tremendously in their overall cul-
ture and general learning environments, safety, 
teacher–student and teacher–parent relationships, 
techniques for motivating students, disciplinary 
policies, general support and encouragement, and 
opportunities for student leadership. Parents are 
uniquely positioned to recognize their children’s 
educational needs and the most important criteria 
for choosing their children’s school environment, 
defined along these many observable dimensions 
and more, and this will not always line up neatly 
with a school’s reputation for academic achievement, 
which can only reflect the average performance of 
students in that school.

Parents are better situated than bureaucrats to 
judge whether their particular children will perform 
well in a given school. Choice systems inherently 
recognize this fact and transfer decision-making 
power to those with the most complete knowledge of 
a child’s diverse strengths and unique needs.

The available evidence confirms the practical 
effectiveness of choice-based schooling systems. 
Take, for instance, data on high school graduation 
and college enrollment. The research on education-
al attainment underscores its importance for eco-
nomic advancement. Human capital scholars have 
studied the value of a high school diploma and have 
shown that the investment pays dividends across 
multiple areas:

nn High school graduates have higher lifetime 
earnings;3

nn High school graduates are less likely to rely on 
public assistance programs;4

nn High school graduates live longer, healthier 
lives;5 and

nn High school graduates are less likely to engage in 
criminal activity.6

Rigorous research has shown that school choice 
policies can significantly boost high school gradua-
tion rates. A government evaluation of the DC OSP 
revealed that use of a voucher increased the likeli-
hood of a student’s graduating from high school by 
21 percentage points—from 70 percent in the control 
group to 91 percent.7 Because the DC school choice 
program was revealed to be one of the most effective 
dropout-prevention programs in recent history, it 
was estimated to deliver $2.62 in future benefits to 
society for every $1.00 it costs.8

Similar positive findings emerged from the 
nation’s oldest urban voucher program, the Milwau-
kee Parental Choice Program (MPCP). According to 
the legislatively mandated, five-year evaluation of 
this state-funded school choice program, voucher 
recipients were more likely to graduate from high 
school, enroll in a four-year college, and persist in 
college at rates that were 4–7 percentage points 
higher than the rates for students who did not par-
ticipate in the choice program.9 The post-second-
ary findings from this study are particularly inter-
esting, given the lifetime benefits associated with 
attainment of a college degree. In 2012, for instance, 
young adults with a bachelor’s degree earned twice 
as much as those who had not graduated from high 
school ($47,000 per year compared to $23,000).10

Moreover, school choice can be a mechanism for 
the economic advancement of all students, not just 
the voucher user or charter enrollee. In a compre-
hensive and systematic review of the literature on 
this topic, Anna Egalite uncovers 21 studies of the 
competitive impacts of vouchers on public school 
performance.11 Twenty of those studies show neu-
tral to positive impacts of private school choice pro-
grams on public school performance, and just one 
study reports exclusively null effects.12 Not a single 
study finds negative achievement effects on the stu-
dents who remain in their assigned public schools.

Add to this growing body of evidence new find-
ings for Louisiana showing positive competitive 
effects and Indiana showing null impacts in math 
and positive impacts on English Language Arts 
performance,13 and it becomes difficult to ignore 
where the evidence points: A rising tide from school 
choice can indeed lift all boats.14 By threatening 
a reduction in traditional public school budgets 
because of declining enrollment, choice programs 
encourage existing schools to improve their offer-
ings; to take seriously and address specific student 
needs; and to implement the necessary reforms in 
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teacher personnel policies, curriculum, standards, 
and general operations management to serve stu-
dents more effectively.

In short, the best available evidence demon-
strates that school choice can create powerful forc-
es for economic and social mobility. School voucher 
options—which have the strongest research base 
from which to draw—have especially clear impacts 
on boosting educational attainment, which is 
the most important educational outcome for stu-
dents. They do so while simultaneously improving 
outcomes for students who remain in traditional 
public schools.

Finally, parents are empowered and play a more 
central role in their children’s education when they 
are given the opportunity to choose their children’s 
schools. The prospect of expanding school choice to 
more disadvantaged populations promises to trans-
form many lives for the better.

—Anna J. Egalite is a postdoctoral fellow in the 
Program on Education Policy and Governance 
at Harvard University, and Patrick J. Wolf is a 
Distinguished Professor of Education Policy and 
21st Century Endowed Chair in School Choice in the 
Department of Education Reform at the University of 
Arkansas’ College of Education and Health Professions.



66

INDEX OF CULTURE AND OPPORTUNITY ﻿

CHANGES     13–year  ▼ 1      4–year  ▲ 1

Source: U.S. Department of 
Education, National Center for 
Education Statistics, National 
Assessment of Educational Progress.  

READING PROFICIENCY FOR 17–YEAR-OLDSReading Proficiency
From 1999 to 2012, the 
reading proficiency rate for 
17–year-olds remained nearly 
unchanged, declining by 1 
point on a 500-point scale.
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CHANGES     9–year  ▲ 1.48      5–year  ▲ 0.99      1–year  ▲ 0.21

* A charter school is publicly funded but 
independently operated.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics.  

NUMBER OF STUDENTS ENROLLED IN CHARTER SCHOOLS, 
IN MILLIONS

Charter School 
Enrollment
From 2004 to 2013, charter 
school* enrollment increased by 
about 1.5 million students.
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School Choice Puts Children Back at the Center of Education Reform
Juan Williams

As a black child brought to this country with an 
older brother and sister by a poor mother with only 
a fourth-grade education, I can personally testify 
that without strong schools (and a big push from my 
mother), my work as a writer and television com-
mentator would not be possible.

It has been said: “One death is a tragedy, one 
million is a statistic.” Likewise, one child failing 
in school, especially your child, is a tragedy—but 
too often, because he or she is one of one million 
children failing in school, the tragedy becomes 
a statistic.

At the moment the data paint a picture of an 
entire generation of young Americans—white, black, 
Hispanic, from all areas of the country—being left 
behind a rising level of educational achievement 
around the globe.

As a journalist, I often think politicians don’t get 
it. That is why I was stunned with excitement when 
President George W. Bush stood up and declared 
that the “soft bigotry of low expectations” for poor 
children in public schools was unacceptable.

The jig is up for the self-interested teachers unions 
who have blocked long-overdue reforms to the pub-
lic education system and condemned millions of stu-
dents to lives of low-wage jobs and lack of opportunity.

Parents are on to this sham, and they are choos-
ing to send their children to private and charter 
schools in record numbers. At these schools, free 
from union contracts, parents and children hold 
greater leverage to decide if the education offered 
meets their needs and if the quality of education is 
worth the money they are spending on the school.

That competitive environment fosters more inno-
vative approaches to teaching children. The best 
approaches are taking root, and fewer children are 
being saddled with the “bigotry of low expectations.”

With more access to quality education, America’s 
children are better positioned to take advantage 
of all the economic opportunity our great country 
has to offer and to succeed as part of a global work-
force filled with individuals who have the education 
and skills they need to compete with graduates of 
American schools.

CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 257,282      5–year  ▲ 171,202      1–year  ▲ 66,512

Source: Alliance for School Choice 
Yearbook, 2014–2015.

