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ecently I attended and helped to organize a symposium on family law and public policy. About
40 of us—mostly family law professionals, state and
local government officials, and family scholars—spent
most of one day in a comfortable conference room in
a big downtown Chicago law firm discussing the state
of American families and how family law in the future
might better support them. The presenters were smart
and attractive, the conversation was serious, and the
ideas flowed freely. The vibes in the room were positive.
Everyone’s sincerity was palpable.
But at a gut level, my main reaction to the event
was dismay. What upset me was not the answers being
offered, but the questions being asked.
For me, the fundamental question is “What’s best
for families?” because the family as a US social institution is fragile and in crucial ways dysfunctional. An
impressive body of research from numerous disciplines
and diverse political perspectives suggests that the family is society’s seedbed institution and, therefore, that
there is much truth to Margaret Mead’s famous dictum
that “as the family goes, so goes the nation.”1
To wrestle with the question of what is best for families, I’ve spent most of my professional life studying
marriage and fatherhood and, in doing so, seeking to
understand how family structure influences child outcomes. Why the focus on family structure? Because the
evidence on families confirms a sociological truism:
while process trumps structure, structure guides process.
Consider the role of fathers. Another of Margaret Mead’s family research dicta is that “every known
human society rests firmly on the learned nurturing
behavior of men.”2 For the father and for the larger

society, what matters most is his behavior toward his
child. Is he tender? Does he help her tie her shoes? Does
he protect her? These are expressions of the fathering
process, and nearly everyone (including me) agrees that
these are the treasures we’re after.
But the research also shows, as common sense suggests, that the more impersonal questions of structure—
Does the father live with the child? Is he married to the
child’s mother?—can decisively influence whether he is
likely to behave tenderly toward her, protect her, and
help her tie her shoes. Mead is far from the only anthropologist to propose that, for most men everywhere, the
preconditions for effective fatherhood—the structural
social arrangements that permit and reward “learned
nurturing behavior”—are coresidency with the child
and a stable partnership with the child’s mother, otherwise known in all human groups as “marriage.”
Structure shapes process. Or to put the proposition
a bit differently, the process outcomes we want in family life will likely elude us unless we also attend to the
structures that fit and encourage them. To me, therefore, and to many of my colleagues and others who
study marriage and the family, family structure should
be one of family policy’s first and most important concerns. We might even say that family structure is to
family policy as the nude is to art—that is, one of its
basic disciplines.3
Yet in our conference on family policy that day,
issues of family well-being generally, and issues of family structure in particular, evoked almost no interest.
It was not that the conferees considered and rejected
analyzing these topics as much as they simply acted as
if these topics do not exist. (The greatest insult is not
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to deny, but to ignore.) For us as a group that day—a
group of policy and scholarly elites that struck me as
fairly representative—the underlying question was not
“What’s best for families?” Instead, it seemed to be
“What’s best for the casualties?”
I’m familiar with this way of thinking. For example, it has deeply influenced the field of social work for
decades, but among family scholars and policymakers, I have rarely seen it less questioned and therefore
more intellectually dominant. We may be approaching
a tipping point. Conceptually, what will matter most
is no longer the family as an institution, but groups
of individuals with increasingly dire needs. Worrying about family structure becomes a waste of time as
family policy itself is transformed into something akin
to performing triage on a battlefield. What is needed
in light of such requirements is not a theory of social
institutions, but medicine, bandages, and courage
under fire. For everyone involved—from policymakers
and program directors to legal professionals and social
scientists—the main presumed goal is to do the best
one can under terrible conditions to save as many lives
as possible.
Consider again the role of fathers. Historically, family policy toward fathers has centrally reflected the idea
that biological fathers—even if they do not live with
their children or get along with the mothers—can
and should invest in their children by acting, to the
degree possible, as social and legal fathers. This idea
has long seemed valid to scholars and policymakers
largely because public policy regarding absent fathers
has been understood primarily as responsive to the
societal phenomenon of family breakup. Father-sensitive family policies typically presumed, at least implicitly, that the ex-partners had once made meaningful
commitments to each other, that a socially affirmed
family structure had been created, and that children
had been born into it—but that at some point those
commitments had been abandoned and that structure
had been split apart.
In such a context, the goal of family policy was
to make the broken or disrupted family resemble as
closely as possible the intact family, particularly regarding the treatment of children. In this way family policy
aimed to “undo” at least some of the family’s unraveling

and to reunite the fractured moieties to the degree possible. From this premise, certain policy objectives logically followed:
• If the absent father no longer voluntarily supports his child financially, should not public policy require him to maintain at least a certain level
of child support payments to the mother?
• If the father no longer resides in the same home
as his child, should not public policy permit and
encourage him to visit the child as regularly as
possible?
• If the father seems no longer willing to cooperate
with the mother, should not public policy expect
and enforce at least some cooperation?
• If the father no longer views his child’s mother as
his spouse and lover, should not public policy create incentives and in some cases requirements for
him to view her as a co-parent deserving of recognition and respect?
Today, this way of thinking about absent fathers
seems increasingly anachronistic. Increasingly, many
observers no longer view these men as even potentially
a part of the solution to anything. Today’s paradigmatic
social phenomenon regarding absent fathers is no longer family breakup, but the absence of effective family formation—not the old trend of viable family units
fragmenting or weakening, but the new trend of them
never having been formed in the first place. In short,
for large and rapidly growing proportions of US absent
fathers today, there has never been much of a family to
break up.4
In our recent family policy conference, one could
palpably sense that the old father-absence considerations, rooted in breakup, have been largely replaced by
new ones, rooted in nonformation:
• Should fathers be presumed to have shared custody and visitation rights, even when the mothers
do not want to share custody or encourage visitation? Well, maybe not. What exactly did these
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guys do to deserve such a presumption? What
good is likely to come of it?

addition to all the other good things they are likely to
do, are likely to enhance family well-being and may
help indirectly to strengthen family structure. So I am
not disputing the idea that good economic policy, for
example, can also be good family policy. On the contrary, I have been a part of several efforts to make just
such arguments.5
But surely “family policy,” if such a way of thinking is to continue at all, must mean more than simply
“desirable policy,” even after we all agree that the latter
can be a friend of the former. At our family policy conference, I searched for this foundational notion of our
work—the notion that meaningful family policy originates from and is animated by an articulated intention to strengthen the family as an institution and that
strengthening marriage and family structure are therefore their own worthwhile public policy objectives—
but did not find it.

• Should society expect and seek, insofar as possible,
to require these fathers to be hands-on, attentive,
loving, and protective fathers to their children?
Well, maybe not. Few such expectations or requirements have ever been in place, from or for any of
the adult parties involved. How can public policy reasonably be expected to protect, maintain,
or institutionalize family connections that hardly
existed in the first place? What good is likely to
come from such efforts? What unintended and
potentially harmful consequences for mothers and
children might result from such efforts?
This newer way of thinking about absent fathers is
only one example of a larger conceptual shift. When
pervasive family dysfunction shifts in our thinking from
a crisis we should confront to a condition we must realistically accept—from a foreground policy consideration to a background intellectual assumption—many
questions of family well-being and nearly all questions
of family structure become passé. After all, what can
we realistically expect to gain? Is it worth our time to
search through the rubble for bits of treasure?
A transformation in the field of family policy in
which individuals increasingly replace families as our
main objects of concern is a profound change indeed.
At our recent family policy conference, many policy
reforms were discussed, including a number I favor,
but I do not recall a single idea or proposal during the
entire conference offered specifically as a strategy for
enhancing family well-being, much less strengthening
family structure. Mostly, presenters seemed comfortable in their assumption that their favored macro-level
policy reforms—in particular, for these presenters,
those aiming at more social justice, less institutional
racism, more and better jobs and job training, and a
less punitive criminal justice system—willy-nilly constitute today’s best strategies for “helping families,”
which seems, as best I could tell, little different from
saying “helping people.”
To be fair, I agree that genuine economic, civil
rights, and social justice improvements in the US in

