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Abstract 
 

This paper reexamines the effects of welfare on family structure, emphasizing that AFDC and 
TANF rules are based more on the biological relationship of the mother’s children to any male in 
the household than on marriage or cohabitation.  We find that many 1990s welfare reform 
policies did not affect family structure but that several work-related reforms increased single 
parenthood and decreased marriage to biological fathers.  These effects are most evident when 
work-related reforms are bundled and examined over a longer time period. We hypothesize that 
these effects stem from increased earnings of single mothers and factors specific to biological 
fathers. 
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I. Introduction 
 
 A question of long-standing research and policy interest is whether the U.S. welfare 

system discourages marriage and encourages single motherhood.  The origin of this hypothesis 

lies in the structure of the main welfare program through the early 1990s, the Aid to Families 

with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, which was largely offered only to single parent 

families.  A large volume of research was conducted from the 1990s through the early 2000s on 

whether AFDC affected family structure (Duncan and Hoffman 1990; Lichter, LeClere, and 

McLaughlin 1991; Winkler 1995; McLaughlin and Lichter 1997; Moffitt, Reville, and Winkler 

1998; Hoffman and Foster 2000; Ellwood and Jencks 2001; Blackburn 2003; Blau, Kahn, and 

Waldfogel 2004).  Summaries of that research (e.g., Moffitt 1998) showed quite weak evidence 

for the hypothesis, albeit with a wide range of estimates across different studies consistent with 

the existence of a nonzero positive effect on single motherhood but one which is probably small 

in magnitude and hard to detect. 

 The more recent literature on this topic has concerned itself instead with the effect of a 

major federal reform of the AFDC program in 1996 that imposed work requirements, time limits, 

and other features on the program and renamed it the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 

(TANF) program.  While most of the major features of the reform did not directly affect 

incentives for different family structures, one clearly articulated goal of the legislation was to 

reduce single motherhood.1  A body of research has examined whether this reform affected 

different dimensions of family structure (Ellwood 2000; Fraker et al. 2002; Acs and Nelson 

2004; Bitler et al. 2004; Fitzgerald and Ribar 2004; Bitler, Gelbach, and Hoynes 2006; Dunifon, 
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Hynes, and Peters 2009), with an important new dimension in some of these studies being 

whether cohabitation was affected by the law.  Surveys of this broad literature (Blank 2002; 

Grogger and Karoly 2005; Moffitt 2007; Lopoo and Raissian 2014) have generally summarized 

results on family structure as showing mixed effects, with a few studies finding some significant 

effects but most finding no significant effects or a set of mixed effects with no clear indications 

one way or the other. 

 Our study also analyzes the effects of welfare reform on family structure but advances the 

literature by recognizing the importance of the biological relationship of any male in the 

household to the children and explicitly introducing it into the empirical analysis.  The AFDC 

and TANF programs base eligibility not primarily on marital status but on the aforementioned 

biological relationship.  That is, the programs largely treat families the same, regardless of 

whether the adults are married or cohabiting, if the male in the household is the biological father 

of the children.  If the male is not the biological father of the children, then the programs treat the 

mother and her children completely differently.2  This distinction has been known for some time 

(e.g. Winkler 1995; Moffitt, Reville, and Winkler 1994, 1998; Carlson, McLanahan, and 

England 2004), but most past work in this area has instead considered the effects of welfare on a 

threefold classification of married, cohabiting, or neither, regardless of the biological status of 

the male (two exceptions are discussed later).  This biological distinction is important in terms of 

magnitudes.  For example, our data show that 70% of low-income cohabiting mothers live with a 

male who is the biological father of at least one of the mother’s children.  Our study adds the 

biological relationship to the family structure classification to determine whether the effects of 

the 1990s reforms had differential effects depending on that relationship.   

Our study also contributes to this literature by extending the empirical approach of Acs 
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and Nelson (2004) and Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters (2009) to identify the effects of TANF 

reforms on family structure.  While the 1996 welfare reform law set federal standards for the 

new TANF program, states were allowed to implement stricter versions of the various reforms 

(e.g., shorter time limits) and were free to adopt or adjust other policies (e.g., two-parent 

eligibility policies, family caps) if they so chose.  Acs and Nelson (2004) and Dunifon, Hynes, 

and Peters (2009) specified TANF policy variables capturing this state-level policy variation and 

estimated the effects of those individual policies on family structure.3  We construct an expanded 

set of individual TANF policy variables and extend this approach further by also considering 

whether states adopted groups, or “bundles,” of policies during the TANF period.  Grouping 

policies into bundles helps address a well-known problem in the study of these reforms, which is 

that often multiple reforms were adopted simultaneously, making it difficult to identify their 

separate effects (Bitler et al. 2004).  Therefore, the grouped policies may better identify the 

overall impact of the reform. 

 A final contribution of our study is that we examine the effects of 1990s welfare reform 

over a longer period of time (from 1996 through 2008) than past studies, which have typically 

not gone past 2000.  Looking over a longer period of time will matter if family structure 

decisions are slow to change in response to the changes in welfare rules. 

 For our analysis, we use data from the Survey of Income Program Participation (SIPP) 

for the years 1996 (the interview took place just before implementation of the law), 2001, 2004, 

and 2008.  The SIPP is a particularly good data source for this analysis because it contains a 

household relationship matrix identifying the biological relationships between the children and 

all of the adults in the household.  Thus, the SIPP is the only data source which allows us to 

create our family structure outcomes that incorporate detailed information on biological status 
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and which dates back to the 1990s.  In robustness tests, we also include the 1993 SIPP in our 

analysis.  Our primary sample excludes 1993, however, because an “unmarried partner” (i.e. a 

cohabitor) was not identified as an explicit relationship alternative until the 1996 SIPP.   