NUMBER OF STUDENTS ENROLLED IN 
PRIVATE SCHOOL CHOICE PROGRAMS

Private School Choice 
Participation
From 2004 to 2014, the number 
of students enrolled in private 
school choice programs increased 
by 257,282. 
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As a well-known journalist and as a black Ameri-
can Democrat, I often find myself walking a lonely 
road as I advocate for giving students and parents 
more power through school choice, vouchers, and 
other instruments intended to achieve school reform.

The unions’ fear of losing control over public edu-
cation has led them to vilify school reform efforts. 
With so much political static, it is easy to be distract-
ed from the core need to improve schools for chil-
dren right now.

That is why it is important to look at hard num-
bers about the poor state of American education. 
President Reagan did this back in the 1980s when he 
issued the report, A Nation at Risk. Today, the Index 
of Culture and Opportunity offers a similar call to 
action for anyone who wants to truly understand the 
importance of the school choice movement.

From 2000 to 2013 charter school enrollment 
increased by about two million students. These are 
two million children whose families felt the need 
to break away from their existing school in order to 
strive for a chance at the American dream.

From 2004 to 2014, the number of students 
enrolled in private school choice programs increased 
by about 257,000.

Charter school enrollment and private school choice 
participation have made impressive progress over the 
past decade, each rising by more than 200 percent.

As my fellow school reform advocate Virginia 
Walden Ford explained, “More than 300,000 chil-
dren are attending private schools of their choosing 
thanks to options like vouchers, tuition tax credit 
programs, and education savings accounts.”

Though we may disagree in other areas of public 
policy, I proudly stand shoulder to shoulder with my 
friends at The Heritage Foundation in the fight for 
school choice, because it is the civil rights issue of 
our time.

The school choice indicators tracked by the Index 
of Culture and Opportunity move away from the edu-
cational paradigm that treats children like statistics 
to a more accurate, more productive, more humane 
way of measuring and improving education.

It treats children not as mere data points but as 
thinking, feeling, and multifaceted people—each 
with a unique, God-given potential that deserves the 
chance to flourish.

—Juan Williams is a political analyst and co-host of 
The Five for Fox News Channel and a columnist for 
The Hill.

http://index.heritage.org/culture/private-school-choice-participation/
http://index.heritage.org/culture/private-school-choice-participation/
http://index.heritage.org/culture/private-school-choice-participation/
http://index.heritage.org/culture/private-school-choice-participation/
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 8.2      5–year  ▲ 6.9      1–year  ▲ 1.2

Source: U.S. Department of Education, 
National Center for Education Statistics.

PERCENTAGE OF PUBLIC SCHOOL STUDENTS RECEIVING HIGH SCHOOL 
DIPLOMA FOUR YEARS AFTER STARTING 9TH GRADE

High School 
Graduation Rate
From 2002 to 2012, the 
percentage of public high school 
students who graduated on time 
(i.e., four years after starting 9th 
grade) increased by 8.2 
percentage points.
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Growing the Graduation Rate
Matthew Ladner

High school graduation remains a crucial rite of 
passage. The National Center for Education Statistics 
estimates that, in 2013, the median earning for work-
ers with a high school diploma was 26 percent higher 
than for those without it.1 The Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics consistently finds higher rates of employment for 
high school graduates than for high school dropouts. For 
example, in 2014, the Bureau reported that the unem-
ployment rate among high school graduates averaged 
6 percent.2 By contrast, the unemployment rate among 
those who had not completed high school was 9 percent.

Differences in high school graduation rates reflect 
achievement gaps among major student subgroups’ 
outcomes on academic assessments. A 2011 study by 
the National Center for Education Statistics found 
that children from low-income families were more 
than five times as likely to drop out of school as those 
from high-income families.3 Black and Hispanic stu-
dents drop out of school at rates more than double 
the rate of white students.

American high school graduation rates stood 
at 78.7 percent in 1970 but began a steady, gradual 

decline before reaching a low of 71 percent in 1996. 
Since that point, however, graduation rates have 
improved—surpassing the 1970 rate in 2011 and 
nudging forward a bit more to 80.8 percent in 2012.

Scholars have established a very strong record 
among parental choice programs in boosting grad-
uation rates. A Mathematica study of the impact of 
charter school attendance in Chicago and Florida 
found 7 percentage points and 15 percentage points 
higher graduation rates, respectively, associated 
with attending a charter school in those areas.4

The United States Department of Education’s 
Institute of Education Sciences conducted a high-
quality random assignment study of the District 
of Columbia Opportunity Scholarship Program 
(OSP).5 OSP is a voucher program for low-income 
DC students. The graduation rate for OSP students 
who used vouchers was 21 percentage points high-
er than of that of the control group. OSP students 
were statistically among those least likely to gradu-
ate (i.e., they were low-income students attending a 
large urban public school district), so this increase 
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in graduation rate reflects a strong return on invest-
ment for the program.

Looking forward into America’s future, increas-
ing the high school graduation rate and the overall 
quality of instruction looms as a crucial need.6 The 
leading edge of the baby-boom generation began 
qualifying for federal entitlement programs in 2008. 
Analysts estimate an average 10,000 baby boomers 
per day will reach retirement age between now and 
2030. This will represent an unprecedented gray-
ing of the American public, and the Census Bureau 
also projects an increase in the youth population to 
accompany it. Many of the middle-aged taxpayers 
of the year 2030 and beyond sit in American class-
rooms today. The more who graduate and reach their 
full potential, the better.

America badly needed the recent small improve-
ment in graduation rates. She needs much more still. 
The expression “a mind is a terrible thing to waste” 
has always been true. The cost of this waste, howev-
er, looks set to soar higher in the future. With tril-
lions in unfunded liabilities in our entitlement pro-
grams, policymakers must focus on policies—like 
charter schools, school vouchers, and account-based 
choice mechanisms—that deliver a greater bang for 
the education buck and meet the needs of individu-
al students.

—Matthew Ladner is the Senior Advisor of Policy and 
Research at the Foundation for Excellence in Education.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 4,373     5–year  ▲ 3,098      1–year  ▲ 319

Sources: The College Board, Trends in 
Higher Education; and The Heritage 
Foundation.

AVERAGE STUDENT DEBT PER BORROWER GRADUATE, 
FOUR-YEAR COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES, IN 2012 DOLLARS

Student Loan Debt
From 2002 to 2012, the average 
student loan debt held by each 
year's graduates with loans 
increased by $4,373. Average 
student loan debt now stands at 
$27,261 in 2012 dollars.
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Student Loans: What Students Don’t Know Can Hold Them Back
Matthew M. Chingos

A postsecondary credential is almost universally 
viewed as important. As student debt levels continue 
to rise, however, Americans are losing confidence in 
the quality and affordability of their higher educa-
tion. A clear majority of Americans think that the 
quality of higher education in the United States has 
stagnated or declined, and almost three-quarters 
think that higher education is not affordable for 
everyone who needs it.

At the same time, in spite of rising costs and 
debt levels, investments in postsecondary educa-
tion continue to pay significant dividends to indi-
viduals who persevere through graduation. For the 
typical household with student loan debt, monthly 
payments are no more burdensome than they were 
a generation ago. The average household with debt 
devotes only 7 percent of its income to making stu-
dent loan payments—just slightly more than what it 
spends on entertainment.1

The average bachelor’s degree holder who bor-
rows leaves college with $27,300 in student loan debt. 