A transformation in the field of family
policy in which individuals increasingly
replace families as our main objects of
concern is a profound change indeed.
Moreover, in my view, this conference’s intellectual
center of gravity is not idiosyncratic or unrepresentative today. On the contrary, what I am calling the new
underlying question—What’s best for the causalities?—
appears now to be thoroughly mainstream and may
even be on its way to occupying pride of place in the
US family policy debate.6
Representative or not, and notwithstanding some of
its strengths, I dissent from this way of thinking. In this
essay, I contest this view of family policy’s future and
offer an alternative. Specifically, I argue for the continuing and even growing importance of family structure as
a topic within family policy studies and for the importance in the years ahead, especially in light of current
family trends, of establishing the strengthening of family structure in America as a legitimate and important
goal of public policy. More broadly, I argue—in light of
current trends and in some instances despite them—for
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the possibility and desirability of an emergent transpartisan cultural familism as a meaningful cue for public policy reform, particularly regarding marriage and
family structure. In this essay, familism is defined as a
cultural value placing a high priority on family identification and commitment, mutual assistance among
family members, and sustained investment in family
relationships.7
Here’s a story. It’s just pretend:
One day a villager went down to the river and saw
a child thrashing in the currents. The villager jumped
in and rescued the child. The next day, another villager
pulled another child out of the water. The day after
that, four children were discovered in the river, three of
whom were rescued.
Distressed and alarmed, villagers began taking
turns standing watch at the river’s edge. And that was
a good idea, because with each passing day, more and
more children floated by in distress. As the villagers
became better organized and more skilled and determined in their rescue efforts, many children were saved,
but many were lost as well. After a while, despite the
village-wide effort, and as the numbers of children in
the river continued to grow, more were lost each week
than were saved.
The villagers held a meeting to decide what to do
next. Some wanted to continue their current efforts,
only with more energy, resources, and expertise. But
others wanted to travel upstream to learn what specifically was putting these children in the river in the first
place and what might be done to stop it. They argued
that, as a strategy, trying to rescue steadily growing
numbers of distressed children as they floated by was
absolutely necessary, but certainly not sufficient.

perhaps reduced levels of out-of-wedlock childbearing
in the US and elsewhere. Goode was a brilliant scholar.
But obviously, as regards family structure, he did not
foresee what would become arguably the most important family structure trend of the next half-century. I say
this not to criticize Goode, but to remind us that none
of us can predict the future.8

I argue for the continuing and even
growing importance of family structure
as a topic within family policy studies
and for the importance in the years
ahead, especially in light of current
family trends, of establishing the
strengthening of family structure in
America as a legitimate and important
goal of public policy.
Trends are so tricky. For starters, it is simple and
therefore tempting to assume that today’s main trends
are somehow locked into place, destined to continue
unabated along current lines for as far into the future
as we dare to look. Of course, no such assumption is
warranted. In most cases, there is nothing permanent
or inevitable about a trend, even a familiar one—
quite the opposite. In addition, the emergence of
new, large, and quite surprising trends that few had
predicted or planned for—such as the post–World
War II baby boom—is probably the only thing we
can count on.
For these reasons, I want to insist, prior to any of
my weak attempts at prognostication, that I simply do
not know and cannot with any confidence predict what
trends will be dominant in American family life two or
three or four decades from now.9 The best any of us
can do, I think, is to try to understand the meaning
of current trends as clearly as possible, on the grounds
that at least some of them may influence some aspects
of the future.

Ten Trends Likely to Influence
the Future of US Families
In 1963, the highly distinguished family sociologist William J. Goode, examining family patterns worldwide as
well as current economic and demographic trends, predicted a global convergence in the coming years based
on the model of a “conjugal” married-couple family,
a trend which he believed would include stable and
29
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Second, we should never assume that the proper
stance toward a trend is servility. Treating a trend as a
fixed variable is a choice, not a requirement, because
trends cannot tell us what to do or why we should
do it. They do not carry moral weight or have moral
voices. They are certainly not self-justifying. Accordingly, scholars and policymakers have no reason to be
submissive before even the most imposing trends. In
fact, most of us find ample reason to stand against a
trend we believe to be harmful, regardless of what the
oddsmakers say. The famous management consultant
Peter Drucker—who observed that “trying to predict the future is like trying to drive down a country
road at night with no lights while looking out the back
window”10—encapsulated this idea nicely when he said
that “the best way to predict the future is to create it.”11
At the same time, Don Quixote’s tilting at windmills was ultimately an act of inspired madness, rather
than effective engagement with the world, because
he declined to take certain basic social realities into
account. He acted entirely without reference to current trends.
So let us not repeat his mistake. Even though it is
true that demography is not destiny and that an “is”
cannot be the same as an “ought,” our family choices
are importantly conditioned by current societal realities and trends, which means that they can and should
inform our thinking about the future of the family.
Toward that end, I want to adumbrate the 10 current
trends that I believe are most likely to influence both
the future of US marriage and family life and the future
of the US family policy debate.

• Fewer children in married-couple homes. In 1980,
about 79 percent of US children lived in marriedcouple homes, and about 61 percent lived with
two parents in a first marriage. In 2014, about
64 percent lived in married-couple homes, and
about 46 percent—less than half of all children—
lived with two parents in a first marriage.12
Comparing family structures other than two
parents in a first marriage in 1960 with those in
2014, we discover that the proportion of children in remarried homes remained about the
same over this 55-year period (from 14 percent
to 15 percent); the proportion living with unmarried cohabiting parents increased from effectively
zero to 7 percent; and the proportion living with
only one parent (their mothers in about 80 percent of these cases) increased from 9 percent to
26 percent.13
• More children born to unmarried women. The proportion of US children born to unmarried women
was 5 percent in 1960, 18 percent in 1980, and
41 percent in 2009—an astonishing 80 percent
increase in less than five decades.14 Today, more
than half of all births to US women under age 25
are to unmarried mothers.15
• More cohabiting unmarried parents. The phenomenon of unwed cohabiting parents was all
but non-existent as late as 1960, but today large
and rapidly increasingly proportions of US children spend some of their childhood in this type
of family. Remarkably, the demographers Sheela
Kennedy and Larry Bumpass estimate that currently in the US more than half of all unmarried
mothers who give birth are in a cohabiting relationship and that “almost half of the children in
the United States can be expected to spend some
time in a cohabiting family.”16
Research suggests that, for children, the fundamental consequence of increasing nonmarital
cohabitation is an increase in family instability, as
custodial parents (mainly mothers) move in and
out of romantic and sexual relationships.17 For
example, Bumpass and Hsien-Hen Lu report that

1. Smaller Proportions of Children Growing Up
with Their Fathers. The largest and most pervasive
consequence of the family structure trends of our era
is the loss of fatherhood. More US men are spending
more of their lives estranged from their children and
from the mothers of their children, and more US children are spending more of their lives living apart from
their fathers and being less likely to receive the psychological, social, spiritual, and economic advantages that
come from loving and being loved by a father.
Six then-and-now family structure comparisons
reveal the main story:
30
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US children born to married parents spend about
88 percent of childhood in two-parent families.
For those born to cohabiting parents, the number
is 74 percent. For those born to unmarried mothers, it is 52 percent. More dramatically, US children born to married parents now spend about
84 percent of childhood in married-couple families. For children born to cohabiting parents, the
number is 47 percent. For those born to unmarried mothers, it is 37 percent.18

to have spent a significant part of their childhoods
living apart from their fathers. For US children
under age 18, at least 60 percent will likely spend
some of their childhoods living apart from their
fathers.23
The Rise of the Unformed Family. The six then-and-now
family structure snapshots shown here suggest that we
may be entering into a new era of US family life—
one characterized by the preponderance and cultural
importance of a historically new family type that I suggest we call the unformed family.
If there is such a thing as an iconography of American family life, we might think of the 1950s as a peak
period for the married family. It was an era of lots of families forming, familism as an important cultural value,
and the middle-class married couple as iconographic.
Similarly, the 1980s might have been the peak for
the divorced family. It was an era of lots of families
breaking up, individualism as an important cultural
value, and the upscale recent divorcee starting over as
iconographic.
I am suggesting that the 2010s may represent movement toward a peak period for the unformed family. It
would be an era of lots of families never really forming at all, with ambivalence toward individualism as an
important cultural value, and young blue-collar parents looking and looking some more for partners as
iconographic.
Let’s attempt a definition. By “unformed family,” I
mean a family in which the biological father’s founding
and continuing bonds to his child and to the mother of
his child are tenuous to the point of being sociologically
insignificant. Specifically:

• More family complexity. “Family complexity”
refers to the presence in family households of
half-siblings or step-siblings. Once associated
primarily with stepfamilies, family complexity today is increasing in the US across family
structures: in mother-headed homes as a result
of multipartner fertility, in cohabiting couples
and to a lesser extent in married-couple homes
as a result of relationship dissolution and repartnering, and as a result of remarriages creating stepfamilies.
Today an estimated 9 percent of all children
are experiencing family complexity, including 8
percent of children in homes headed by the two
biological unmarried parents, 9 percent in motherheaded homes, 21 percent in homes headed by
one biological parent cohabiting outside of marriage with a partner who is biologically unrelated
to the child (think “boyfriend”), and 39 percent
in married-couple stepfamilies.19
Recent research suggest that family complexity
is “independently associated with economic disadvantage” for children20 as well as with negative
child outcomes in the areas of academic performance and behavioral adjustment.21

• There is little if any serious or binding commitment to the mother, neither a certificate of marriage nor its informal equivalent;

• Fewer children living with their biological fathers. In
1990, about 70 percent of children under age 18
were living with their biological fathers. By 2013,
the figure had dropped to 63 percent.22

• There is no enduring coresidency with either the
child or the child’s mother;

• More children separated from their fathers for at
least some of their childhood. Of US children born
between 1970 and 1984, about half are estimated

• There is little, if any, cooperative joining of the
two extended families;
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Figure 1: Iconography of Trends in American Family Life, 1950s–2010s

The married family.
Longboat Key, Florida, 1958

The divorced family.
Newsweek, February 11, 1980

The unformed family.

Sources: Image #1: Joe Steinmetz, “Longboat Key, Florida, 1958,” Photography Archive, Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, Harvard
University. Image #2: Newsweek, February 11, 1980. Image #3: James McClatchy, “McClatchy-Tribune,” Illustration Source, http://www.
illustrationsource.com/stock/collections/mcclatchy-tribune/info/.

• There are few if any realistic personal expectations
of or surrounding social supports for successful
family formation; and

“family transitions.” It is well known, for example, that
large and growing numbers of US couples are unmarried and cohabiting at the time of their child’s birth.
Yet from a child’s vantage point, the more likely way
to experience the mother’s cohabitation is after birth,
either when she as a single mother begins cohabiting
with a partner or when the birth parents split and the
mother begins living with a new partner.24
A weakness of “unformed family” as an analytic category is that it cannot be used to classify families at any
one point in time. For example, the term “single-parent
family” means that only one parent is living in the family home at the time of measurement. Similarly, the
term “fragile family” means that the child’s parents are
unmarried at the time of the child’s birth. The concept
of the “unformed family” does not permit such precise,
point-in-time demographic snapshots.
But the term’s weakness is also its strength. The category is intended capture the reality and measure the
consequences of family living arrangements over the
duration of childhood from a child’s point of view, for
a very large and rapidly growing proportion of families

• The father’s contributions over time to his child’s
well-being are minor to nonexistent, such that
measurable child outcomes in such families are
essentially the same as the outcomes in motherheaded families.
A child in an unformed family can and likely will
experience family life over time in a variety of living
arrangements. For example, she could live alone with
her mother, with her mother and her mother’s boyfriend or partner, or with her mother and father for
a short period of time. Three fundamental traits of
unformed families are high levels of partnership dissolution and repartnering, household and family instability, and family complexity.
Particularly important, especially for child wellbeing, is the fact that, compared with other family types,
unformed families tend to experience a high number of
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ARE WE STILL MARRIED?

DAVID BLANKENHORN

Table 1. Mother’s Marital Status Among Children in Mother-Only Households, 1980–2014
(percent)

Married, spouse absent
Separated
Divorced
Widowed
Never married/single

1980

1990

2000

2010

2014

3.9
23.5
43.6
11.5
17.5

4.2
19.3
42.1
6.2
28.2

5.2
15.9
39
4.6
35.3

5.3
14
31.7
3.3
44.8

6.1
12.6
30.3
3
48

Source: Analysis of the 1980, 1990, and 2000 Census and the 2010 and 2014 American Community Surveys by States of Change Project, via
Steven Ruggles et al., Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 6.0, University of Minnesota, 2015.

that have certain defining features in common, the
most important of which is structural and pervasive
father-absence.
Particularly in the last several decades, as Bumpass
and others have pointed out, the rapidity of change
and the growing fluidity of American family structure
appear to have overwhelmed the capacity of our existing conceptual tools to measure and understand it. The
concept of the “unformed family” may be one way to
address this problem.25
How prevalent is the unformed family in the US
today? How rapidly is it spreading?
The most important data are presented in Table 1.
In 1980, two-thirds of all US children living only with
their mothers got there due to divorce or marital separation, while fewer than one in five got there because
their parents never married. That year, the children of
marital breakdown outnumbered the children of nonmarriage in the US by about 4 to 1.
Today, only 34 years later, we live in a remarkably
different world, especially from a child’s point of view.
As a proportion of all US children living apart from
their fathers, the children of non-marriage have overtaken and now outnumber the children of marital breakdown. This trend suggests that the unformed family
has replaced the divorced family as the paradigmatic
modality of American fatherlessness.
For US children, the change from the era of the
divorced family to the era of the unformed family
is a change of both degree and kind: there is much
more fatherlessness, and the fatherlessness is harmful
in more ways.

Much More Fatherlessness. In about half of the homes of
these children, the mothers are living with the fathers
at the time of the child’s birth, which means that about
20 percent of children are born into unmarried cohabiting-couple households.26 In another approximately
30 percent of these homes, the parents are not living
together at the time of birth, but have a romantic and
sexual relationship.27
In the two to three years following the births of
the children, most of these couples break up, including about 40 percent of the cohabiting couples.28 By
the children’s fifth birthdays, only about one-third of
the couples are living together. About one-third of the
fathers have disappeared almost entirely from their children’s lives. Researchers report that “new partnerships
and new children are common, leading to high instability and growing complexity in these families.” They
also report high levels of distrust of the opposite sex and
a widespread belief among the mothers that a single
mother can raise a child as well as a married mother.29
One study finds that, by the age of nine, children born
to cohabiting parents are more than twice as likely as children born to married parents to experience the breakup
of their parents.30 Examining these cohabiting-parent
unions, the family sociologist Frank F. Furstenberg concludes: “Typically the cohabiting relationship dissolves
before a marriage occurs; they are in effect ‘still-born’
marriages that never see the light of day.”31
To me, “still-born” seems to be another way of suggesting “unformed.” A key trait of these families is
frequently changing family relationships. Family sociologist Andrew J. Cherlin, describes US family structure
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patterns today as a “marriage-go-round”: “The percentage of children experiencing three or more mother’s
partners today in the United States is probably higher
than in any Western country at any time in the past
several centuries.”32 More generally Cherlin concludes
that “family life in the United States involves more
transitions than anywhere else.”33

That fact alone does not prove that this family type is
harmful, either to itself or to society, but it does suggest
that we should pay attention and at least initially we
should be more startled than blasé.
There is a seemingly universal principle of human
kinship that anthropologists call bilateral affiliation. It
seems that all or nearly all human groups clearly favor
in both law and custom the principle that the human
child should be raised by its mother and father together
in a partnership. Many researchers at many times and
in many ways have made this fundamental claim about
human sexual and family life.

