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WHY WELFARE HAS MARRIAGE PE

Welfare has marriage penalties because the eligibiity threshold for pro -

grams does not account for both adults’ ability to earn money in a family

unit. The eligibility threshold adjusts slightly hi gher based on larger family

size, but it makes no distinction between income-earning adults and chil -

GUHQ XQOLNH WKH IHGHUDO WD[ FRGH ZKLFK DOO|
DW GL HUHQW PDUJLQDO WD[ WK U'HheKdé @ G thaW KD Q
RQH ZRUNLQJ FODVV DGXOW ZLOO TXDOLI\ IRU D KR
two working-class adults’ incomes are both counted will not qualify for any

EHQH¢ WV

Programs usually only count income toward eligibili ty when the adults

are biologically related to the children in the hou sehold. The live-in boy-

friend—a housing situation which places children at far higher risk of child

abuse—is not counted toward eligibility.® This system, on paper, penalizes

both biological parents residing with their joint ¢ hildren. In practice, the

system is more of a marriage penalty than a broad penalty on biological

parents both living with their children, because co habiting joint biologi -

cal parents can misrepresent their living situation to welfare authorities;
authorities have little ability to verify cohabitat ion status without welfare

R FLDOV VKRZLQJ XS XQDQQRXQFHG DW SHRSOHV
SROLF\ 6WXGLHV VKRZ WKDW D VL]DEOH SRUWLR
large federal programs, such as food stamps, are msrepresenting their
cohabiting status to authorities. *

Yet married parents are unable to hide their marria ge, and county welfare

R FLDOV FDQ HDVLO\ DFFHVV PDUULDJH GDWDED\
penalties against co-parenting biological parents and implicit, or in-prac -

tice, penalties against marriage.
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METHODOLOGY

To assess Mississippi’s marriage penalties, the Urlan ularly important because studies show most out-of-
L, QVWLWXWHTV 1HW ,QFRPH &KDQJH weolaGrk XrdDar'é Rolparehts@dao areDiving together or
XVHG WR FRPSDUH WKH WD[HV DQG BEBdtim@rigally invielve® al Ehe tinde\ oftReChirth of t heir

stituting a married couple and their infant child t o an child. Yet because of the instability of cohabitation, most

unmarried couple with one infant child at the same of these relationships eventually fall apart while the child

income levels. The unmarried couple is assumed to on- is still young. This usually disconnects the father from the

sist of two biological parents where the woman is not child, leading to a host of economic and social prdblems.®

accurately representing the couple’s cohabitation gatus

to welfare authorities (which is, again, astonishin gly Among a handful of assumptions made to model family

FRPPRQ RU WZR DGXOWV ZKHUH RQOLNF®RA H P QR ibidiveiyviptepahagsumptions

parent of the child. DUH PDGH WKDW IXO0O WLPH FKLOGFI
$426 per month for a young child or infant—accordin g to

Calculations with larger family sizes will typicall y show the Economic Policy Institute 7, which places Mississippi

even larger marriage penalties at higher income lewels, RQ WKH ORZHU HQG RI FKLOGFDUH FRVW

but calculations with only one infant child are par tic- that rent costs $950 per month.

Ficure 1 | INCOME AND BENEFITS OF THREE FAMILY TYPES

A Single mom, one infant child, onigcoendary earner e Married parents, one infant child

g Cohabiting parents with status ueknomaitdamithbilti - Cohabiting parents, one infant child
c Married parents, one infant child e Married parents, one infant child