Like much of the past literature, we find that most welfare reform policies have not had a 

significant effect on family structure.  However, we do find that several work-related reforms, 

implemented during both the waiver period and the TANF period, resulted in increases in single 

motherhood and decreases in marriage to biological fathers.  These effects are especially evident 

when groups or bundles of work-related policies were implemented.  These results are not at 

odds with the literature, for some past studies have found that work-related reforms increased 

single parenthood, decreased marriage, or both (Ellwood 2000; Fraker et al. 2002; Gennetian and 

Knox 2003; Bitler et al. 2004; Fitzgerald and Ribar 2004; Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters 2009).  

Unlike our results, however, these past findings are sometimes of borderline significance or 

nonrobust to specification.  One important difference from these past studies is that we find that 

the negative effects on marriage are limited to marriage to biological fathers (not stepfathers), 

illustrating the importance of making biological distinctions.  Additionally, we find that the 

effects of work-related policies on family structure have grown over time, suggesting that the 

long-run effects of welfare rules on family structure may be larger than the short-run effects.   

We suggest several possible explanations for the decline in marriage to biological fathers 

only, including one related to the decline in their employment and earnings.  We also suggest 

that the effects of work-related reforms on the increase in single motherhood may reflect the 

importance of women’s labor market outcomes on family structure.  Those reforms increased 

female employment and earnings and made women more-able to support themselves 

independently, leading to this increase in single parenthood (an interpretation also given by 
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Bitler et al. 2004).  This indirect effect of work-related welfare reforms on family structure 

suggests that the recent policy proposals to impose work requirements on recipients of the 

Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Medicaid program could similarly 

increase the prevalence of single parent households (e.g., Goodnough 2018).  

 In the following section, we review AFDC welfare rules concerning family structure, 

how they were altered by 1990s welfare reform, and discuss the expected effects of these rules 

and reforms on family structure. Next, we discuss our approach and review the prior studies 

which are closest to ours.  We then present our data, methods, and results, followed by our 

conclusions.  

 

II. Welfare Rules and Their Family Structure Incentives 

A. AFDC Family Structure Rules 

The original 1935 Social Security Act which created the AFDC program provided cash 

support to families with “dependent” children, who were defined as those who were deprived of 

the support or care of one natural (i.e., biological) parent by reason of death, disability, or 

absence from the home, and were under the care of the other parent or a relative.  Death was the 

primary reason for eligibility in 1935 but divorce and nonmarital births rose as reasons for 

eligibility particularly after 1960.  Thus, under the original rules, no household with two 

biological parents was eligible for benefits, while the presence of a non-biological adult in the 

household had no impact on the eligibility or benefits of an otherwise eligible single-parent 

household.  However, state agencies did not always enforce the law as it was written and would 

often rule women as ineligible if there was any male in the household, even temporarily.  This 

practice was outlawed by a Supreme Court case in 1968 which prohibited such “man-in-the-
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house” rules, reiterating that the presence of a male who was not related to the children could not 

be used to determine eligibility.   

A major change occurred in 1961, when Congress created the “Unemployed Parent” 

program, which allowed states to make households with two biological parents eligible for 

AFDC benefits if the principal earner had a significant work history but currently worked no 

more than 100 hours per month.  While this program (known as AFDC-UP) was initially 

intended to provide supplementary benefits to families in cases of unemployment, it created a 

way for two-parent households to be eligible for AFDC benefits.  Indeed, when AFDC-UP was 

expanded to include all states in 1988, one justification for its expansion was to promote 

marriage.4  However, marital status was never a factor in determining eligibility for either the 

AFDC “Basic” program (i.e., the program for single parent families) or the AFDC-UP program. 

 Congress also changed the way in which married non-biological adults (i.e. stepparents) 

have been treated under AFDC.  Traditionally, Congress left the decision on whether to include 

or exclude stepparents from the assistance unit, and how to treat their income for purposes of 

eligibility and benefit calculation, to the states.  However, with the rise of stepparents starting in 

the 1970s, Congress passed legislation in 1981 requiring that some portion of the income of 

stepparents be “deemed” even if the stepparent is excluded from the assistance unit.  This means 

that some portion of the stepparent’s income must be counted in total income when assessing 

eligibility and benefits received by the mother and her children.5  Nevertheless, states continue to 

have the option of whether to include the stepparent in the assistance unit or not. 

 The incentive effects for family structure from these rules are clear.  Cohabitation with or 

marriage to a male who is not biologically related to the children is encouraged relative to 

marriage or cohabitation with a biological father.  This follows from the fact that a biological 
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father’s income is always fully counted in the benefit and eligibility calculations, while the 

income of an “unrelated” male (i.e., one not biologically related) is only partially 

counted.  Further, cohabitation with an unrelated cohabitor is generally encouraged relative to 

marriage to an unrelated male (i.e., a stepparent) since some portion of the stepparent's income is 

always counted against the benefit (although inclusion of the stepparent in the assistance unit 

does raise the benefit level, which works the other way), whereas the income of unrelated 

cohabitors is only counted against the benefit in certain states and in certain circumstances.6  

This is one case where marital status does affect financial eligibility and benefit amounts – when 

partners are unrelated to the children.  As for incentives to marry rather than cohabit with a 

biological father, these situations are treated identically by existing welfare rules.  

 B. Welfare Reform in the 1990s 

 The welfare rules changed dramatically with the 1996 welfare reform law (PRWORA), 

which replaced the existing program, AFDC, with TANF.  The major policy changes associated 

with the 1996 law, in addition to the fact that it converted the AFDC funding mechanism from an 

entitlement to a block grant, are that it imposed a five-year lifetime time limit on receipt of 

benefits; imposed work requirements with few exemptions and with sanctions for 

noncompliance; imposed a separate time limit on the minimum amount of time that could pass 

before work requirements were mandatory; offered states the option of disregarding more 

earnings in benefit calculations (to provide work incentives); and offered states the option of not 

increasing the family’s benefit if an additional child was born while on welfare (the “family 

cap”).   The legislation also abolished the AFDC-UP program and allowed states to relax some 

or all of the restrictions governing eligibility of two-parent families (the 100-hour work rule, the 

work history requirement, etc.).   Prior to 1996, states were allowed to test similar reforms (time 
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limits, work requirements, sanctions, earnings disregards, family caps, two-parent rule 

modifications) by receiving a waiver from the federal government to do so.   Thus, some states 

had already moved partly toward the rules of TANF before 1996.  