Harmful in More Ways. Probably the most telling indicator of the degree of fatherlessness in today’s unformed
families here is that child outcomes in homes in which
unmarried parents are cohabiting appear to be about the
same as outcomes for children in mother-only homes.
These outcome areas include mother-infant relationships, home environments of children, behavioral and
emotional problems, and school performance.34
What explains such findings? Summarizing a large
body of evidence, Cherlin tells us that “children who
experience a series of transitions” appear to experience
more problems than those who do not, including even
children in stable one-parent homes, as suggested by
some studies.35
So let’s follow the bouncing trend. An overwhelming body of research suggests that the best outcomes
for children are associated with married-couple families,36 but what is the rest of the family-structure ranking? Helping to answer that question, here is a widely
accepted research finding from the Census Bureau in
1997: “Children living with a divorced parent typically
have a big edge over those living with a parent who has
never married.”37
That is a divorce-era statement. It is not surprising for such research to show that children of divorced
fathers tend to fare better than children of never-married
fathers. But as we enter into the era of the unformed
family, a very surprising finding is that, when it comes
to measuring whether and how a never-married father
contributes to his child’s well-being over time, it does
not seem to matter much whether he was living with
the mother at the time of birth or not. In either case,
the father-child bond is usually tenuous at best, and his
positive contribution to the family tends to be sociologically trivial.
The unformed family as an important social presence appears to be something new in world history.

The unformed family as an important
social presence appears to be
something new in world history.
An early and famous statement of it comes from
the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, who
argued that in all known human societies “the group
of mother and child is incomplete and the sociological
position of the father is regarded universally as indispensable.” Specific features and expressions of bilateral filiation vary from society to society, depending
upon a range of factors, but
through all these variations there runs the rule that
the father is indispensable for the full sociological status of the child as well as of its mother, that
the group consisting of a woman and her offspring
is sociologically incomplete and illegitimate. The
father, in other words, is necessary for the full legal
status of the family.38

The influential American sociologist Talcott Parsons similarly concludes that the nuclear family, which
is “universal to all known human societies,” contains
two core features. The first is a mother raising her child.
The second feature is that the mother has “a special
relationship to a man outside her descent group who
is sociologically the ‘father’ of the child, and that this
relationship is the focus of the ‘legitimacy’ of the child,
of his referential status in the larger kinship system.”39
34
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2. Two Americas, Increasingly Separate and
Unequal, Divided by Family Structure. Recently two
of America’s most prominent public intellectuals, one
a leading conservative and the other a leading liberal,
published much-anticipated books on the American
condition and the future of the American dream. The
books make the same core argument: We are becoming two nations. About a third of Americans, whom we
might call upscale America, are generally thriving and
moving ahead, while the rest of us are falling increasingly behind on nearly every measure, such that what
used to be the great American middle class is no longer great and no longer secure. Both authors view this
new class bifurcation, now at least several decades in
the making, as the most important domestic challenge
facing the nation.

Similarly, for the prominent kinship anthropologist
Meyer Fortes, the weight of evidence constantly
brings us back to the proposition that no one can
become a complete social person if he is not presentable as legitimately fathered as well as mothered. He
must have a demonstrable pater, ideally one who is
individually specified as his responsible upbringer, for
he must be equipped to relate himself to other persons
and to society at large bilaterally, by both matri-kinship and patri-kinship. Lacking either side, he will be
handicapped, either in respect of the ritual statuses and
moral capacities that every complete person must have
. . . or in the political-jural and economic capacities
and attributes that are indispensable for conducting
himself as a normal right-and-duty bearing person.40

The essential feature and consequence

These examples could be multiplied many times.
Although belief in the universality of bilateral filiation
is not universal among scholars, the consensus is broad
and deep enough to be quite impressive, such that the
remaining arguments tend to focus more on secondary
issues than on its essentials.41 It really does seem that
human groups have always been quite serious about
fathers being connected to their children and to the
mothers of their children.
Until now. The essential feature and consequence
of the unformed family—and the main result of the
family structure trend of our time—is the evisceration of fatherhood. As Sara McLanahan puts it, years
of research suggest that the “first and most important”
consequence of current family structure trends in the
United States is the “weakening connection between
the child and the father.”42 Arguably the two most
tragic aspects of this weakening are the child’s loss of
trust in the father, which appears to contribute to a
loss of trust more generally, including in the possibility
of loving and being loved,43 and the diminishment of
men’s well-being and life prospects.44
In 2005, Paul Amato called the father-diminishing
shifts in US family structure “perhaps the most profound change in the American family over the past four
decades.”45 Unless we decide to create some new trends,
their continuance will likely be the most profound family change in the coming four decades as well.

of the unformed family—and the main
result of the family structure trend of our
time—is the evisceration of fatherhood.
The authors—Charles Murray in Coming Apart and
Robert Putnam in Our Kids—create similar literary
devices to tell their stories. Murray provides us with a
finely grained, four-decade comparison of two American communities: the upscale world of “Belmont” and
the working-class world of “Fishtown.” Putnam similarly frames his inquiry by revisiting Port Clinton,
Ohio, the blue-collar town where he graduated from
high school in 1959 to tell us with great poignancy what
has happened in and to that blue-collar world since the
1950s. Notwithstanding their political differences—
when it comes to end-of-the-book policy prescriptions,
Putnam is reliably liberal, Murray is consistently libertarian, and therefore neither is particularly surprising—
these authors see essentially the same America and offer
their fellow citizens the same warning.46
Both authors build their arguments largely on
research done by others, and the proposition that
America is splitting along class lines into two nations,
increasingly separate and increasingly unequal, is not
original to either of them.47
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This historically recent, class-based bifurcation
involving the upscale and rising 30 percent and the
downwardly mobile 70 percent is evidenced by many
measurements, including education, family structure,
income and job security, household debt, physical and
mental health and life expectancy,48 interpersonal and
social trust,49 happiness, faith in the future, the likelihood of experiencing poverty, neighborhood quality
and safety, outcomes for children, and many others.
Of these indicators pointing to various domains of
life, which indicators appear to be important causes—
which are significantly contributing to the growing
class divide—and which appear to be mainly results,
or manifestations, of the divide? The short answer is
that no one knows for sure and that scholars disagree
on the answers. Murray and Putnam have apparent
disagreements on these questions. At the same time,
there is growing agreement among diverse scholars
that family structure is not only a result or manifestation of the new class divide, but also an important
cause.50 For example, summarizing a large body of evidence, McLanahan and Christine Percheski conclude
that “family structure has become an important mechanism for the reproduction of class, race, and gender
inequalities.”51 In 2015, more than 100 family scholars
and leaders of civil society (I was one of them) similarly
concluded that “American marriage today is becoming
a class-based and class-propagating institution.”52
The sheer dimensions of the family-structure gap
separating American classes are startling:

percent. Among those with high school or less, it
rose to more than one in six.54
•

Figure 2, which presents data from a 2012 Brookings Institution study, shows the relationship
between earnings and marital status for men
in1970 and in 2010. In 1970, socioeconomic status barely affected men’s marital status because
the vast majority of men were married, regardless
of income level. By 2010, only about half of US
men at the 25th earnings percentile were married,
compared with 80 percent at the 90th percentile,
with a steep gradient in between.
In the same 2012 study, researchers examining
US men’s marital status and earnings since 1970
found “a strong correlation between changes in
earnings and changes in marriage: men that experienced the most adverse economic changes also
experienced the largest declines in marriage.”55