o Unmarried biological parents, one infant child

A B © D E F G
PRIMARY /
EARNINGS (8 EARNER (0) INCLUDING BENEFITS (5 B CHILDOARE CosT
10,000 100/0 1,2051,708 1,991 2 1 0 0
20,000 80/20 1,418 1,996226 2 1 98 190
20,000 50/50 1,797 2,28226 1 1 116 190
30,000 80/20 1,526 2,309 2,449 1 72 183
30,000 50/50 1,927 2,506 2,363 1 1 154 274
40,000 100/0 1,205 2,821 3,068 2 1 0 0
40,000 80/20 1,666 3,508 2,840 1 72 284
40,000 50/50 2,035 3,142 2,710 1 18T 426
50,000 80/20 1,7973,732 3,340 1 0 77 284
50,000 50/50 2,1123,690 3210 1 0 241 426
60,000 80/20 1,8534,362 3946 1 0 83 284
60,000 50/50 2,118 4,066 3,812 1 426 426
70,000 80/20 1,900 4,910 4,552 1 0 103 284
70,000 50/50 2,224 4,550 4,416 1 0 426 426
70,000 100/0 1,2055,341 4,836 2 0 0 0
80,000 50/50 2,463 5,090 5,018 0 4% 426
90,000 50/50 2,760 5,688622 0 0 426 426
100,000 50/50 3,0616,274 6,223 0 0 426 426
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As you see on page 3, the analysis looks at combirce
household incomes of $10,000 to $100,000, at incre -
ments of $10,000. At every increment up to $70,000,

a separate analysis models the marriage penalty ifone
parent contributes only 20 percent of household income
because that parent works part-time. Here, childcare
costs are assumed to be two-thirds of the original cost,
or $284 per month.

It is arguable whether these numbers are the best ep-
resentation of reality, and average costs will vary within

a couple with one adult working part-time, assuming a
smaller childcare cost will generally shift the mar riage

SHQDOW\ IRU WKDW IDPLO\ E\ WKH GL

originally estimated $284 per month and the new low er
estimate.

It is also the case that the NICC doesn’t compute he

¢cQDQFLDO EHQH¢W RI UHFHLYLQJ VXEV

ance but only assesses the number of family members
who qualify for Medicaid under Mississippi’'s progra m.
This understates the dollar value of the marriage penalty

GL HUHQW UHJLRQV RI WKH VW D W H 2 HiviBisidhalysie, @lthdagh\Wel €anRe@ réuBHS Xow Medic

lation density. This is certainly true for the rent assump-
tion of $950 per month. Yet increasing or decreasing rent
does little to change the overall results or analyss. Gen
erally, higher living costs mean there is a higher marriage
SHQDOW\ 6LPLODUO\

FIGURE 2

aid also penalizes married couples.

JLQDOO\
other adult income and her infant was analyzed at every

ZKHQ DVVHVVLIGIMEY. FKLOGFDUH FRVW WR

ANNUAL MARRIAGE PENALTY, ANDIPERCHIND@QARRIBSIEITAXICE PROGRAN

A Marriage (Penalty) or Bonus, twoithiclogicfnatsidso Percent of marriage penalty attrédssististocehildcare

e Childcare cost for married parents

c Childcare cost for cohabiting norpartents!|awimgivi

and her non-bio boyfriend

PRIMARY /
SECONDARY
EARNER (%)

HOUSEHOLD
EARNINGS ($)

10,000 100/0 $3,396
20,000 80/20 $2,760
20,000 50/50 $744
30,000 80/20 $1,684
30,000 50/50 $1,716
40,000 100/0 $2,964
40,000 80/20 $8,016
40,000 50/50 $5,184
50,000 80/20 $4,700
50,000 50/50 $5,760
60,000 80/20 $4,988
60,000 50/50 $3,048
70,000 80/20 $4,300
70,000 50/50 $1,608
70,000 100/0 $6,060
80,000 50/50 $864
90,000 50/50 $792
100,000 50/50 $612

e Marriage bonus for single mothédt émut@tteainfant chi

but the incentive is to cohabit and not marry)

(63 D E
ANNUALIZED MARRIAGE PENALTY (-) OR BONUS (+)
0 0 0% $9,432
2280 1176 -40% $9,696
2280 1392 119% $5,148
2192 864 -79% $11,080
3288 1848 84% $5,232
0 0 0% $22,356
3408 864 32% $14,088
5112 2244 55% $8,100
3408 928 53% $18,516
5112 2892 39% $13,176
3408 1000 48% $25,116
5112 5112 0% $20,328
3408 1232 51% $31,824
5112 5112 0% $26,304
0 0 0% $43,572
5112 5112 0% $30,660
5112 5112 0%34,344
5112 5112 0% $37,944
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ANALYSIS OF MISSISSIPPI'S MARRIAGE PENALTIES

DQG UHFHLYH WKH EHQH¢W RI DQ H[WUL
EHQH WV 2XU DQDO\VLV GRHVQYIW JR

Like most states, Mississippi's marriage penalties are
concentrated in the childcare subsidy. At income levels

common for young working-class couples, this subsidy
makes up about 50 percent of the overall marriage pen-
alty, excluding Medicaid marriage penalties.