 Our paper analyzes the effect of these reforms on family structure.  Their expected effects 

have been analyzed previously (Bitler et al. 2004; Fitzgerald and Ribar 2004; Grogger and 

Karoly 2005; Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters 2009), though none discuss or recognize the biological 

distinctions we make.  A general conclusion from this past literature is that the expected effects 

of most welfare reform policies on family structure are ambiguous. This conclusion persists even 

after we refine the family structure variable to account for the biological relationship between the 

mother’s children and any male living in the household.  Specifically, we classify family 

structure into five categories that arise naturally from the rule distinctions: whether a mother (1) 

is a single parent (i.e. not in any union); (2) is married to the children’s biological father; (3) is 

cohabiting with the children’s biological father; (4) is married to a man who is unrelated to the 

children (stepfather); or (5) is cohabiting with an male unrelated to the children.  

The reform policies can be divided into two types—family-oriented policies that are 

intended to directly affect family structure, and work-related policies that are intended to affect 

other outcomes (mainly employment and earnings) but which may have indirect effects on 

family structure.  The expected effects of both are summarized in Table 1.  Family-oriented 

policies include the relaxation of restrictive two-parent eligibility rules, the introduction of 

family cap policies, and policies requiring the mandatory inclusion of a stepparent in the 

assistance unit.  The relaxation of two-parent eligibility rules should encourage the creation of 

two biological parent households among welfare recipients, whether married or cohabiting, 

because they make it easier for two-parent households to be eligible for welfare benefits.  This 
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also means that they reduce the probability of being in other family structure types.  However, 

they may also simply move women who are already in biological unions onto the welfare rolls, 

which implies no change in overall rates.  Family cap policies, ignoring the effects on fertility 

itself (discussed below), could affect family structure because they limit family benefits with the 

birth an additional child, incentivizing the mother to seek additional income support.  For 

mothers who choose to remain on welfare, family caps incentivize partnering, either to a 

biological father or an unrelated male, with the incentive much greater for the latter because the 

man’s earnings are counted against the benefit to a lesser degree.  The effective reduction in per-

person benefits associated with family caps might alternatively provide mothers on welfare with 

an incentive to leave the program, which has, as we discuss below, ambiguous effects on family 

structure.  A mandate that stepparents be included in the assistance unit has an ambiguous effect 

on the incentive to form stepparent families because the rule has an ambiguous effect on welfare 

benefits.7  If the net effect is that potential benefits fall with the inclusion of the stepparent, then 

stepparents will be discouraged relative to all other family types – especially unrelated 

cohabitors.  If potential benefits increase, the opposite would be true. 

Work-related TANF policies—sanctions, work requirements, earnings disregards, and 

time limits—could affect family structure indirectly, mainly through their effect on welfare 

participation and labor force participation since each of these policies decreases the value of 

being on welfare and discourages participation.  Indeed, the most striking effect of the 1996 

legislation was to dramatically reduce the caseload of the program (because of the sanctions, 

work requirements, and time limits) and to increase the average level of work and earnings 

among low-income single mothers (Moffitt 2003; Ziliak 2016).  However, welfare exit and 

increased earnings have ambiguous effects on family structure.  On the one hand, women who 
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leave the program will have an incentive to marry or cohabit, especially with biological fathers, 

since there is no penalty for marrying or cohabiting when off welfare and they may seek out 

male partners who have income to contribute to the household.  On the other hand, one of the 

oldest hypotheses in the economics literature on marriage is that the incentive to marry is 

inversely related to the female wage rate and potential earnings, commonly called the 

“independence effect” (Becker 1991, p.336).  Hence any work-encouraging welfare reform 

component could decrease partnering (see Bitler et al. 2004).8  It has also been noted that TANF 

work requirements and sanctions are imposed on men included in the assistance unit (Fraker et 

al. 2002).  This creates an additional disincentive for women on welfare to marry or cohabit with 

men while on welfare and could further cause work-oriented welfare reforms to increase single 

motherhood.9 

Lastly, our analysis follows the previous literature and ignores the fertility effects of these 

rules by analyzing the effects of welfare rules on union formation conditional on the presence of 

at least one child in the household.  However, it is useful to briefly consider what types of effects 

are possible.  For example, family cap policies would be expected to reduce fertility since 

benefits would not rise with additional children. Additionally, work-related policies may reduce 

fertility, to the extent that fertility is negatively related to labor force participation. What is less 

clear is how the potential reductions in fertility would be distributed across the family structure 

alternatives and hence affect our results. In any case, the existing literature on 1990s welfare 

reforms has found only mixed evidence that these reforms had any effect on fertility (Ziliak 

2016).  

 

III. Contributions of This Study 
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Our main contribution, as already emphasized, is that we recognize the biological 

distinction in welfare rules and incorporate the proper family structure outcomes into our 

estimates of the effects of welfare reform on family structure.  An additional contribution is that 

we examine the effects of welfare rules over a longer period of time than any previous study, 

which allows us to distinguish between short-run and long-run effects.  However, in most other 

respects, we follow the existing literature, combining the strengths of many previous studies.  

For example, like Acs and Nelson (2004), we identify the effects of welfare reforms using a 

difference-in-difference-in-differences strategy, comparing differences in trends in family 

structure for a welfare-eligible group with a welfare-ineligible group across states that differ in 

their welfare policies.  We also follow the research design of Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters (2009) 

by estimating separate effects of pre-TANF waiver reforms and post-TANF variation in reforms.  