• Among all US men who were between the ages
of 45 and 52 in 2010–2011, about half of those
with high school diplomas but no college were
still in their first marriages. Within that same age
cohort, about three-quarters of men who had
bachelor’s degrees or higher were still in their
first marriages.56
• In the recent Pew study “The American Middle
Class is Losing Ground,” the researchers describe
the hollowing out of the American middle class
and growing economic inequality in terms of
current “demographic winners and losers.” The
report says: “Winners [in the current economy]
also included married adults, especially couples
where both work. On the flip side, being unmarried is associated with an economic loss. This
coincides with a period in which marriage overall is on the decline but is increasingly linked to
higher educational attainment.”57

• In 2011, the child of a US woman with a bachelor’s degree or higher had a less than 10 percent
chance of being born out of wedlock, while the
child of a woman with a high school degree or
less had a greater than 50 percent chance of being
born to a single mother.53 This gap has been
growing steadily over time.
• If we examine, for example, trend lines in the
percentages of US women who are unmarried
mothers at age 35, we see significant class changes
from 1970 to 2010. That proportion rose among
all groups of women since 1970, but among the
college-educated it rose only slightly, to about 3

• A 1999 study finds that during their 17 years
of childhood about 81 percent of all children
of unmarried parents experience poverty. For
the children of married parents, the figure is 22
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Figure 2: Percent of Married Men by Annual Earnings Distribution for 1970, 2010, and 2012
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Note: Sample includes male non-institutionalized population between the ages of 30 and 50. Chart used with permission of the Hamilton Project of the Brookings Institution.
Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, March 1971, March 2011, and March 2013.

percent. These differences are dramatic: “Children in nonmarried households who are 1 year
old have exceeded the risk of poverty than children in married households experience during
their entire 17 years of childhood.”58

“puts the women of Belmont and Fishtown into
different family cultures.” These and similar findings lead Murray to conclude: “Over the last half
century, marriage has become the fault line dividing American classes.”60
Isabel Sawhill of the Brookings Institution
writes: “It used to be that most children were
raised by their married parents. For the children
of the college-educated elites, that’s still true. But
for the rest of America, meaning roughly twothirds of all children, it’s no longer the case.”61

• Between 1982 and 2006–2008, the percentage
of 14-year-old US girls living with both parents
did not change for the daughters of collegeeducated women. For both periods, the percentage was about 80 percent. Yet for 14-year-old
girls of mothers who had graduated from high
school but not a four-year college, the percentage dropped from 74 to 58. For the daughters of
the least-educated mothers, it dropped from 65
to 52.59
Similarly, Charles Murray estimates that in
white working-class Fishtown, among children
whose mothers turned age 40 between 1997 and
2004, about 30 percent or less lived with both of
their parents. By contrast, in upper-middle-class
Belmont, the figure was about 90 percent—a
divergence so large that it, according to Murray,

It seems highly likely that these changing correlations over time also imply causation.
June Carbone and Naomi Cahn write: “For the
majority of Americans who haven’t graduated from
college, marriage rates are low, divorce rates are high,
and a first child is more likely to be born to parents
who are single than to parents who are married.” The
result is that marriage “has emerged as a marker of
the new class lines remaking American society. Stable unions have become a hallmark of privilege.”
“The result of these changes is a new elite—an elite
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In 2011, it was about 65 percent.68
From 1970 to 1995, the proportion of life that
Americans spent never married increased for men from
37 percent to 47 percent and for women from 31 percent to 40 percent.69
For as long as such numbers have been recorded,
more than 90 percent of US women have been married at least once by the age of 45. In 1960, probably
an historic high point, the number was 94 percent. For
US women born in 1995 and after, the projected figure
is about 88 percent. For men, the projected figure is
about 82 percent.70
These declines have been fairly steady across the
decades and fairly consistent across the states.71

whose dominant position is magnified by the marriage market.”62
The trend of two Americas divided by family structure makes everything that I described about the loss
of fatherhood both much better and much worse—
much better for upscale America, where the presence
and impact of these trends are comparatively slight, and
much worse for the rest of the country, about two-thirds
of us, where the presence and impact of these trends are
dramatic indeed.
3. More Assortative Mating. Assortative mating refers
to the likelihood of people marrying others like themselves, from within their group. It is the phenomenon of
“like marrying like” and is common in human societies.
In the United States assortative mating by education—
for example, the likelihood of four-year college graduates marrying one another—slowly declined over the
course of the first half of the 20th century, then in a
broad U-turn reversed direction and began a steady
increase, particularly after about 1970. Today in the
US, the likelihood of endogamy, or marrying someone
within one’s own group, in educational attainment is
higher than at any time since the 1940s.63
Some research suggests that trends in assortative
mating correlate with trends in economic inequality—
that is, the two trend lines tend to rise and fall in tandem.64 There is also some evidence that endogamy in
the US is intergenerationally transmitted.65
Therefore, high and growing levels of assortative
mating in the US also likely contribute to (and reflect)
growing economic inequality in the society. They also
likely contribute to (and reflect) class segregation and
what Christine R. Schwartz and Robert D. Mare call
“social closure,” or the tendency of Americans increasingly to separate themselves along economic, educational, and philosophical-cultural lines.66

During their 17 years of childhood
about 81 percent of all children of
unmarried parents experience poverty.
For the children of married parents,
the figure is 22 percent.
5. Smaller Families. Birth rates have been gradually
declining for most of US history. They reached a low
point during the Great Depression of the 1930s and
then suddenly began to increase after World War II. In
1957, at the high point of the postwar baby boom, an
American woman gave birth to an average of 3.7 children during the years of her fertility.
About two decades later, in 1976, that number
(measuring so-called total or completed fertility) had
dropped to about 3 and in 1990 stood at about 2. In
2007, at the onset of the Great Recession, it was about
2.1, and in 2013 was about 1.9, just under the replacement level.72
The modest decreases in total US fertility rates
during the past decade are likely attributable primarily to short-term responses to economic recession and
unemployment, the decline in immigration from Mexico, and declining fertility among both US Latinas and
US teens and young adults.
Other factors that may contribute to stable and
possibly lower US birthrates in coming years include

4. Smaller Proportions of Adults Who Are Married. In
1974, about 70 percent of eligible voters in the United
States were married. Today that figure is 52 percent.67
To partially control for the decline in the proportion
of married adults due to delayed first marriages, we can
look at the proportion of US adults ages 35–44 who are
married. In 1960, that number was about 88 percent.
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improvements in contraception; the weakening of marriage as a social institution; more US women enrolling in and completing college (currently more young
women than young men go to college here); and higher
women’s wages and labor force participation, both absolutely and as compared with men. Both higher women’s
wages and labor force participation (like higher educational achievement) are associated with delayed childbearing and smaller families.73
These trends have had, and will likely continue
to have, important effects on US households and on
what might be called American family culture. In the
mid-19th century, for example, an estimated three of
every four US households contained children under
age 18. A century later, in the 1960s, that number was
about half, and in 2011, it was only about 32 percent.
Similarly, due to both declining fertility and more family breakups, the proportion of an American adult’s life
spent living with a spouse and children dropped from
an estimated 62 percent in 1960, the highest in our history, to an estimated 43 percent in 1985, the lowest in
our history to date.74
As late as the mid-1970s, about 40 percent of US
women by the end of their childbearing years had given
birth to four or more children. Today about 40 percent
of US women have a completed fertility rate of about
two, and about 14 percent have had four or more children. During these same four decades, the proportion
of US women who have had one child has doubled,
from 11 percent to 22 percent.75

increase by about 8 percentage points. Similarly, the
proportion of the US population in the prime working
years of ages 25–54, which peaked in the mid-1990s at
about 44 percent (thanks largely to the baby boomers),
is now at about 40 percent and is projected to stand at
about 37 percent in 2060.