A major concern is that students often have little idea 

what they are getting themselves into. A majority of 
college freshmen are not aware of how much debt 
they are taking on, and some do not even know that 
they have borrowed to attend college. This is consis-
tent with a college search process in which poten-
tial students choose a college based on reputation 
or a campus tour rather than on good measures of 
quality and price. As a result, colleges face no strong 
incentives to rein in rising prices and debt.

Recent nationally representative data detail how 
woefully uninformed college students are about 
their borrowing. About half of all first-year students 
in the U.S. seriously underestimate how much fed-
eral student debt they have, and less than one-third 
provide an accurate estimate within a reasonable 
margin of error. The remaining quarter of students 
overestimate their level of federal debt. Among all 
first-year students with federal loans, 28 percent 
reported having no federal debt and 14 percent said 
they did not have any student debt at all.2

Students who underestimate their borrow-
ing may end up borrowing too much and then find 
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themselves struggling when the payments come due, 
potentially leaving taxpayers to foot the bill.

Ninety-three percent of student loans are made 
directly by the federal government.3 As the Federal 
Reserve Bank of New York notes, after mortgages, 
student loan debt is the largest type of debt.4 Like 

any single indicator, rising student debt levels can-
not tell the whole story, but they should continue to 
raise an alarm that all is not well in American high-
er education.

—Matthew M. Chingos is a Senior Fellow at the 
Urban Institute.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▲ 0.6      5–year  ▼ 3.1      1–year  ▼ 1.1

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Current 
Population Survey, and U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

PERCENTAGE OF UNEMPLOYED CIVILIANS AGES 25–54Unemployment Rate
From 2004 to 2014, the 
unemployment rate for civilians 
ages 25 to 54 rose by 0.6 
percentage point.
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CHANGES     10–year  ▼ 2.3      5–year  ▲ 0.9      1–year  ▲ 0.8

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, Current 
Population Survey, and U.S. Department 
of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

PERCENTAGE OF CIVILIANS AGES 25–54 
WHO ARE WORKING

Employment- 
Population Ratio
From 2004 to 2014, the 
employment-population ratio for 
civilians ages 25 to 54 fell 2.3 
percentage points.
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CHANGES     10–year ▼ 0.4      5–year  ▲ 0.6      1–year ▲ 0.2

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Job Openings 
and Labor Turnover Survey.

MONTHLY PRIVATE-SECTOR NEW HIRES AS A 
PERCENTAGE OF ALL PRIVATE-SECTOR JOBS

Job Hires Rate
From 2004 to 2014, the job hires 
rate decreased by 0.4 percentage 
point.
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CHANGES     10–year ▲ 0.5      5–year ▲ 1.5      1–year ▲ 0.4

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Job Openings 
and Labor Turnover Survey.

MONTHLY PRIVATE-SECTOR JOB OPENINGS/VACANCIES AS A PERCENTAGE 
OF ALL PRIVATE-SECTOR JOBS AND JOB OPENINGS

Job Openings Rate
From 2004 to 2014, the job 
openings rate increased by 0.5 
percentage point.
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CHANGES     10–year ▼ 0.9      5–year ▼ 0.5      1–year   No change

Note: A start-up is defined as a firm that 
is less than one year old.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Business 
Dynamics Statistics, and Heritage 
Foundation calculations.

START-UP JOBS AS A PERCENTAGE OF 
TOTAL PRIVATE-SECTOR EMPLOYMENT

Start-Up Job Share
From 2002 to 2012, the percent 
of Americans working at start-up 
companies dropped 0.9 
percentage point.
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CHANGES     10–year ▲ 1.0      5–year ▲ 3.1      1–year ▲ 0.2

* GDP is the total value of all goods and 
services produced in/by the economy.
Note: Figure for 2015 is a projection.
Source: O�ce of Management and 
Budget, FY 2016 Budget of the U.S. 
Government.

PERCENTAGE OF GDP TAXED AWAY 
BY FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

Money Taxed Away by 
Federal Government
From 2005 to 2015, the 
percentage of GDP* taken 
by the federal government in 
taxes has increased by 1.0 
percentage point.
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Federal Regulations: An “Opportunity Cost”  
for American Small Business
Karen R. Harned

More than five years after the end of the “Great 
Recession,” only 21 percent of small businesses1 
say they have fully recovered.2 During the reces-
sion, lack of sales ranked as the top problem small 
business faced. Taxes placed second, and “govern-
ment regulations and red tape” placed third.3 And 
since 2012 at least one in five small-business own-
ers identify government regulations as their most 
important problem.4

The reason for this is simple—small-business 
owners directly feel the impact of federal regulation 
in the daily life of their business. The small-business 
owner is often the main person in a business who 
bears the burden of complying with regulations and 
paperwork requirements. According to a 2010 study, 
small businesses spend $10,585 per employee on 
regulation, which amounts to 36 percent more per 
employee than larger companies spend.5

With that as a backdrop, it is easy to see how small-
business owners continue to wonder why Washing-
ton just does not get it when it comes to regulation. 

For decades, Congress has sought to solve societal 
problems through mandates on business. Too many 
Americans without health insurance? Congress 
tries to solve that by requiring businesses to provide 
health insurance to their employees (regardless of 
whether or not they can afford it) or pay hefty penal-
ties. Too many Americans unable to care for a sick 
relative? Congress seeks to address that by mandat-
ing a business keep a position open three months out 
of every year for qualified employees, using a cum-
bersome reporting system.

Always entrepreneurial, with a keen focus on the 
bottom line, the American small-business owner 
looks for ways to minimize the time and money 
spent on things other than running his or her busi-
ness. Since many of these regulations wisely exempt 
the smallest of small businesses, some employers 
purposefully do not increase hiring because they 
do not want to have to comply with the regulatory 
regimes that await businesses that expand to 10, 15, 
and 50 or more employees.

CHANGES     10–year ▲ 46      5–year ▲ 8      1–year ▲ 1

Note: Figures are for Fall period except 
for 2012 which is for Spring/Fall.
Sources: The Heritage Foundation, “Red 
Tape Rising,” and O�ce of Management 
and Budget. 

NUMBER OF PENDING REGULATIONS EXPECTED TO 
COST $100 MILLION OR MORE ANNUALLY

Major Federal 
Regulations
From 2004 to 2014, the number 
of economically significant 
regulations pending each year 
rose by 46 regulations.
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America’s small-business owners go into busi-
ness with an idea to offer a product or service about 
which they are passionate. They start with the 
dream that they have the freedom to run their busi-
ness their way. Then they find that the task of learn-
ing and complying with federal regulations soaks up 
more and more of the time and resources they need 
to invest for their business to thrive. For the Ameri-
can small-business owner, the opportunity costs 
of federal regulation are all too often crowding out 
investment and hiring.

—Karen R. Harned is the Executive Director of the 
National Federation of Independent Business Small 
Business Legal Center.
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CHANGES     10–year ▼ 3.7      5–year ▼ 1.8      1–year ▲ 0.7

Source: The Heritage Foundation and 
Wall Street Journal, 2015 Index of 
Economic Freedom.