While many studies have used state-level variation in waiver adoption to identify the effects of 

pre-TANF waivers on family structure, only a few have used cross-state variation in post-TANF 

reform elements.  Then, we extend the Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters (2009) approach by bundling 

the state-level TANF policies using the approaches that Bitler et al. (2004) and Ellwood (2000) 

applied to state-level waiver policies.  

Finally, we should note that two prior studies, Acs and Nelson (2004) and Blau and van 

der Klaauw (2013), have incorporated biological relationships into family structure outcomes 

when studying welfare reform.  However, our study differs in important ways.  Acs and Nelson 

(2004) examined the effects of TANF welfare rules on the living arrangements of children, 

defining those arrangements on the basis of the biological relationship of the adults to the 

children.  Our study design differs from theirs, however, because they only estimated the effect 

of specific TANF components relative to the overall effect of TANF (they did not use waiver-
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period variation, as we do); they only looked at three types of policies (sanctions, family caps, 

and two-parent rules), whereas we look at seven; and their study only covered the years 1997 to 

1999 for 13 states, whereas our study goes through 2008 and includes all 46 states in the SIPP 

panels.10  Blau and van der Klaauw (2013) followed a cohort of women from 1979 through 2004 

and estimated dynamic movements into and out of marriage and cohabitation and childbearing, 

distinguishing between whether marriage and cohabitation occurred with the father of any 

children born.  Relative to our analysis, their measures of welfare reform are quite limited.  They 

included a single dummy for any pre-1996 waiver and a single dummy variable for TANF 

implementation rather than the policy-element specification used in other analyses, including our 

work.  Additionally, by using only specific birth cohorts who were in their 30s by the time 

welfare reform passed in 1996, they could not estimate its effects on younger age women who 

constitute the majority of welfare recipients, nor could they separate age effects from period 

effects.   

 

IV. Data and Methods 

 A. Data 

 For our empirical analysis, we use data on households from the SIPP.  The SIPP is a 

nationally representative household survey of the U.S. civilian noninstitutional population that 

includes a series of panels starting in various years.  Each panel follows households for 

approximately four years and conducts core interviews and topical modules in each survey wave, 

conducted approximately four months apart.  The core questions in every wave of every panel 

contain information on relationships between the reference person and other members of the 

household, allowing us to identify spouses and cohabitors, where the latter is referred to as an 
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“unmarried partner.”  The second wave of each panel further collects information from the 

reference person regarding relationships between each member of the household and all other 

members, including information on the biological relationships between each of the children and 

the adults in the household.  The core and the second-wave topical module questions are 

combined to form what the SIPP calls the Household Relationship Matrix (HHRM).  We use 

these data to define our sample and to create variables that categorize family structure.11   

Since the HHRM is only available in the second wave of each panel, we use data from 

the second wave of the SIPP panels that began in 1993, 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008.12  However, 

our primary sample excludes data from the 1993 SIPP because the formal definition of a 

cohabitor, an unmarried parent, was not included as a relationship type until the 1996 survey.  

While the data for the second wave of the 1996 panel were collected between August and 

November 1996 – largely after PRWORA was signed into law in August 1996 – most states did 

not begin implementation until sometime in 1997 and for those states that did implement in late 

1996, it is highly unlikely that family structure would change within a couple of months in 

response to the law.  Thus, we treat the 1996 data as our “pre-law” period.  However, we conduct 

a robustness test that includes data from 1993 SIPP and an alternative measure of cohabitation, to 

test the sensitivity of this assumption.13  

 For our sample, we select women 18-55 with a biological child age 17 or under living in 

the household.  Within this sample of mothers, we further distinguish between those mothers 

who are more likely to be eligible for welfare and influenced by welfare policies (“Eligible” 

sample) and those less likely to be eligible for welfare and influenced by welfare policies 

(“Ineligible” sample).  In the empirical analysis described below, we use this “Ineligible” sample 

as an additional control group (in addition to the usual cross-state over-time variation) to 
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estimate the effects of welfare policies on family structure for the “Eligible” (i.e. targeted) 

sample.  We define Eligible as those who have less than 16 years of education and who have low 

levels of assets since AFDC and TANF have asset tests.  We define Ineligible as all other 

mothers, either those with college degrees or non-college educated mothers with high assets.14  

For the asset restriction, we exclude any family with cash in the bank greater than $3,000, that 

owns any stocks or bonds or a retirement account, or that owns two or more cars.15  These 

cutoffs are generally higher than the cutoffs for AFDC and TANF eligibility.16  As we show in 

Table 2 below, welfare participation rates are much higher in the Eligible sample than in the 

Ineligible sample.  Thus, this restriction appears to achieve its goal, which is to create a 

comparison group of Ineligible who almost never participate in welfare compared to an Eligible 

group who are much more likely to participate and be influenced by welfare rules.  The share of 

the sample that is Eligible and Ineligible also changes little over time, with the Eligible share 

ranging between 24.5 to 27.7 percent of the sample with no discernable trend.  In the empirical 

work that follows, we conduct sensitivity tests altering the asset restriction and the inclusion of 

college educated mothers in the Ineligible sample.  

   For our main categorization of family structure, we identify male partners in the 

household in two ways.  First, we determine whether any male is classified as either a “spouse” 

or an “unmarried partner”.17  For any male so identified, we use the HHRM to determine his 

relationship to each of the children in the household.  Second, we use the HHRM directly to 

determine whether there is a male in the household with a common biological child with the 

mother, even if not classified as a spouse or unmarried partner.18  Since our unit of observation is 

a mother, we then separate women into those with a partner biologically related to some or all of 

her children (“biological”), those with a partner biologically unrelated to all of her children 
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(“unrelated”), and those with no partner (“single parent”).19  Using this approach, we create our 

five category family structure outcome, as described earlier and as shown in Table 2.  