Due to both declining fertility and more
family breakups, the proportion of an
American adult’s life spent living with
a spouse and children dropped from
an estimated 62 percent in 1960 . . .
to an estimated 43 percent in 1985,
the lowest in our history to date.
Currently, working-age (ages 18–64) Americans
support more children than retirees, but that will
change over the next few decades. Today the US
old-age dependency ratio (the number of Americans
age 65 and older relative to the number of working-age
Americans) is about 25, while the youth dependency
ratio (the number of Americans under age 18 relative
to the number of working-age Americans) is about
38. By about 2033, both ratios will be about 36. By
2060, the old-age ratio will climb to about 42, significantly surpassing the youth ratio, which will be an
estimated 35.78

6. More Older Americans. Decreasing fertility rates,
longer life expectancy, and in shorter term the aging of
the outsized baby-boom generation (born 1946–1964)
are producing an aging US population, such that “Don’t
trust anyone over 30,” the popular youth slogan from
the 1960s, is now well into its dotage and is unlikely to
be revived any time soon.76 As late as 1980, about half
of the US population was under age 30, and about 11
percent was over age 65. Today about 40 percent are
under age 30 and about 15 percent over age 65.77
Looking ahead, the States of Change project estimates that, between 2015 and 2060, the proportion of
Americans under age 18 will decline about 4 percentage points while the proportion age 65 and over will

7. Less Political Support for Children. As William
Galston points out in his essay for this project, compared with many European nations, US social spending has for generations tilted significantly toward
support for the aged, compared with support for children. Galston also points to several current US trends
that may contribute to even less political support for
social spending on children in the coming decades.
One trend is changes in the age structure of the
country, as we become a society in which smaller proportions of us are under age 18, smaller proportions
live in family households with children, and larger proportions are over age 65. A second trend is differences
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by age cohort in degrees of racial and ethnic diversity. In the next few decades, all US age cohorts will
become more diverse, but diversity is increasing significantly more rapidly among the young. By 2020,
for example, a majority (52 percent) of children will
be members of minority groups, whereas the population as a whole will not reach “majority-minority status until about mid-century.79 By 2060, an estimated
64 percent of US children will belong to racial and ethnic minorities.80
Robert Putnam and others have argued that, while
in the long term racial and ethnic diversity tends to
benefit societies, in the short term it tends to lower
trust, altruism, and community cooperation.81
Therefore, as Galston puts it, looking at the prospects
over the next several decades of effective political support for social spending on children: “Much depends
on whether the oldest Americans will be willing to
help finance opportunity-enhancing programs for
predominantly nonwhite cohorts of children and
young adults.”82

Summing up these trends, a 2013 study reports:
“Trust in others and confidence in institutions, two key
indicators of social capital, reached historic lows among
Americans in 2012 in two nationally representative surveys that have been administered since the 1970s.”87
Looking at trend lines dating back to the 1960s, Putnam describes more than four decades in the US of
“declining generalized trust and reciprocity.”88
All our instruments agree that trust is a very important thing: the indispensable social glue that helps make
possible the rule of law, effective governmental institutions, a thriving civil society, and economic dynamism.
On many key indicators of well-being, high-trust societies do better than low-trust societies.89
In particular, trust is important in building what
scholars call social capital.90 In fact, Putnam, arguably our finest scholar on the twin topics of social capital and civil society, succinctly defines social capital as
“social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness.”91 Relatedly, the social scientist
Robert Sampson points out that mutual trust is a critical component of what he calls “collective efficacy.”92
Trends in trust in the United States also appear to
correlate at least partially with trends in US. family
structure. As we have seen,93 research suggests that the
loss of fatherhood connected to the spread of unformed
families leads both to a lowering of children’s trust in
their fathers as well as to a growing sexual and gender
mistrust between mothers and fathers, both of which in
turn likely contribute to (as they are also influenced by)
the more general decline of trust in the society. More
broadly, as Putnam and others have argued, the overall weakening of many institutions of civil society, not
just the family, in recent decades—famously described
by Putnam in his book Bowling Alone—appears to
contribute to the diminishment of trust in the society,
which in turn helps to deplete social capital.
Although interpersonal and social trust appear to
have been declining since about the mid-1960s and
therefore should inform our thinking about family and
social policy as we look to the future, we should remind
ourselves again that nothing is inevitable or irreversible
about this trend or other trends. If US individuals and
institutions become more trustworthy in the future,
which certainly seems both desirable and possible,

8. Less Trust. Compared with historical levels dating
back to the 1950s, Americans since the beginning of
this century have become increasingly less trusting of
government.83 This trend likely has multiple sources,
but several scholars have argued that “a primary consequence of [political] polarization is that it undermines citizens’ trust in the capacity of government to
solve problems.”84 It is probably more than coincidental that high levels of polarization in Congress coexist
with low levels of public trust in Congress. Relatedly,
Americans since 2000 have also been less trusting of
numerous other key social institutions, including organized religion, banks, public schools, television news,
and newspapers.85
Finally and arguably most importantly, especially
as regards marriage and family, Americans today compared with earlier generations are considerably less
trusting of one another. For example, a 2013 study
reports that, since the mid-1980s, trust in others in
America has “declined dramatically,” in part due to
“generational replacement” as “more trusting generations of Americans have been dying and being replaced
by younger, less trusting Americans.”86
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interpersonal and social trust will surely increase. We
will have reversed a key trend.

Politically, among Democrats and Democraticleaning adults, “nones” are now more numerous
than Catholics, evangelical Protestants, mainline
Protestants, or members of historically black Protestant traditions.99
“Nones” are increasing as proportions of all
US age cohorts, but the increases are particularly
robust among millennials (adults who were born
between 1981 and 1996), especially younger millennials. In 2014, about 35 percent of US millennials were “nones,” compared to 17 percent of
baby boomers.100

9. More Secularization and Religious Polarization.
Three decades ago, my friend, the late Richard John
Neuhaus, convened a gathering of US thought leaders to discuss whether the United States could properly
be called a “secular or secularizing society.” For many
participants, including Neuhaus, the answer was “no.”
As he put it, drawing in part on a large body of survey
data on the depth and breadth of US religiosity, Americans in the 1980s were “as peculiarly religious as they
have been thought to be in the past, and probably even
more so.”94
In 1985, this thesis was controversial but supportable. Today, it seems simply invalid. It seems clear that
America in the 2010s, although not a secular society, is
a secularizing one:

At the same time, among the significant majority
of Americans who are religiously affiliated, some evidence—including how often people read scripture,
share their faith with others, and participate in small
prayer or scripture study groups—suggests modest
increases in recent years in US religious observance and
devotion.101
In addition, Richard Neuhaus and his colleagues got
some important things right in the mid-1980s. Both
then and now, religious belief and practice and religious
institutions play a far more important role in US society than they do in many other rich countries.102
Today, majorities of Americans say they believe
in God (89 percent), identify with a religious faith
(77 percent), pray daily (55 percent),103 and say that
their religious beliefs play a very important or important role in their charitable giving (55 percent). About
three-quarters of US charitable giving currently goes
to religious and religiously affiliated organizations.104
Even among the expanding ranks of the “nones,” there
is more going on than atheism. For example, about
one-third of “nones” say that religion plays a very or
somewhat important role in their lives. Nearly 4 in 10
say that they pray at least monthly, and about 6 in 10
say that they believe in God or a universal spirit.105
It seems that these numbers help explain the intensity and some of the fault lines in today’s culture wars.
On the one hand, we see growing secularization and
the steady weakening of the role of Christianity in the
society, including a declining share of Americans who
are Christians, less public confidence in organized religion, and rising numbers of religiously unaffiliated

• In 1984, about 64 percent of Americans said they
had a “great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence
in the church or organized religion. In 2015, that
number stood at 42 percent.95
•