U.S. OVERALL SCORE FROM THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION’S 
INDEX OF ECONOMIC FREEDOM

Economic Freedom
From 2005 to 2015, the overall 
U.S. score in the Index of 
Economic Freedom fell by 3.7 
points.
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Time to Restore America’s Economic Freedom
Anthony B. Kim

Economic freedom is a critical element of life that 
transcends the market. As a vital linchpin in creat-
ing a society that values and advances opportunity 
and personal empowerment, economic freedom is a 
valuable end as well as a critical means for progress.

Indeed, the free-market economy is more than 
just an arrangement of voluntary economic relation-
ships. It is the proven source of dynamic growth and 
upward social mobility, reinforced by the funda-
mental principles of economic freedom—empower-
ment of the individual, equality before the law, and 
open competition. These fundamental principles 
not only help underwrite societal progress, but also 
help achieve the broad-based economic dynamism 
that ultimately ensures overall well-being for indi-
viduals and society as a whole.

As documented in the Index of Economic Free-
dom,1 an annual study that benchmarks the qual-
ity and attractiveness of the entrepreneurial frame-
work across countries, economic freedom around 
the world has advanced measurably over the past 
two decades, thanks in large part to the historical 

record of the United States in promoting and defend-
ing freedom. Yet the recent record of the United 
States in the Index—the undeniable trail of declin-
ing economic freedom—is a serious cause for alarm.

According to the latest edition of the Index, the 
downward spiral in U.S. economic freedom since 
2008 has come to a halt, but the downward trend in 
overall economic freedom over the past five years 
reflects broad-based deteriorations in key policy 
areas. Increased tax and regulatory burdens, aggra-
vated by favoritism toward entrenched interests, 
have undercut America’s historically dynamic entre-
preneurial growth and confined the U.S. economy to 
the rank of only “mostly free.”

There is no doubt that America’s dwindling eco-
nomic freedom has a human toll. Families, business-
es, and community organizations across America—
what the 18th-century philosopher Edmund Burke 
dubbed the “little platoons” of society—have been 
squeezed by the government’s assault on America’s 
economic freedom. Despite the ongoing recovery, 
the economic damage has been extensive. Its legacy 



79

THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION ﻿

includes subpar growth, mediocre business invest-
ment, and fewer job prospects—particularly for the 
poor and less skilled.

This is the current status of the nation, and there 
is no use in denying it. However, it is critical that we 
understand that the economic reality America con-
fronts is neither a statement of fate nor a forecast. 
The future is open to recovery. Crafting a better eco-
nomic future will necessitate a return to conserva-
tive ideas based on the enduring principles of limited 
government, individual freedom with responsibility, 
and free enterprise.

At the core of this critical task lies the importance 
of understanding that economic and cultural factors 
are inextricably interwoven. Opportunities gener-
ated by policies advancing economic freedom often 
influence an individual’s prospects for the future. 
In turn, the future includes a community or family 
in the context of which individuals make decisions. 
The culture of family and community also surely 
affects the extent to which individuals take advan-
tage of their opportunities. As the late William E. 
Simon, former Treasury Secretary and a staunch 
advocate of liberty, once noted:

[T]he true concept of economic freedom must be 
understood to be far deeper and richer than the 
mere absence of restraint, or the license to do 
as one pleases. The only defensible kind of eco-
nomic freedom is freedom coupled with a sense 
of moral responsibility to one’s community and 
country, to the values that bind us.2

Fortunately, the greater calling for conserva-
tive solutions on many policy fronts in recent years 
points to new hope for revitalizing America’s eco-
nomic freedom. That work will surely entail the rise 
of a new generation of conservative leaders will-
ing to relearn the crucial linkage among economic 
freedom, personal responsibility, opportunity, and 
empowerment. Analyzing cultural, social, and eco-
nomic trends through the annual Index of Culture 
and Opportunity is a critical first step toward inspir-
ing the resolve to get America back on track and rein-
vigorate the free-market dynamism that ensures 
opportunity for all but favoritism to none. Now is the 
time to rebuild America’s principled policy toolkit.

—Anthony B. Kim is Research Manager of the Index 
of Economic Freedom and Senior Policy Analyst 
for Economic Freedom in the Center for Trade and 
Economics, of the Institute for Economic Freedom and 
Opportunity, at The Heritage Foundation.
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Additional Resources

Educational Achievement Levels
Does Spending More on Education Improve Academic Achievement? 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2008/09/does-spending-more-on-education-improve-academic-achievement

How Escalating Education Spending Is Killing Crucial Reform 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/10/how-escalating-education-spending-is-killing-crucial-reform

Charter School Enrollment
School Choice in America 2011: Educational Opportunity Reaches New Heights 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/08/school-choice-in-america-2011-educational-opportunity-reaches-new-heights

Private School-Choice Enrollment
Choosing to Succeed 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/01/choosing-to-succeed-choosing-to-succeed

Expanding Education Choices: From Vouchers and Tax Credits to Savings Accounts 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/07/expanding-education-choices-from-vouchers-and-tax-credits-to-savings-accounts

High School Graduation Rate
Barriers to High School Completion Create Barriers to Economic Mobility 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/05/barriers-to-high-school-completion-create-barriers-to-economic-mobility

The Value of Parental Choice in Education: A Look at the Research 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/03/the-value-of-parental-choice-in-education-a-look-at-the-research

Student Loan Debt
Accreditation: Removing the Barriers to Higher Education Reform 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/09/accreditation-removing-the-barrier-to-higher-education-reform

College 2020 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/03/college-2020

Employment-Population Ratio
Who Is Working Less 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/02/who-is-working-less

Supply and Demand: Why Job Growth Remains Sluggish 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/11/supply-and-demand-why-job-growth-remains-sluggish

Unemployment
Not Looking for Work: Why Labor Force Participation Has Fallen During the Recovery 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/09/not-looking-for-work-why-labor-force-participation-has-fallen-during-the-recovery

Creating Opportunity in the Workplace 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/12/creating-opportunity-in-the-workplace 

Job Openings Rate
Delayed Recovery Historically Slow 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/02/delayed-recovery-historically-slow

Job Hires Rate
Supply and Demand: Why Job Growth Remains Sluggish 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/11/supply-and-demand-why-job-growth-remains-sluggish

Money Taxed Away by Federal Government
The Dos and Don’ts of Tax Reform 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/04/the-dos-and-donts-of-tax-reform

Start-Up Job Share
Don’t Crush the Ability of Entrepreneurs and Small Businesses to Raise Capital 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/02/dont-crush-the-ability-of-entrepreneurs-and-small-businesses-to-raise-capital

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2008/09/does-spending-more-on-education-improve-academic-achievement
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/10/how-escalating-education-spending-is-killing-crucial-reform
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/08/school-choice-in-america-2011-educational-opportunity-reaches-new-heights
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/01/choosing-to-succeed-choosing-to-succeed
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/07/expanding-education-choices-from-vouchers-and-tax-credits-to-savings-accounts
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/05/barriers-to-high-school-completion-create-barriers-to-economic-mobility
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/03/the-value-of-parental-choice-in-education-a-look-at-the-research
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/09/accreditation-removing-the-barrier-to-higher-education-reform
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/03/college-2020
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/11/supply-and-demand-why-job-growth-remains-sluggish
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2012/02/delayed-recovery-historically-slow
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/11/supply-and-demand-why-job-growth-remains-sluggish
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2013/04/the-dos-and-donts-of-tax-reform
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Major Federal Regulations
Red Tape Rising: Six Years of Escalating Regulation Under Obama 

http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/05/red-tape-rising-six-years-of-escalating-regulation-under-obama

Economic Freedom
The 2015 Index of Economic Freedom 

http://www.heritage.org/index/



82

INDEX OF CULTURE AND OPPORTUNITY ﻿

Section Endnotes

Achieving Economic Mobility Through School Choice
Anna J. Egalite and Patrick J. Wolf

1.	 Thomas Stewart and Patrick J. Wolf, The School Choice Journey: School Vouchers and the Empowerment of Urban Families (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014).