 Table 2 shows the distribution of each family structure type in our sample, stratified by 

eligibility type.  For our sample of Eligible mothers, 43.7 percent had partners who were 

biological fathers of the children, 6.0 percent had partners who were unrelated to the children, 

and 50.3 percent had no partner and hence were single parents.  Among those partnering with a 

biological male, most were married but about 15 percent were cohabiting.  Among those 

partnering with an unrelated male, slightly more than half were married (i.e., stepparent families) 

and the rest were cohabiting.  Over the four years of data analyzed, 14.8 percent of Eligible 

mothers participated in AFDC or TANF.  The sample of Ineligible mothers were much more 

likely to reside with a biological partner (78.3 percent) and much less likely to be a single parent 

(15.2 percent).  In addition, their welfare participation rate is only 1.3 percent, considerably 

below the 14.8 percent for Eligible mothers.20   

 B. Welfare Policy Variables 

 Our major independent variables of interest are those measuring state-specific welfare 

reform elements, which we code separately for each of the four years in our data.  As noted in 

the last section, we follow the literature closely in the terms of the policies examined and in how 

we define policies, although there are some slight differences compared to past work.  Similar to 

Bitler, Gelbach, and Hoynes (2004) and Fitzgerald and Ribar (2004), we group our policy 

variables into those that were intended to directly affect family structure (“family-related” 

policies) and those that were intended to directly affect other outcomes but may be indirectly 

related to family structure through their effect on welfare participation and labor force 

participation (“work-related” policies).  As shown in Table 3, we further separate the work-
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related policies into waiver year (1996) variables and TANF year (2001, 2004, and 2008) 

variables.   

 The work-related waiver variables capture variation in states’ adoption of sanctions, work 

requirements, and expanded earnings disregard waivers. A sanction policy meant that families 

who did not comply with one or more requirement, usually work requirements, would have their 

benefits reduced in full or in part.  A work requirement policy stipulated that mothers must begin 

work within a specified time period and generally were required to work some minimum number 

of hours per week.  In general, an earnings disregard policy stipulates the amount of earnings that 

can be deducted before counting income against the benefit.  During welfare reform, many states 

adopted waivers that made the earnings disregards more generous.   

 All the waiver variables in our analysis are lagged one year relative to the 1996 interview 

date and coded as of December 1995 to avoid having to assume an instantaneous response of 

family structure to changes in welfare rules.21   For sanctions and work requirement waivers, we 

create dummy variables for a state’s having adopted such a policy.  However, we code the 

earnings disregard waiver equal to one if the state did not enact such a waiver so that its expected 

effect on welfare participation (namely, negative) will be the same as that of the other two work-

related policies.   

For TANF variables, one difference from many past studies is that we use state-level 

variation in the implementation of specific TANF policies to help identify their effects on family 

structure, rather than the timing of TANF implementation (Bitler et al. 2004; Fitzgerald and 

Ribar 2004; Bitler, Gelbach, and Hoynes 2006; Blau and Van der Klaauw 2013).  Thus, for our 

three TANF years (2001, 2004, and 2008), we differentiate between states that adopted harsher 

versus less severe policies, using variables similar to Acs and Nelson (2004) and Dunifon, 
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Hynes, and Peters (2009), both of which implemented a similar empirical strategy.  Like the 

waiver policies, we organize these work-related TANF policies based on their expected effects 

on the welfare participation decision because they should only affect family structure indirectly 

through that decision.    

Specifically, we construct separate indicators for whether a state adopted the strictest 

sanction policy, a time limit shorter than what was federally required, a more restrictive work 

exemption by age of the youngest child, and did not expand their earnings disregard.  The 

strictest sanction policy is defined as one that leads to the potential loss of the full family benefit 

or the closure of the case.  As for time limits, while the federal law mandated that no state could 

use federal funds to pay a woman for more than five years of benefits, a number of states enacted 

time limits shorter than that.  Thus, we define a strict time limit as one shorter than five tears.  

All states also had to specify the minimum age for the youngest child by which the mother was 

required to work and the median age across all states was 12 months.  We classify a state’s 

policy as strict if it required mothers to work when their child reached an age younger than 12 

months.  Finally, the TANF law did not require any specific earnings disregard, so we code our 

TANF earnings disregard variable identically to the waiver period variable.  

We also include three family-related policies in our analysis. These variables reflect the 

presence of a family cap on benefits, the (lack of) easing of the restrictive two-parent eligibility 

rules, and the mandated inclusion of stepparents in the assistance unit.  As we noted previously, 

the sign and strength of the expected effects of these policies on family structure is ambiguous.  

Thus, we code all three such that their effects tend to lower the rate of welfare participation, as 

we code the work-related variables. 

As discussed in Moffitt and Ver Ploeg (2001), Blank (2002), and Grogger and Karoly 
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(2005) and, as we noted previously, the effects of each of the state policies may be difficult to 

detect separately even if the overall effect of a group of policies is detectable.  This is in part 

because some individual reforms were not adopted by many states, different policies are often 

correlated with one another, and the impact of multiple policies simultaneously may have been 

larger than the sum of its parts.  We address this concern by estimating the overall effect of a 

group (or “bundle”) of reforms using variables for “any reform” and the “number of reforms.”  

The “any reform” specification has been previously estimated in Bitler et al. (2004), Bitler, 

Gelbach, and Hoynes. (2006), and Blau and van der Klaauw (2013), and the “number of 

reforms” specification has been previously estimated in Ellwood (2000).  However, different 

from past studies, we construct these “bundle” measures separately for work-related policies in 

the waiver period, work-related policies in the TANF period, and for family-related policies.  