%URDGO\ WKH DQDO\VLV ¢({QGV
income levels until both the mother and father indi -
vidually make at least $40,000 per year, making them
ineligible to receive childcare assistance (and mos other
ZHOIDUH SURJUDPV
tial when both adults earn relatively the same and have

quantify this mathematically. But again, the system
clearly penalizes married couples compared to other
arrangements, though there are certainly other long-

WHUP EHQH{;WV WR PDUULDJH EH\RQG V
PD WY LORVIL G5 @REWLHY DW DOO

What is clear is that the system carries the strongest
disincentives to marriage when two adults, who have

7TKHVH SHQDOW Létohth hiad aRIRIY tdhehBr(heve Tekatil/€ly equd earn-
LQJ SRZHU 6XFK D VHWXS LV LQFUHGLI

LQFRPHYV DW RU MXVW EHORZ WKH L Q@ betaBsé D@KifgCIasR wohietys eadingdare en

ELOLW\ DERXW
because most working-class young adults, at prime @e
for family formation, are in this range—especially for
someone who hasn't earned a four-year degree.

In real life, families may make other decisions than those

LQ OLVVLVVLSS lcommh&nsitate With & evieddutRelci@glearnings in work-

ing-class industries dominated by men.®

According to the NICC’s calculations, marriage pend-
ties are extremely high for these equal-earning cowles
at combined parental earnings of $40,000 to $70,000

FRQVLGHUHG LQ RXU WDEOH 6WDUW Lfggdy&dr W hesd KatrigdeVgehBltigd R @t&R-+dR @it

spouse or biological parent who is working part-tim e or
has lower earnings power, it is clearly not economical for

both spouses to work after a certain point if marri ed—

here, the couple has to pay the full, unsubsidizedprice for

childcare subsidies make up about 50 percent—reduce
household incomes by about 10 percent. Again, thisanal-
ysis does not count Medicaid marriage penalties, which
means actual penalties are even higher.

SDUW WLPH FKLOGFDUH DQG WKLV UHGXFHV WKH EHQH¢{;W WR WKH

family of the second income. On top of this, most families
will prefer in-home care for nonmonetary reasons. The
broad problem, though, is that couples who are not mar-
ried can theoretically continue the part-time work of the
second “spouse,” receive subsidized or even compledly

Either way, this means that marriage penalties in Missis-
sippi permeate the working class and risk reachinginto
the middle class. A large proportion of young persons at
ripe age for family formation and childbearing are espe
cially impacted. The nationwide median salary for 25- to

FRYHUHG FKLOGFDUH DQG WKXV E H¥deanplds ds $4800000er yganyandthoge Withput a

to the married couple. The married couple where one
spouse could work part-time gets shortchanged from a
monetary perspective, though it is likely that in t he real
world many of these families prefer to have one spaise
stay home with their young children.

As for the single mother, her marriage bonus via adding
another adult's income—often a male with higher eaming

four-year college degree—still a large portion of younger
Americans—have median incomes of $42,000 or less.
The median income of a recent high school graduatewith

no college degree is even lower in Mississippi. Bagally,

the entire Mississippi working class is subject to large
marriage penalties, especially when both biological par-

ents have similar earnings power.’