2.	 Douglas N. Harris and Matthew Larsen, What Schools Do Families Want? (and Why?) Education Research Alliance for New Orleans Technical 
Report, January 15, 2015, http://educationresearchalliancenola.org/files/publications/Technical-Report-Final-Combined.pdf  
(accessed May 12, 2015).

3.	 Cecilia Elena Rouse, “The Labor Market Consequences of an Inadequate Education,” paper presented at Social Costs of Inadequate Education 
Symposium, Teachers College, Columbia University, October 24–25, 2005.

4.	 Jane Waldfogel, Irwin Garfinkel, and Brendan Kelly, “Public Assistance Programs: How Much Could Be Saved with Improved Education?” paper 
presented at Social Costs of Inadequate Education Symposium, Teachers College, Columbia University, October 24–25, 2005.

5.	 Peter Muennig, “The Economic Value of Health Gains Associated with Education Intervention,” paper presented at Social Costs of Inadequate 
Education Symposium, Teachers College, Columbia University, October 24–25, 2005.

6.	 Lance Lochner and Enrico Moretti, “The Effect of Education on Crime: Evidence from Prison Inmates, Arrests, and Self-Reports,” American 
Economic Review, Vol. 94, No. 1 (March 2004), pp. 155–189.

7.	 Patrick Wolf, Babette Gutman, Michael Puma, Brian Kisida, Lou Rizzo, Nada Eissa, and Matthew Carr, Evaluation of the D.C. Opportunity 
Scholarship Program: Final Report. U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and 
Regional Assistance, June 2010, http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104018/pdf/20104018.pdf (accessed June 15, 2015).

8.	 Patrick J. Wolf and Michael McShane, “Is the Juice Worth the Squeeze? A Benefit/Cost Analysis of the District of Columbia Opportunity 
Scholarship Program,” Education Finance and Policy, Vol. 8, No. 1 (Winter 2013), pp. 74–79.

9.	 Joshua M. Cowen, David J. Fleming, John F. Witte, Patrick J. Wolf, and Brian Kisida, “School Vouchers and Student Attainment: Evidence from 
a State-Mandated Study of Milwaukee’s Parental Choice Program,” Policy Studies Journal, Vol. 41, No. 1 (February 2013), pp. 147–168.

10.	 “Indicator 3: Annual Earnings of Young Adults,” in Grace Kena, Susan Aud, Frank Johnson, Xiaolei Wang, Jijun Zhang, Amy Rathbun, Sidney 
Wilkinson-Flicker, and Paul Kristapovich, The Condition of Education 2014, U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, 
National Center for Education Statistics, NCES 2014-083, May 2014, p. 10.

11.	 Anna J. Egalite, “Measuring Competitive Effects from School Voucher Programs: A Systematic Review,” Journal of School Choice, Vol. 7, No. 4 
(2013), pp. 443–464.

12.	 Of these 20 studies, 17 found exclusively positive effects, three found neutral-to-positive effects, and only one found exclusively neutral effects.

13.	 Anna J. Egalite, “Competitive Impacts of Means-Tested Vouchers on Public School Performance: Evidence from Louisiana and Indiana,” 
Harvard Kennedy School, Program on Education Policy and Governance Working Paper Series No. PEPG 14-05, 2015,  
www.hks.harvard.edu/pepg/PDF/Papers/PEPG14_05_Egalite.pdf (accessed May 13, 2015).

14.	 Caroline Minter Hoxby, “Rising Tide,” Education Next, Vol. 1, No. 4 (Winter 2001), pp. 68–74.

Growing the Graduation Rate
Matthew Ladner

1.	 National Center for Education Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, “Income of Young Adults,”  
https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=77.

2.	 United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Earnings and Unemployment Rates by Educational Attainment,” 
http://www.bls.gov/emp/ep_chart_001.htm (accessed May 12, 2015).

3.	 Chris Chapman et al., “Trends in High School Dropout and Completion Rates, 1972–2009,” October 2011,  
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012006.pdf (accessed May 12, 2015).

4.	 Kevin Booker, Tim R. Sass, Brian Gill, and Ron Zimmer, “The Unknown World of Charter High Schools,” Education Next, Vol. 10, No. 2 (Spring 
2010), http://educationnext.org/the-unknown-world-of-charter-high-schools/ (accessed June 15, 2015).

5.	 Institute of Education Sciences, “Evaluation of the Impact of the DC Opportunity Scholarship Program: Final Report,” June 2010,  
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/pubs/20104018/ (accessed May 12, 2015).

6.	 Dr. Matthew Ladner, “Turn and Face the Strain: Age Demographic Change and the Near Future of American Education,”  
http://excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/ExcelinEd-FaceTheStrain-Ladner-Jan2015-FullReport-FINAL-embargo.pdf (accessed May 12, 2015).

https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=77


83

THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION ﻿

Student Loans: What Students Don’t Know Can Hold Them Back
Matthew M. Chingos

1.	 Elizabeth J. Akers, “The Typical Household with Student Loan Debt,” Brown Center on Education Policy, Brookings Institution, June 19, 2014, 
http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/06/19-typical-student-loan-debt-akers (accessed June 19, 2015).

2.	 Elizabeth J. Akers and Matthew M. Chingos, “Are College Students Borrowing Blindly?” Brown Center on Education Policy, Brookings 
Institution, December 2014, http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/research/files/reports/2014/12/10-borrowing-blindly/are-college-
students-borrowing-blindly_dec-2014.pdf (accessed June 15, 2015).

3.	 Josh Mitchell, “Federal Student Lending Swells,” The Wall Street Journal, November 28, 2012,  
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424127887324469304578145092893766844 (accessed June 15, 2015).

4.	 Student Loan Debt By Age Group, Federal Reserve Bank of New York, March 29, 2013,  
http://www.newyorkfed.org/studentloandebt/index.html (accessed June 15, 2015).

Federal Regulations: An “Opportunity Cost” for American Small Business
By Karen R. Harned

1.	 Depending on the industry, a small business is generally defined as an employer with 500 or fewer employees.

2.	 Bank of America, “Small Business Owner Report, Spring 2015,”  
http://newsroom.bankofamerica.com/sites/bankofamerica.newshq.businesswire.com/files/press_kit/additional/Spring_2015_Small_
Business_Owner_Report.pdf (accessed June 16, 2015).

3.	 William C. Dunkelberg and Holly Wade, Small Business Economic Trends, June 2009, NFIB Research Foundation,  
http://www.nfib.com/Portals/0/PDF/sbet/sbet200906.pdf (accessed June 18, 2015).

4.	 See, NFIB Research Foundation, Small Business Economic Trends, at  
http://www.nfib.com/foundations/research-foundation/monthly-reports/sbet/ (accessed June 18, 2015).