In 1984, about 13 percent of Americans said that
religion was “not very important” to them. In
2007, that number was 16 percent, and in 2014
it had risen to 22 percent.96

•

Arguably the single biggest shift in American
religiosity in recent decades has been the growing proportion of Americans who are religiously
unaffiliated (the so-called “nones”). In a national
Election Day survey in 1984, about 99 percent of
voters stated a religious affiliation. In 2014, about
23 percent of Americans said that they did not
belong to any organized faith.97

•

Between 2007 and 2014, Christians as a proportion of the US population dropped from 78 to
71 percent. In those same years, the “nones,”
rising from 16 to 23 percent of the population,
experienced a stronger rate of growth than any
US Christian group and any US non-Christian
faith group.98
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Americans, such that we can now see an increasingly
open contestation of Christianity’s once-dominant role
in the shaping of American public life and culture. On
the other hand, we see the continuing (and perhaps in
some respects intensifying) robustness of American religious faith and commitment.
An unsurprising result of these divergent trends is
polarization and political-cultural conflict over issues
ranging from marriage rights for same-sex couples to
climate change, particularly as Christians lose what
Ed Stetzer calls “home-field advantage” in American
culture.106 In this context, recent assertions by some
Christian leaders and Republican presidential candidates to the effect that America today is “waging war”
on Christianity, while I believe to be defensive and
unwarranted, are at least understandable.107 Cultural
conflicts of this type in the US seem likely to continue
for a while.
Looking ahead, how might trends in secularization
and religious polarization interact with trends in family
structure, family well-being, and family policy in the
coming decades? First, although the topic is complex
and the evidence is mixed, some evidence suggests that
healthy marriages, stable families, and good outcomes
for children correlate positively with religious faith and
(especially) regular participation in houses of worship
and other religious organizations.108
At least in some respects, then, marriage and religion
as social institutions and influences seem to be mutually reinforcing, such that they might tend to gain and
lose together. And why not? After all, marriage in nearly
all human groups is partly a religious institution, commonly overseen by religious communities, consisting
in part of sacred promises, and surrounded by religious
symbols and rites seeking to sanction and idealize the
marriage relationship. An important American question
in the years ahead will be the degree to which secular
values and institutions will contribute, perhaps in fresh
ways, to the vitality of American marriage and family life.
In recent decades, public support for strengthening
family structure in the United States has come disproportionately from evangelical Protestants, Catholics,
and other Americans of traditional religious faith and
practice. Looking ahead, will the declining influence of
these sectors of our society mean a further weakening of

familism as a US cultural value and less public support
for pro-family-structure change?
I do not know. But it certainly seems likely that, to
be effective, any public efforts to strengthen marriage
and family structure in the next few decades will need
to be broadly based, inclusive of liberals as well as conservatives and able to speak convincingly to the nation
in both secular and religious accents.
10. More Racial and Ethnic Diversity. In all likelihood, the single most important US population change
in the next half-century will be the continuing growth
of racial and ethnic diversity. We are headed toward
a basic societal turning point. By the middle of this
century, a majority of all Americans will be members
of minority groups, which will make us a “majority-minority nation” and bring America much closer
to becoming, as Ben Wattenberg envisioned in 1990,
the world’s “first universal nation.”109 The numbers in
Table 2 tell the basic story.
These changes are quite dramatic.
• In 1965, non-Hispanic whites accounted for
84 percent of the US population. In 1985, it was
77 percent; in 2014, it stood at 62 percent; and
by 2060, it will have dropped to an estimated
44 percent.110
• By 2060, nearly 30 percent of Americans will
be Hispanics.
• The two fastest-growing groups in the coming
decades will be persons of two or more races (an
increase of 226 percent) and Asians (an increase of
128 percent).111
•

42

By 2060, the proportion of foreign-born Americans (about 19 percent) will be the highest in
our history. It reached its current high of about
15 percent in the late 19th century and dropped
to its all-time low of about 5 percent in 1965,
the year that Congress passed the game-changing
US Immigration and Naturalization Act, which
opened the country to immigrants from around
the world.112
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Table 2. Estimated Percent of US
Population by Selected Characteristics,
2014–2060
2014
Non-Hispanic White
Hispanic
African American
Asian
Two or More Races
Foreign Born

62
17
13
5.4
2.5
13

More broadly, I would suggest that, when it
comes to the future of American family policy, the
most important challenge stemming from our society’s growing racial diversity is the challenge of empathy.115 It is a deeply American challenge. Arguably,
America’s greatest promise—its largest aspiration—is
to be a place where people of many colors, languages,
and ways of prayer can live together and try to thrive
in conditions of unprecedented freedom as a people
united only by a few key ideas about what the country
is and should be. One of those key ideas—now reinforced by considerable social science evidence, including from the field of social psychology116—is that our
diversity, even when it tests us, is ultimately more of a
strength than a weakness. This idea may be what I like
best about our country.

2060
44
29
14
9.3
6.2
19

Source: Sandra L. Colby and Jennifer M. Ortman, “Projections of
the Size and Composition of the U.S. Population: 2014 to 2060,” US
Census Bureau,Current Population Reports, March 2015.

Will this dramatic increase in diversity affect US
trends in family structure and family policy? Yes and
no. With respect to family structure, in 2013 about
78 percent of Asian children in the United States lived
with their biological fathers. So did about 72 percent
of non-Hispanic white children, about 60 percent of
Hispanic children, and about 33 percent of African
American children.113 Clearly, there are significant correlations between race and family structure in the US.
Yet I am not sure exactly what, or how much, to
make of these racial differences in family structure. In
particular, I have seen no evidence suggesting that, for
example, African American children need their fathers
any more or less than any other group of children. If the
question is what is to be done, it is likely that viewing
the problem of US father-absence from a class perspective will be more helpful to policymakers than viewing
it from a racial and ethnic perspective.
For example, in 2013, about two-thirds of African American children whose fathers graduated from
four-year colleges lived with those fathers. Conversely,
of US black children whose fathers did not graduate
from college, about one-third lived with their fathers.
If we look at white and Asian children whose fathers
graduated from college, nearly 9 of 10 children in each
group live with their fathers.114 For policymakers, these
and similar facts concerning class, education, and privilege would appear to be diagnostic.

Our diversity, even when it tests us,
is ultimately more of a strength
than a weakness.
At the same time, considerable evidence suggests
that diversity, including racial and ethnic diversity, can
retard the development of empathy, trust, altruism,
and cooperation.117 Looking to the future of American families, to what degree will our growing diversity
trigger the worse—or give rise to the better—angels of
our nature? When we consider policies to strengthen
family structure and mobilize public support for such
policies, will Americans in 2050 think mostly in terms
of my group or my color in relation to other groups and
colors? Or will we believe by then that they are all our
children and that we are one family?

Family Policy in the Era of the Unformed Family
In light of where we are and where we seem headed,
what if anything should we seek to do over the next
few decades to improve family functioning by strengthening family structure?118 As far as I can tell, there are
four main strategies from which to choose.
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The first option is to do nothing. Many people from
both sides of the political aisle, for many different reasons, seem to favor this approach, but ultimately in my
view it is an illusion. It cannot be done. So much that
society already does and is not about to stop doing—
levying taxes, providing social services, regulating marriage and divorce, caring for those in need, and much
more—establishes rules and incentives and sends cultural messages regarding family formation and structure. For this reason, doing nothing in this area is not
really possible. Our only real choice is whether we want
to influence family structure intentionally, with certain
goals in mind, or unthinkingly.
A second option is to do whatever we want and call
it family policy. Which policy goals do you believe
are good for America? More jobs? Less racism? More
income equality? More services for the poor? Lower
taxes? More Americans with college degrees? Fewer
people in prison? More school choice? More empowerment for women? More social justice? Less government? Less abortion? In this way of thinking about
family structure and family policy, all of these goals fit.
The problem is that this approach usually depends
for its intellectual validity on at least one of two
assumptions, both of which are problematic in my
view. The first is that good policy is a synonym for
good family policy. This conveniently elastic concept
may be serviceable as campaign-style political rhetoric, but its shortcomings as serious social analysis
seem obvious.
The second and probably more important assumption is that causation in family structure is unidirectional—that is, family form is influenced by outside
forces, but outside forces are not meaningfully influenced by family form. That’s why, from this perspective, the best and possibly only way to influence family
structure is through extra-familial economic, political,
and social change.
The underlying view here is that family form is primarily epiphenomenal, a product of external forces,
usually assumed to be structural and usually further
assumed to be economic. This view has a distinguished lineage, especially on the political and academic left, dating at least back to Marx’s concept of
base and superstructure.