SRZHU?2LV VKDUSO\ UHGXFHG E\ WKH ORVV RI EHQH¢{;WV 7KH

single mother could also cohabit with this other ad ult

The Archbridge Institute 5
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MISSISSIPPI CHILDCARE SUBSIDY SPECIFICS

7KH OLVVLVVLSSL &KLOG &DUH 3D\PHéayehckzsl Rddiy Brodp&23iBcludaés special or at-risk

federally funded (via a Temporary Assistance for Needy populations and special needs children; Priority Group
J)DPLOLHV >7%$1)@ EORFN JUDQW E X Wolli@Ge? klQihiNtybasedid i véry 10 Kedme” f amilies

state. Unlike states such as California and Minnesda, WKDW HDUQ SHUFHQW RI WKH VWDW!
OLVVLVVLSSL DORQJ ZLWK PRVW V RoXiWIshWHWwh@h i¢ svoDnd $28,00Kd2Nye &) foive mother
supplemented federal funding to increase funding to its and her small child.

childcare program. Because of this, the state has atlined

priority groups to receive program funds, creating a sit- Finally, Priority Group 4 is made up of low-income fam-

uation in which some eligible applicants will not r eceive LOLHV GH¢QHG DV SHUVRQV DW RU EH

EHQH{¢WV LI SURJUDP IXQGV DUH H[KIEXaniprremeE$3&209Ke4 g moiher and her child.
ority groups. Priority Group 4 is where a waitlist can occur. It is “based

on the availability of funding” and requires parent s to be
in a full-time educational program or working at le ast 25
hours per week .

Priority Group 1 consists of referred clients, which
includes TANF recipients, foster families, and homeless

Ficure 3 | MISSISSIPPI CHILD CARE PAYMENRABHOGRAM ELIGIBILITY

MAXIMUM INCOME TANF MAXIMUM

“SizE  NcomEMh o es%oRSMI oF Sm POVERTY LINE (ANNUALIZED)
2 $45,313 $38,516 $22,657 $17,420 $6,504
3 $55,975 $47,579 $27,988 $21,960 $8,160
4 $66,637 $56,641 $33,319 $26,500 $9,828
5 $77,299 $65,704 $38,649 $31,040 $11,496
6 $87,961 $74,767 $43,980 $35,580 $13,164
7 $89,960 $76,466 $44,980 $40,120 $14,820

SOURCE Mississippi Department of Human Services, https:/www.mdhs.ms.gov/eccd/parent-information/eli
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MISSISSIPPI REFORM RECOMMENDATIONS

A low-hanging fruit reform would be to end the unfa ir $GGUHVVLQJ PDUULDJH SHQDOWLHYV DQ

WUHDWPHQW RQ SDSHU RI WZR SDEH@QM VW ¥ RWXIC @HQOQRIDAOGWR LI D UHFL

WKHLU ELRORJLFDO FKLOGUHQ &XUUmMapaey @d muth/iddnsyy le&/B¢ tieHecpienV irDa far

family unit, if the adults are unmarried, loosely. A family ZRUVH RYHUDOO ILQDQFLDO VLWXDW

for the purposes of eligibility in the Child Care Payment action.

BURJUDP LV GH¢{QHG DV 333$Q\ SHUVRQ OLYLQJ LQ WKH KRXVH

KROG ZKR LV ¢QDQFLDOO\ RU OHJD O distyiqliow thefedenalday cogels tigatment of m aried

RI WKH FKLOG UHQ LQFOXGHG LQ D eouplesswhichaojprs ipdhe qainings prower dyug adults

FDUH FHUWL,FDWH ~ can have®® 6SHFL¢;FDOO\ UDLVH WKH HOLJL
working-class married couples to phase out the program

7KH GH¢{QLWLRQ ¢UVW DVNV LI DQ D GXiweah 1.4/ar@ H.3 in@ihe Bligivil@yRMpegHokH forthe

WR FDUH IRU D FKLOG ELRORJLFDO O \nwrieéd bf \Welrb@ns in th@Bridily rdihkiHoddd Fovexarg-

economic unit test to judge whether an unmarried couple ple, if two married parents have one infant child, their

is sharing resources toward the care of the child. The eligibility threshold should be 1.4 times the eligi bility

latter test is of course much more subjective and asier threshold that would exist if the family were made up