5.	 Nicole V. Crain and Mark W. Crain, The Impact of Regulatory Costs on Small Firms, 2010,  
https://www.sba.gov/advocacy/impact-regulatory-costs-small-firms (accessed June 17, 2015).

Time to Restore America’s Economic Freedom
Anthony B. Kim

1.	 Terry Miller and Anthony B. Kim, 2015 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington: The Heritage Foundation and Dow Jones & Company, Inc., 
2015), http://www.heritage.org/index/.

2.	 William E. Simon, “The Morality Of Economic Freedom,” National Review, November 5, 1990, pp. 54–55.

http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2014/06/19-typical-student-loan-debt-akers
http://www.nfib.com/Portals/0/PDF/sbet/sbet200906.pdf
http://www.nfib.com/foundations/research-foundation/monthly-reports/sbet/
http://www.heritage.org/index/




85

THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION ﻿

Supplementary Statistical Analysis
Jamie Bryan Hall

For each indicator, the latest figure and its one-
year, five-year, and 10-year trends are straight-

forward. Supplementary statistical analyses provide 
further statistical confidence about whether or not 
the observed trends may be merely random varia-
tions in the data.

Overall, 18 of 31 indicators in the Index show a 
statistically significant trend over the course of the 
observed data points, eight of which are on the right 
track and 10 of which are on the wrong track, while 
13 currently show no statistically significant trend. 
The comprehensive table starting on page 86 reports 
these results, which we calculated using the statisti-
cal software package Stata 13.

To determine the appropriate regression model 
to use for each indicator, we must identify the indi-
cators that are trend stationary and those that are 
possibly non-stationary. A trend-stationary indica-
tor shows random movement around a trend line 
with a tendency to return to that trend line over time, 
while a non-stationary indicator follows a random 
walk (possibly with drift).1 We first calculate the 
augmented Dickey–Fuller test statistic under the 
null hypothesis that the indicator follows a random 
walk with drift. For p-values less than 0.1 (i.e., when 
there is a less than 10 percent chance that as extreme 

a value of the test statistic would be observed if the 
null hypothesis were true), we reject the null hypoth-
esis and deem the indicator to be trend stationary. Of 
the 31 indicators, 17 are trend stationary and 14 are 
possibly non-stationary.

Although we use the full series of available data 
for each indicator, the Index highlights recent 
trends. We allow older data to lose statistical influ-
ence gradually over time by calculating geometri-
cally decaying importance weights with a common 
ratio of 0.8. For example, data from 10 years prior to 
the latest year will receive a weight of 0.810 ≈ 0.134 
times the weight of the data from the latest year. 
This choice of common ratio means that the aver-
age age of the data used, weighted by its importance 
in the regression model, is about five years prior to 
the latest year, the same weighted average age as if 
we had used equally weighted data from the latest 
and 10 previous years but with far less sensitivity 
to the behavior of the indicator five–10 years prior 
to the latest year.2

For each trend-stationary indicator, we then 
regress the data against time, allowing for the pos-
sibility that the deviations from the trend line 
depend on those from the previous period and may 
not be normally distributed. This is accomplished 

1.	 The quintessential example of a non-stationary time series is the number of “heads” minus the number of “tails” in a series of coin tosses. 
Someone who, following several consecutive heads, states that he or she is “due” for tails on the next toss is implicitly and incorrectly 
assuming that the series is stationary.

2.	 We examined the sensitivity of the regression model results to the choice of common ratio in the range from 0.7 to 0.9 and found that it has 
little effect on the statistical significance of most of the estimated trend parameters.
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by estimating an ARIMA (1, 0, 0) model3 with robust 
standard errors using our importance weights. For 
each regression, we report the p-value of the test 
statistic for the trend parameter under the null 
hypothesis of a zero trend. Nine of 17 indicators have 
a p-value less than 0.1, indicating a non-zero trend.

For each non-stationary indicator, we estimate a 
regression model of the year-to-year change in the 
available data, allowing for the possibility that the 
errors depend on those from the previous period 

and may not be normally distributed. This is accom-
plished by estimating an ARIMA (0, 1, 1) model with 
robust standard errors using our importance weights. 
For these regressions, we report the p-value of the test 
statistic for the constant parameter under the null 
hypothesis of a zero constant. With p-values less than 
0.1, nine of 14 indicators show a non-zero constant 
parameter, which is analogous to a non-zero trend 
parameter for a trend-stationary indicator.

3.	 An ARIMA (p, d, q) model represents autoregressive integrated moving average with parameters p, d, and q and is the primary class of 
model used in time series analysis. The model may be extended in a variety of ways, and an explanation of the methods used to select an 
appropriate model structure is beyond the scope of our report.
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Indicator Sources

Marriage
Marriage rate (per 1,000 unmarried women age 15 and older), 1970–1996: U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2001 
(Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2002), p. 87, Table 117, http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/01statab/vitstat.pdf  
(accessed July 10, 2014). Marriage rate, 1997–2012: Calculated by The Heritage Foundation based on data from Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics and Census Bureau, Current Population Survey. Marriage rate, 1997: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, “Births, Deaths, Marriages, and Divorces: Provisional Data for 1998,” National Vital Statistics Reports, June 6, 1999, p. 1, Table 1, 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr47/nvs47_21.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Number of marriages, 1998–1999: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, “Births, Deaths, Marriages, and Divorces: Provisional Data for 1999,” National Vital Statistics Reports, February 22, 2001, p. 1, Table 1, 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr48/nvs48_19.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Number of marriages, 2000–2012: “National Marriage and 
Divorce Rate Trends,” http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/marriage_divorce_tables.htm (accessed June 15, 2015). Number of unmarried women age 15 
and older: U.S. Census Bureau, “Families and Living Arrangements: Marital Status,” Table MS-1,  
http://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/marital.html (accessed June 15, 2015).

Divorce
“Divorce rate, 1960–1969: Sally C. Clarke, “Advanced Reports of Final Divorce Statistics, 1989 and 1990,” Monthly Vital Statistics Report,  
March 22, 1995, pp. 9–10, Table 1, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/mvsr/supp/mv43_09s.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Divorce rate, 1970–1999: 
U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United: 2012 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 2013), p. 65, Table 78,  
http://www.census.gov/prod/2011pubs/12statab/vitstat.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Divorce rate, 2000–2012: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, “National Marriage and Divorce Rate Trends,” February 19, 2015, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/marriage_divorce_tables.htm 
(accessed May 11, 2015).

Note: Data in this chart are based on divorces per 1,000 total population, including both married and unmarried adults, as well as children. The 
National Center for Health Statistics used to calculate a more refined divorce rate, based on the number of divorces per 1,000 married women ages 
15 and older, but no longer does so. In 1996, the National Center for Health Statistics began collecting only provisional divorce-rate data, based 
on preliminary counts of divorce certificates from states. As of 2005, six states have stopped reporting any divorce statistics: California, Georgia, 
Hawaii, Indiana, Louisiana, and Minnesota. Thus, population data for these states are excluded when calculating the divorce rate.

Fertility
Joyce A. Martin et al., “Births: Final Data for 2013,” National Vital Statistics Reports, January 15, 2015, pp. 19–22, Table 4, and pp. 28–32, Table 8, 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr64/nvsr64_01.pdf (accessed February 24, 2015).