Since we code the individual policies in such a way that they have the same expected effects on 

welfare participation, this gives the “any reform” and “number of reforms” variables a coherent 

interpretation since the indirect effects of these policies on family structure should come through 

the welfare participation decision.22 

As shown in Table 3, which briefly describes each of the individual and bundled welfare 

policies used in our empirical analysis, these policies are well identified using state-year 

variation.  The one exception is our Any Work-related Waiver policy.  We cannot construct an 

Any Work-related Waiver policy using all three of our individual waiver policies because the 

variable is not identified (i.e. it equals one for all states in 1996 and zero for all states in all other 

years).  To address this, we construct the Any Work-related Waiver variable using only two of 

the policies (sanctions and work requirement), and include the third policy separately (no 

expanded earnings disregard).   
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C. Other Policy and Control Variables 

In our empirical analysis that follows, we control for individual and household 

characteristics including the age, education, race and ethnicity of the mother, and household 

urban residence.  We also control for several other state-level transfer programs and state-level 

labor market conditions which change differentially across states in an effort to isolate the impact 

of changes in state-level welfare policies.  These variables include: the unemployment rate, the 

weekly manufacturing wage, the minimum wage, the maximum welfare benefit, the Medicaid 

eligibility threshold (defined in terms of percentage above the federal poverty line), and the 

maximum EITC benefit for a family of three (the Medicaid and EITC variables include state 

supplements in addition to federally mandated levels).  All such variables are lagged one year 

and the dollar-denominated variables are measured in real terms.  The means of these variables 

for the Eligible and Ineligible samples are shown in Online Appendix Table A1.23 

D. Methods 

We estimate models for alternative family structures with multinomial logit (MNL) using 

our five-way family-structure classification as the outcome variable: households with mothers 

who are married to the biological father of their children, who cohabit with a biological father, 

who are married to an unrelated male (i.e., a stepfather), who cohabit with an unrelated male, or 

who are single parents (i.e., no partner). 

In estimating the MNL models we use a difference-in-difference-in-differences (DDD) 

strategy, which compares differences in cross-state trends in family structure among Eligible 

mothers with differences in cross-state trends in family structure among Ineligible mothers (as 

defined earlier).  This DDD approach, which has been used previously in this literature (Acs and 

Nelson, 2004), guards against picking up spurious cross-state correlations between welfare 
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reform changes and family structure changes that are occurring among all mothers in the state 

and hence do not reflect a true effect of welfare reform.  As we discuss in more detail in our 

sensitivity test section below, this DDD strategy improves the precision of our estimates 

compared to a difference-in-differences strategy that does not use the Ineligible sample for 

identification.  We also show below that the results are robust to using alternative Eligible 

sample definitions and to estimating the main specification using OLS.24 

 In all of our MNL models, the regression vector has the same covariates but the 

coefficients vary depending on the outcome variable.  For notational purposes, let us denote 

௜ܸ௦௧
௚  ௚ as the regression vector for individual i living in state s at time t (t=1996, 2001, 2004, orߙ

2008) for outcome group g=1,..,5, where V is a vector of variables and α is its coefficient vector.  

The elements in the regression vector appear in the following expression: 

 

௜ܸ௦௧
௚ ௚ߙ ൌ ௦ܲ௧ߚ௚ ൅ ௜௦௧ܧ ௦ܲ௧ߠ௚ ൅ ƞ௚ܧ௜௦௧ ൅ ௜ܺ௦௧ߛ௚ ൅ ܱ௦௧ߜ௚ ൅ ௦݂

௚ ൅ ௧݂
௚ ൅ 		௜௦௧ߝ

௚ 						(1) 

 

where ௦ܲ௧ is a vector of the welfare policy variables appearing in Table 3, ܧ௜௦௧ is a dummy for 

being in the Eligible sample, ௜ܺ௦௧ is a vector of individual demographic characteristics included 

in Online Appendix Table A1, ܱ௦௧ is a vector of other state-level control variables described 

above and included in Online Appendix Table A1, ௦݂
௚ is a state fixed effect, ௧݂

௚is a year fixed 

effect, and ߝ௜௦௧
௚  is a traditional MNL error term.  The main object of interest is the coefficient 

vector θg
 on the interaction term between the welfare policies and the Eligible sample.    

We pool all observations from all years in estimating equation (1).  In interpreting results, 

we focus on marginal effects, which are interpreted as the effect of each of the covariates on the 

probability of the outcome variable, evaluated at the means.  Following Puhani (2012), we 
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interpret the marginal effect on the Eligible-policy interactions as capturing the DDD intent-to-

treat effect.25  All specifications are estimated using sample weights and standard errors are 

clustered by state.  

 

V. Main Results 
 
 Tables 4 and 5 provide our main results.  Table 4 provides the marginal effects from a 

specification where each policy variable is included separately (our “unbundled” specification) 

and Table 5 provides the marginal effects from our “bundled” policy specifications, one using 

“any reform” variables and one using “number of reforms” variables.  The marginal effects 

associated with the other variables in the unbundled specification are presented in Online 

Appendix Table A2.  

 We turn first to the unbundled results in Table 4.  Overall, we find that most welfare 

policies did not affect family structure.  Indeed, a large majority of the coefficients are not 

statistically significant at conventional levels.  This lack of significance includes the effects of 

family-related policies, which should have the most direct effects on family structure.  For 

example, not easing two parent rules did not encourage the creation of single-parent households 

(or unrelated cohabiting) at the expense of two-parent biological households.  Indeed, none of the 

family-related policies appear to have had a major effect on family structure.26  These (lack of) 

findings corroborate the prior literature, which has also not found consistent or strong effects of 

family-related welfare reform policies on family structure, albeit without the longer time frame 

or the more precisely defined family structure measures used here.  

At the same time, we do find evidence that some work-related waiver and TANF policies 

significantly affected family structure.  Table 4 shows that policies of not expanding disregards 
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(in both the waiver and TANF periods) and of imposing Strict TANF Sanctions significantly 

increased the probability of being a single mother (by 3.1 to 5.6 percentage points) and these 

policies also reduced the probability of marriage to biological partners, as did sanctions in the 

waiver period (by 3.2 to 7.2 percentage points).27  As we show below, these results are quite 

robust.  