Count me as a skeptic. My own assumptions are that
family structure is partly autonomous, with causation in
family structure going both ways, and that culture and
economics interacting together, not just the economic
base, drive social change. From this perspective, family structure is not merely “done to” by larger forces. It
also does things. It mediates and influences the external
ecology, produces as well as absorbs social change, and
generates as well as reflects human and social capital.
In 1966, writing about African American families,
the distinguished sociologist Nathan Glazer describes
“a view of the family in which it is seen as not only the
product of social causes, but as itself a significant and
dynamic element in the creation of culture, social character, and social structure.” He concludes: “We know
that the family makes the social conditions. We know
too that social conditions make the family.”119 This
insight, which calls for a more holistic and complex
understanding of family structure and family change,
strikes me as much closer to the truth than the kind of
simple methodological determinism that places most of
the real action outside the family itself and very nearly
beyond the range of human choice and agency.
This point is more than a quibble about scholarly
method. As a practical policy matter, it is encouraging
to believe, and likely to be true, that improving America generally will also help to improve family structure.
But it seems quite unlikely that we can actually turn the
corner on US family structure simply, or even mainly,
by improving our economy or our general social condition. While indirect approaches to family structure
are likely important, surely they should not become
excuses to eschew direct approaches or, even worse, to
be agnostic about whether improving family structure
is even something we want to do.
A third possible strategy for family policy in the coming decades is to help the casualties. This was the favored
strategy of many of the participants in the Chicago
family policy conference. As we consider the damages
wrought by family dysfunction and the loss of fatherhood in the era of the unformed family, what can we do
to ease the pain and help those most affected to recover?
There are many ideas. More support for low-income
single mothers. Better maternal and infant health care.
More and better early childhood education. Big Brother
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and Big Sister programs. Stricter child support requirements for nonresidential fathers. Mandated education
for divorcing couples on how to co-parent after divorce.
Programs to help incarcerated fathers reconnect with
their children. All of these efforts and many other similar ones would likely serve this objective.
As I have tried to make clear, I find much to admire
in this strategy, but also much to regret. As a way of
thinking about helping families, it is necessary but not
sufficient, primarily because it treats symptoms while
ignoring causes, which is ultimately a losing battle, like
the villagers trying to rescue children from the river as
more and more children each day are falling in.
This brings us to the fourth available strategy for
family policy in the coming decades: Improve the structure. Let us be a bit more specific. There is no perfect
indicator or set of indicators for the vitality of family
structure in a society. But I think that many scholars
could agree that the following five indicators constitute
at least a good place to start:

value placing a high priority on family commitment
and investment in family relationships.121 In short,
the prerequisite for getting change on the ground—or
getting larger proportions of in-the-home, love-themother fathers in our society—is a broader cultural values shift in favor of that change.
All of which, in turn, suggests the need for a US
social movement for stronger families—and not just
any old social movement. The “pro-family” movement
that emerged in the US in the early 1980s and since
consisted largely of religious and social conservatives—
and in which I participated for years—is not suited
to confront the issues and conditions of the coming
decades. Only something quite new and different—a
social change movement that is much more broadly
based and inclusive—will be adequate to the family
structure challenges we face.
A family policy strategy centered on strengthening
family structure has many possible weaknesses, but also
two strengths that to me are dispositive: that it is necessary and that it may be possible.
It is necessary because it is the only strategy of our
four possible choices that, to the degree that it works,
will actually fix what is broken. The other choices consist of putting our heads in the sand, putting different
labels on the same ideas, and committing ourselves to
the process of managing family decline. It may not be
possible to revitalize American family structure, but in
light of the stakes, it seems to me that the greatest failure is not trying.
And revitalizing family structure may be possible
because, for the first time in five decades, Americans
have an opportunity to think about family form in a
way that brings us together rather than drives us apart.
What for most of our lives has been a series of polarizing culture wars can now and into the future, just
maybe, become a common cause.
During the 50 years from 1965—the year of the
“Moynihan Report” on black family structure—and
2015, the year of the Obergefell v. Hodges Supreme
Court decision holding that gay couples have the
right to marry, three highly divisive culture wars have
largely dominated the US public debate on families
and family policy, each following closely on the heels
of the other.

• The proportion of childhood that children spend
living with their two parents.
• The proportion of children living with their two
parents.
• The proportion of children living with their two
married parents.
• The proportion of intact first marriages.
• The proportion of married adults who are happy
with their marriages.120
Of necessity there is more to the proposal. Improving our society’s score on these indicators—in fact, even
developing a consensus that improving family structure
is a worthwhile goal—will not happen spontaneously
or even as a result of political leaders and intellectuals
coming up with clever policy recommendations. Any
serious effort to strengthen US family structure in the
coming decades will require—to ignite, orient, and sustain it—at least a partial shift in US cultural norms in
the direction of familism, by which is meant a cultural
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Starting in 1965, the issue dividing us on the family
was race. Many Americans in those years believed that
linking family structure to social problems was largely
aimed at marginalizing African Americans or in the
famous phrase of that period, “blaming the victim.”122
Not until the late 1980s did the discussion of US family structure began to lose its presumed association with
racism. A turning point was the 1987 publication of
The Truly Disadvantaged, in which the distinguished
black sociologist William Julius Wilson reengaged and
largely rehabilitated the topic of family structure and
race in the academy.123
Starting in the mid-1970s, the issue dividing us on
the family was gender. Many Americans in those years
believed that those who publicly worried about family decline—especially as evidenced in rising rates of
divorce and unwed childbearing and more permissive
sexual mores—were unfairly blaming single mothers
and seeking to turn back the clock (“go back to the
1950s”) on women’s equality. The fundamental underlying conflict seemed to be between personal freedom
and civic equality, especially for women, on one hand,
and family stability and traditional moral and gender
norms on the other. To some degree, this conflict is
still with us, but it has diminished greatly in this century, particularly as the principle of women’s equality in
both family and society rapidly becomes the new normal across the society.
Starting in the early 2000s, the issue dividing us on
the family was gay rights. Only a few years ago, most
Americans (including me) opposed marriage equality

for gay and lesbian couples. Today, it is the law of the
land, and most Americans (including me and including
large majorities of younger Americans) favor it. Today,
now that they can, many lesbian and gay couples are in
fact marrying. About 18 percent of all same sex-couples
in the US are married, and about one of every five
of these married couples are also raising children.124
Today, gay marriage is . . . marriage. Remarkably, the
culture war over this issue is now in our society’s rearview mirror.
With our half-century of culture war over the family
now largely behind us, something quite new becomes
possible. Looking ahead to the next several decades, a
much broader and more diverse US pro-family coalition may be within our grasp. A coalition bringing
together liberals and conservatives, gays and straights,
religious and secular voices, higher- and lower-income
Americans. A coalition seeking to expand family
opportunity for all, but paying special attention to the
two-thirds of America that is experiencing a crisis in
family structure.125
What policy reforms would such a coalition develop
and recommend? There is a cornucopia of ideas.126
Admittedly, the challenge is huge. But ultimately, the key
question is not how we meet it. It is whether we want to.
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