Single-Parent Households
U.S. Census Bureau, “Living Arrangements of Children,” Table CH-1, http://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/children.html  
(accessed February 24, 2015).

Note: The percentage of children in single-parent households was calculated by dividing the total number of children in one-parent households by 
all children in population.

Teen Drug Use
Lloyd D. Johnston et al., “Monitoring the Future: National Survey on Results on Drug Use, 2014 Overview, Key Findings on Adolescent Drug Use,” 
University of Michigan, Institute for Social Research, February 2015, pp. 68–72, Table 7,  
http://www.monitoringthefuture.org//pubs/monographs/mtf-overview2014.pdf (accessed February 24, 2015).

Abstinence Among High Schoolers
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance--2013,” Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, June 13, 2014,  
http://nccd.cdc.gov/youthonline/App/Results.aspx?TT=&OUT=&SID=HS&QID=&LID=XX&YID=&LID2=&YID2=&COL=&ROW1=&ROW2=&HT= 
(accessed May 12, 2015). Select “Ever had sexual intercourse,” “All Years,” and “12th Grade.”

Abortion Rate
1973–1990: Rachel K. Jones and Jenna Jerman, “Abortion Incidence and Service Availability in the United States, 2011,” Perspectives on Sexual and 
Reproductive Health, Vol. 46, No. 1 (March 2014), p. 6, Table 1, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1363/46e0414/full (accessed June 17, 2015). 
1991-2011: Rachel K. Jones and Kathryn Kooistra, “Abortion Incidence and Access to Services in the United States, 2008,” Perspectives on Sexual and 
Reproductive Health, Vol. 43, No. 1 (March 2011), p. 43, Table 1, http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/psrh/full/4304111.pdf (accessed June 19, 2015).



91

THE HERITAGE FOUNDATION ﻿

Religious Attendance
General Social Survey, GSS 1972-2014 Cross-Sectional Cumulative Data, Release 1, March 3 2015,  
http://www3.norc.org/GSS+Website/Download/STATA+v8.0+Format/ (accessed March 4, 2015). Attendance percentages are estimated using 
the variables “year” (row) and “attend” (column), using the composite weight, by selecting “row” under “Output Options” “Percentaging.” “Weekly” 
attendance includes respondents who report attending “nearly every week” or more frequently; “monthly” attendance includes those who report 
attending “once” or “several times” a month; “yearly” attendance includes those who report attending “several times a year”; and “rarely/never” 
attendance includes those who report attending “once a year” or less frequently.

Violent Crime Rate
Years 1993–2011: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, Crime in the United States 2012, Table 1,  
http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2012/crime-in-the-u.s.-2012/tables/1tabledatadecoverviewpdf/table_1_crime_in_the_
united_states_by_volume_and_rate_per_100000_inhabitants_1993-2012.xls. (June 23, 2014). Years 2012–2013: Crime in the United States 2013, 
Table 1, http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2013/crime-in-the-u.s.-2013/tables/1tabledatadecoverviewpdf/table_1_crime_in_
the_united_states_by_volume_and_rate_per_100000_inhabitants_1994-2013.xls (accessed May 12, 2015).

Volunteer
News release, “Volunteering in the United States—2014,” U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 25, 2015,  
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_02252015.htm (accessed June 17, 2015); news release, “Volunteering in the United States—2013,” 
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 25, 2013, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_02252014.htm 
(accessed June 17, 2015); news release, “Volunteering in the United States—2011,” U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics,  
February 22, 2012, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_02222012.htm (accessed May 12, 2015); news release, “Volunteering in the 
United States, 2007,” U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 23, 2008,  
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_01232008.htm (accessed May 12, 2015); and news release, “Volunteering in the United States, 
2006,” U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 10, 2007 http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_01102007.pdf 
(accessed May 12, 2015).

Labor Force Participation Rate
U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment data  
(accessed February 23, 2015).

Unwed Birth Rate
All racial groups, 2013: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, “Births: Final Data for 2013,” National Vital 
Statistics Reports, January 15, 2015, p. 39, Table 14, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr64/nvsr64_01.pdf (accessed May 12, 2015).

All racial groups, 2012: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, “Births: Final Data for 2012,” National Vital 
Statistics Reports, December 30, 2013, p. 39, Table 14, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr64/nvsr64_01.pdf (accessed June 17, 2015).

All racial groups, 2011: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, “Births: Final Data for 2011,” National Vital 
Statistics Reports, June 28, 2013, Table 14, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr62/nvsr62_01.pdf (accessed June 17, 2015).

All races; White, non-Hispanic; Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic, 1993–2010: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health 
Statistics, National Vital Statistics System, VitalStats. “Demographic characteristics of mother,”  
http://205.207.175.93/VitalStats/ReportFolders/ReportFolders.aspx (accessed July 14, 2014).

Black, non-Hispanic, 1990: Child Trends Databank, “Births to Unmarried Women,” Appendix 1, July 2013,  
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/75_appendix1.pdf (accessed July 14, 2014).

All races, 1970–1992; White, 1970–1989; White, non-Hispanic, 1990–1992; Black, 1970–1989; Hispanic, 1990–1992: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, “Nonmarital Childbearing in the United States 1940–99,” National Vital Statistics Reports, 
October 18, 2000, pp. 28–32, Table 4, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr48/nvs48_16.pdf (accessed July 14, 2014).

Self-Sufficiency
For 1959–2013: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Poverty Tables—People, Table 2,  
https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/data/historical/people.html (accessed February 25, 2015). For 1947–1958: Gordon Fisher, “Estimates 
of the Poverty Population Under the Current Official Definition for Years Before 1959,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the 
Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 1986.
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Total Welfare Spending
Heritage Foundation research based on U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, Green Book: Background Material and Data 
on Programs Within the Jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means, July 15, 1994,  
http://greenbook.waysandmeans.house.gov/1994-green-book/letter-of-transmittal (accessed June 17, 2015); Karen Spar, “Cash and Noncash 
Benefits for Persons with Limited Income: Eligibility Rules, Recipient and Expenditure Data FY2002–FY2004,” Congressional Research Service 
Report for Congress, March 27, 2006, and earlier editions, 1976–2005. U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States 
Government (Washington, DC: U.S. Government and Printing Office, various years); U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United 
States Government: Historical Tables (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, various years),  
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionGPO.action?collectionCode=BUDGET (accessed June 17, 2015); Peter Germanis and Richard Bavier, 
eds., Up from Dependency: A New National Public Policy Assistance Strategy, Executive Office of the President, September 1987,  
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED316589 (accessed June 17, 2015); Ida C. Merriam and Alfred M. Skolnik, Social Welfare Expenditures Under Public Programs 
in the United States, 1929–66, Social Security Administration, Office of Research and Statistics Research Report No. 25, 1968,  
https://archive.org/details/socialwelfareexp00merr (accessed June 17, 2015); and Social Security Administration, Social Security Bulletin, various 
issues, http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb/index.html (accessed June 17, 2015).

Subsidized Public Housing
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Assisted Housing: National and Local: A Picture of Subsidized Households, 1996-2013, 
http://www.huduser.org/portal/datasets/assthsg.html (accessed February 25, 2015). There is a gap in annual data from this set prior to 2004.

Food Stamp Participation
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Services, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP): Participation and Costs, 
February 6, 2015, http://www.fns.usda.gov/pd/SNAPsummary.htm (February 25, 2015).