WR GHFHLYH WKDQ WKH ¢UVW 3UR E 6f it hhd\htokhBr@r@ her\thKd. Thadrih@nie@ eligibil -

the live-in boyfriend, known to authorities, who is not a ity should then phase out—via higher program copay

legal parent of the mother’s child, if the mother r eports ments—between 1.4 times and 1.7 times the two-perso

that the boyfriend doesn’t substantially contribute to the family eligibility threshold.

welfare of the child. Instead, Mississippi should count the

incomes of all able-bodied adults in a home toward deter- 7R VDYH WD[SD\HU IXQGV DQG DOORZ ID
mining welfare eligibility—a “working age adults un der enhanced eligibility for married couples should req uire

one roof test’—not just the incomes of biological parents. IXOO WLPH ZRUN E\ WKH ¢UVW VSRXVt

work by the second spouse, and only pay for part-time
childcare commensurate with the part-time work.

FiGure 4 | REFORM'S IMPACT ON MARRIAGE PERQIFIES BY INCOME LEV
FAMILY WITH TWO ADULTS AND ONE INFANT CHILD

OVERALL MARRIAGE AFTER REFORM

(PRIMARY | SECONDARY) "EARNINGS Poonus () R onus !
50/50 $20,000 -$744 $1,110
50/50 $30,000 -$1,716 $1,146
50/50 $40,000 -$5,184 -$640
50/50 $50,000 -$5,760 -$1,500
50/50 $60,000 -$3,048 $787
50/50 $70,000 -$1,608 $1,801
50/50 $80,000 -$864 -$862
50/50 $90,000 -$792 -$790
50/50 $100,000 -$612 -$610
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These reforms would reduce Mississippi’'s marriage pen- nia, and Massachusetts subsidize their program much

alties by about 50 percent per year for couples whoboth more than many other states, especially compared wth
earn relatively the same amount and have combined VRXWKHUQ 8 6 VWDWHYV DQG WKHVH VW
incomes between $40,000 and $80,000 per year. childcare costs™®

6RPH FDXWLRQ LV UHTXLUHG $ UHDWRHFREBGH FRQWHIPHUVFWRBDW D\ WKH\ ZK

these reforms involve pushing welfare into higher com- one spouse stay at home with their children, and this is
bined income brackets, but that's only because welare especially true of working-class parents. In other words,
already reaches well into these combined income brak- H RUWV WR H[SDQG FKLOGFDUH VXEVLGL
ets. Another caveat is that a focus on greater chiicare and federal level do not match the expressed opinims of
access alone is wrongheaded for two reasons. many families. A better political approach is to keep
the program size as-is, or even attempt to pair it back
First, subsidizing childcare generally leads to higher by going after fraud and abuse, while reducing marriage
demand and more supply-side regulations, which in penalties in the program.

WXUQ SXVKHV FRVWY KLIJIKHU 6WDWHYV OLNH OLQQHVRWD &DOLIRU

Ficure 5 | REFORM'S IMPACT ON MARRIAGERBN2ZQUESESOR MISSISSIP
EACH CONTRIBUTING 50% TO HOUSEHOLD EARNINGS

$3,000

$2,000

$1,000 e /\

> $0

= -$1,00 \/ N

u -$2,000

§-$3,003

£ $4,000

-$5,000

ijgg;o o o o o o o o Q =

P8 8§ 8 8 8 8 § § & 8
S 8 § 8 8 £ g8 g & 32
s ¥ e B B v e e g 7

COMBINED HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Overall Marriage Penalty (-) AStanRdfigrm Marriage Penalty (-) /Bonus (+)

CONCLUSION

Overall, Americans widely support this type of social addresses these issues without massively expandinghe
safety net reform. According to a recent survey, many safety net is both popular with the general public, could
respondents “talked about smoothing out the bene- receive bipartisan support, and would strengthen fami-
¢W FOL V WKDW SXQLVK ZRUNHUV Z KeR, wihichHiltiMately \Wowrdx te\fdu@lktioR for D hildren
given income threshold or [wanted a focus on] reducing WR ARXULVK

marriage penalties....”® In other words, a reform that
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