The results also show a few statistically significant effects of work-related policies on 

cohabitation – with some encouraging cohabitation while others discouraging it.  For example, 

we find that a Work Requirement Waiver and No Expanded TANF Disregard encouraged 

unrelated cohabitation, and No Expanded TANF Disregard encouraged biological cohabitation.  

However, we also find that Strict TANF Sanctions and Strict TANF Work Exemptions 

discouraged unrelated cohabitation and biological cohabitation, respectively.  Thus, it does not 

appear that work-related policies had a clear effect on cohabitation.  This becomes even more 

evident in our bundled results and robustness analysis, which follow. 

 As discussed previously, the interpretation of the effects of individual policies is 

complicated by the simultaneity of policy changes associated with welfare reform.  Therefore, 

we present estimates in Table 5 of specifications that use our bundled policy variables, which 

may better capture the overall effect of adopting at least one policy or adopting a set of reforms 

together.  The results clearly indicate that work-related policies, in both the waiver period and 

TANF period, lead to strong positive effects on single motherhood and negative effects on 

biological marriage. These results are similar to those in Table 4, but the effects are sometimes 

larger in magnitude (than the average of the policies in Table 4) and the standard errors decrease 

in both the ”any reform” and “number of reforms” specifications.   The coefficients from the 

“number of reforms” specification imply that each work related waiver policy increased single 
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parenthood by 4.1 percentage points and decreased biological marriage by 4.5 percentage points, 

while each strict work-related TANF policy increased single parenthood by 1.7 percentage points 

and decreased biological marriage by 2.0 percentage points.  Lastly, Table 5 also shows that 

most of the significant coefficients in Table 4 on cohabitation are not robust to specification, as 

noted previously.28 

This pattern of results, with work-related welfare reforms increasing single motherhood 

and decreasing marriage, has been found in some instances in the previous literature, although 

the declines have been assigned to marriage as a whole, regardless of the father’s biological 

relationship to the children.   For example, Fraker et al. (2002) and Bitler et al. (2004) found 

statistically significant negative effects of welfare reform and work-related policies on marriage; 

Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters (2009) found some negative effects on the relative probability of 

children residing in married households versus single-parent households; and Fitzgerald and 

Ribar (2004) found positive effects of work-related polices on female headship in one 

specification.29  An important difference of our analysis compared to past work is that we find 

that the significant negative effect on marriage operates through marriage to biological fathers 

only, and not through marriage to unrelated men.   

The finding that work-related welfare reforms increased single motherhood or led to 

marriage declines has been interpreted as resulting from what has been called the “independence 

effect.”  This interpretation is bolstered by the large literature on the effects of welfare reform on 

employment and earnings of low income women, which finds that welfare reform caused large 

declines in program participation coupled with gains in employment and earnings (Moffitt 2003; 

Ziliak 2016).  Indeed, when we analyze the effects of these policies on welfare participation and 

the employment and earnings of our sample of Eligible mothers in the SIPP, we find that bundles 
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of work-related waivers and TANF policies discouraged welfare participation (Online Appendix 

Table A3) and increased earnings (Online Appendix Table A4).  However, why the 

independence effect might be particularly strong in discouraging marriage to biological fathers is 

a separate question, which we take up in Section VI below, after we conduct extensions and 

sensitivity tests to ensure that our findings are robust. 

 A. Extensions 

 We conduct three important extensions to our main results.  First, we estimate our 

baseline specification using the linear probability model.  This tests the sensitivity of our results 

to the MNL model assumptions (nonlinear effects of the regressors, independence of irrelevant 

alternatives, extreme value Type II error terms).  Second, we extend the time period back to 1993 

to increase the number of pre-TANF periods.  Third, we examine whether the effects of these 

policies have changed over time.   

Table 6 presents results from estimating simple linear probability models for each of our 

five family structure outcomes, where the dependent variable is coded 1 if that outcome was 

chosen and coded 0 if any of the other four outcomes were chosen.  The coefficients for the 

cohabiting and unrelated marriage outcomes are occasionally slightly different from those in 

Table 4, but most of the work-related policy effects retain their general magnitudes and 

significance levels.  The bundled specifications almost entirely retain the significance levels 

found in Table 5.  Once again, family-related policies have almost no effect. Thus the results 

using OLS are very consistent with those of the MNL specification. 

 Table 7 presents the results when the analysis is extended to include 1993.  Extending our 

analysis back to 1993 poses some difficulties.  Our definition of a cohabitor uses the “unmarried 

partner” relationship designation.  However, this option was not included as a relationship 



Moffitt, Phelan, and Winkler 25 
 
 

 
 
 

designation until the 1996 SIPP.  Thus, extending the data back to include the 1993 SIPP 

requires us to alter our definition of a cohabitor.  In this extension, we use the well-known 

adjusted POSSLQ definition to identify cohabitors (Casper and Cohen 2000),30 which is known 

to be inferior to more direct questions (Baughman, Dickert-Conlin, and Houser 2002).  As in our 

preferred definition of cohabitation, we also included the sample of unmarried parents (two non-

married adults with a common biological child, identified via the HHRM in the 1993 SIPP, as in 

later panels) in our definition of cohabitation.   

 We find that adding 1993 to our analysis causes no substantive changes to our results.  

First, we estimate our models using the same 1996 to 2008 sample period but with the adjusted 

POSSLQ-based definition of cohabitation. In results not shown, we find that our results in Table 

4 and Table 5 are robust to the use of this alternative cohabitation definition.  We then estimate 

our models after adding 1993 to our 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008 pooled sample and using our 

new definition of cohabitation for all years.31  As shown in Table 6, the main results are 

essentially unchanged from those reported in Tables 4 and 5.  The estimated effects of work-

related waiver and TANF policies on single motherhood and biological marriage are almost 

identical for both the unbundled and bundled specifications.  Moreover, the estimated effects of 

work- and family-related policies on cohabitation only occasionally show statistical significance, 

reinforcing our earlier findings.  The similarity in these estimates suggests that the 1996 data are, 

indeed, a pre-TANF period.  