TANF Participation
U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, 2014 Green Book, Table 7-9,  
http://greenbook.waysandmeans.house.gov/2014-green-book (accessed June 18, 2015).

TANF Work Participation Rate
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Office of Family Assistance, Work Participation Rates, 
Fiscal Year 1997– Fiscal Year 2011, http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/resource-library/search?tag=4939,  
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/resource/policy/im-ofa/1998/im199807, and  
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/resource/policy/im-ofa/1999/im199902 (accessed May 12, 2015).

Reading Proficiency
U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP), “Reading Age 17 Results,” 1971, 1975, 1980, 1984, 1988, 1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, 1999, 2004, 2008 and 2012 Long-Term Trend 
Reading Assessments, http://nationsreportcard.gov/ltt_2012/age17r.aspx (April 7, 2014).

Charter School Enrollment
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, Digest of Education Statistics: 2014,  
Table 216.90, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d14/tables/dt14_216.90.asp (June 8, 2015).

Private School Choice Participation
Matt Frendewey et al., School Choice Yearbook 2014–2015, Alliance for School Choice, 2015, http://www.allianceforschoolchoice.org/yearbook 
(April 15, 2015).

High School Graduation Rate
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences, Digest of Education Statistics: 2013,  
Table 219.10, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/index.asp (accessed February 25, 2015).

Student Loan Debt
The College Board, “Trends in Student Aid 2014,” 2014,  
http://secure-media.collegeboard.org/digitalServices/misc/trends/2014-trends-student-aid-report-final.pdf (accessed February 27, 2015).

Employment-Population Ratio
U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, employment data,  
http://www.bls.gov/data/ (accessed February 23, 2015).
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Unemployment Rate
U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, unemployment data,  
http://www.bls.gov/data/ (accessed February 23, 2015).

Job Openings Rate
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey, http://www.bls.gov/data/  
(accessed February 23, 2015).

Job Hires Rate
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey, http://www.bls.gov/data/  
(accessed February 23, 2015).

Money Taxed Away by Federal Government
U.S. Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2016: Historical Tables (Washington, DC: U.S. Government 
Publishing Office, 2015), Table 1.2, https://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/Historicals (accessed June 17, 2015).

Start-Up Job Share
U.S. Census Bureau, Business Dynamics Statistics: Firm Characteristics Data Tables: Firm Age,  
http://www.census.gov/ces/dataproducts/bds/data_firm.html (accessed July 14, 2014). Total employment: U.S. Census Bureau, Firm 
Characteristics Data Tables: Economy Wide, http://www.census.gov/ces/dataproducts/bds/data_firm.html (accessed February 23, 2015).

Major Federal Regulations
Office of Management and Budget, Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs, “Unified Agenda and Regulatory Plan Search Criteria,”  
http://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/eAgendaAdvancedSearch (accessed May 12, 2015), and James L. Gattuso and Diane Katz, “Red Tape Rising: Six 
Years of Regulatory Expansion Under Obama,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3015, May 11, 2015, p. 8, Chart 3,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/05/red-tape-rising-six-years-of-escalating-regulation-under-obama.

Economic Freedom
Terry Miller and Anthony B. Kim, 2015 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation and Dow Jones & Company, Inc., 
2015), http://www.heritage.org/index/.
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About 
The Heritage Foundation

Founded in 1973, The Heritage Foundation is a 
research and educational institution—a think 

tank—whose mission is to formulate and promote 
conservative public policies based on the principles 
of free enterprise, limited government, individual 
freedom, traditional American values, and a strong 
national defense.

We believe the principles and ideas of the Amer-
ican Founding are worth conserving and renew-
ing. As policy entrepreneurs, we believe the most 
effective solutions are consistent with those ideas 
and principles. Our vision is to build an America 
where freedom, opportunity, prosperity, and civil 
society flourish.

Heritage’s staff pursues this mission by perform-
ing timely, accurate research on key policy issues 
and effectively marketing these findings to our pri-
mary audiences: members of Congress, key congres-
sional staff members, policymakers in the executive 
branch, the nation’s news media, and the academic 
and policy communities.

Governed by an independent Board of Trustees, 
The Heritage Foundation is an independent, tax-
exempt institution. Heritage relies on the private 
financial support of the general public—individu-
als, foundations, and corporations—for its income, 

and accepts no government funds and performs no 
contract work. Heritage is one of the nation’s larg-
est public policy research organizations. Hundreds 
of thousands of individual members make it one of 
the most broadly supported think tanks in America.

For more information, or to support our 
work, please contact: The Heritage Foundation at 
(800) 544-4843 or visit heritage.org.

The Institute for Family, Community, and 
Opportunity promotes a stronger society. The 
work of the Institute advances: marriage, family, life, 
work, and religious liberty to strengthen civil soci-
ety; parents’ control of their children’s education, 
and patient-centered, market-based health care. The 
Institute also emphasizes education on the proper 
nature of ordered liberty in America and the means 
to advance and protect it.

The Institute produces the Index of Culture and 
Opportunity, which monitors changes in key social 
and economic indicators affecting American culture 
and opportunity.

The Institute consists of the Richard and Helen 
DeVos Center for Religion and Civil Society, the B. 
Kenneth Simon Center for Principles and Politics, the 
Center for Health Policy Studies, and the Domestic 
Policy Studies staff.





A strong society depends on opportunity. Cultural and economic factors at work today will 
determine whether America continues to be a land of opportunity in the future.
The 2015 Index of Culture and Opportunity, a publication of Heritage’s Institute for Family, 
Community, and Opportunity, combines national data on key indicators with expert commentary 
to explain why they matter. Leaders from think tanks, universities, and the media discuss how the 
trends shaping American society came about—and what they mean for our future.
See inside for:

•	 31 charts on social and economic indicators of opportunity in America, compiled from 
leading national data sources.

•	 Introductory essays by Yuval Levin (Ethics and Public Policy Center and National 
Affairs) on the intergenerational compact; Carson Holloway (The Heritage Foundation) 
on Culture; Douglas Besharov and Douglas Call (University of Maryland) on Poverty and 
Dependence; and Anna Egalite (Harvard University) and Patrick Wolf (University of 
Arkansas) on General Opportunity.

•	 Brief commentary on key indicators from 15 expert contributors including  
Marvin Olasky (WORLD News Group); Charmaine Yoest (Americans United for Life);  
Kay Hymowitz (Manhattan Institute); and Juan Williams (Fox News Channel).

•	 Preface by Jim DeMint, President of The Heritage Foundation.
The Index of Culture and Opportunity is a tool for policymakers and citizens seeking to ensure 
opportunity for the next generation.

Understand the Trends that Shape America

The Heritage Foundation  •  214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE  •  Washington, DC 20002  •  heritage.org

Explore and share this report online at Index.Heritage.org/Culture
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and Budget. 
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Major Federal 
Regulations
From 2004 to 2014, the number 
of economically significant 
regulations pending each year 
rose by 46 regulations.
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Food Stamp 
Participation
From 2004 to 2014, food stamp 
participation grew by about 22.73 
million people.

0

10

20

30

40

50
1yr5yr10yr

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2014

Karen Harned

Yuval Levin

Charmaine Yoest

Bob Woodson

9 780891 951575

5 0 9 9 9
ISBN 978-0-89195-157-5