 Our third extension examines whether the effects of welfare policies on family structure 

change with time after 1996.  Family structure is likely to react more slowly to welfare reform 

policies than work, which has been found to respond quickly to policy changes.  Table 8 shows 

our results when we estimate the “number of reforms” specifications using the 1996/2001 data, 
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the 1996/2004 data, and the 1996/2008 data (Online Appendix Table A5 presents these results 

for the “any reform” specifications).  The waiver-period year of 1996 must be included in each 

regression to provide the baseline against which TANF effects are measured. 

 The results from this analysis are striking.  In the 1996-2001 period, work-related polices 

retain their significant positive effects on single motherhood but their effects on biological 

marriage are reduced in significance.  However, with each succeeding year, the positive effects 

on single motherhood and on biological marriage grow in magnitude and in significance, 

reaching their maximum values in 2008.  This pattern suggests that the stronger effects we have 

found for work-related policies on family structure, as compared to past studies, may be the 

result of our inclusion of later years in the analysis. 

 One interpretation of the strengthening effects on family structure is a cohort-based 

explanation.  Women who were older in 1996 may have already made decisions about marriage 

and cohabitation (especially with the biological father of their children) and they may have been 

slow to change or reverse those prior decisions after the arrival of welfare reform.  With the 

passage of time, however, younger cohorts arrive at the key partnering years (late teens, 20s) 

with welfare reform permanently in place, and those cohorts were able to make decisions less 

encumbered by past history.32  If this is the mechanism at work, the long-term effects of some 

work-related policies on family structure could be quite different than their short-term effects. 

 B. Robustness and Sensitivity Tests 

 We conduct several robustness tests to check the sensitivity of our results to alternative 

specifications.  So far, we have shown that the effects of work-related waiver and TANF policies 

on single motherhood and biological marriage are robust to a limited number of extensions but 

the results for other family structure outcomes are not.  This section reports a number of 
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additional robustness tests to determine whether both of these conclusions remain after 

conducting those tests. 

Table 9 presents the results of a large number of additional sensitivity tests to our main 

MNL results (with control variables included).   For brevity, we focus on sensitivity results for 

the “number of reform” specification, however Online Appendix Table A6 repeats this analysis 

for the “any reform” specification and we find similar results in those specifications as well as in 

the unbundled specifications, which are available by request.  In Table 9, Panel I reports our 

baseline results from Table 5 for easy comparison.  Panel II examines the sensitivity of the 

results to the inclusion of an Ineligible group in our estimation by dropping the Ineligible sample 

entirely. In this specification, the policy impacts are identified only from differences in family 

structure outcomes over time across states as result of variation in welfare policies in the Eligible 

group (and not relative to family structure changes over time in those states among Ineligibles).  .  

The results are substantially weaker, but they generally show the pattern of results identified 

earlier.  We still see a positive effect of Number of Work-related Waiver Policies on single 

parents and negative effects of Number of Work-related Waiver Policies and Number of Strict 

Work-related TANF Policies on biological married households.  We take this as indicating that 

our main findings are present in the Eligible group but adding the Ineligible group greatly 

improves the precision of the estimates.   

Panels III and IV test the sensitivity of the results to changes in the definition of the 

Eligible/Ineligible groups.  Panel III drops the automobile restriction for the Eligible group 

(thereby allowing the Eligible sample to have any number of cars, as permitted in a few states).  

The results show that the baseline effects of work-related policies on single parenthood and 

biological marriage remain, with slightly altered magnitudes, although one marginal effect 
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moves just below the 10 percent significance level.  The results also imply a significant positive 

effect of work-related waivers on biological cohabiting but this coefficient is significant in 

almost no other specification and hence is not robust. Panel IV excludes college graduates from 

the Ineligible group, leaving the Ineligible sample defined only on the basis of high assets.  The 

results after this Ineligible definition change are virtually identical to the baseline results.   

 Panel V tests the sensitivity of our baseline results to the inclusion of separate time trends 

by state, a common extension of the standard state fixed effects model.   The baseline results are 

again unaltered by this change.  Panel VI tests the sensitivity of our results to the treatment of 

blended households (i.e., households where some of the mother’s children are biological to the 

male in the household and some are not), where our baseline model includes blended households 

in with biological households rather than in with unrelated households.  Our results are again 

very similar to those in the baseline model.  Lastly, Panel VII limits the sample to white, non-

Hispanic mothers to test for race-ethnic differences in our estimates. While the magnitudes of the 

marginal effects are smaller in this specification, the estimated coefficients on work-related 

policies follow the same pattern of effects and remain statistically significant.  Additionally, 

these smaller effects on white, non-Hispanic mothers are exactly what we would expect if work-

related policies indirectly affect family structure through the welfare participation decision.  

Since white non-Hispanic mothers in our Eligible sample are less likely to be on welfare (11.3 

percent) than minority mothers in the Eligible sample (17.1 percent), the independence effect 

associated with welfare reform should also be smaller. 

 

VI.  Economic Characteristics of Male Partners 
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 Our most robust finding is that combinations of work-related welfare reforms (in our 

“number of reforms” specifications) led to an increase in single motherhood and a decrease in 

marriage to biological fathers.  Our primary hypothesis to explain this change in family structure, 

mentioned frequently in the literature, is that welfare reform led to an increase in female 

employment and earnings which, through an independence effect, led to a decrease in partnering.  

There is extensive evidence that welfare reform did indeed improve the average employment and 

earnings outcomes of women (Moffitt 2003; Ziliak 2016), and we find similar effects of work-

related welfare policies on the sample of Eligible mothers in the SIPP (see Online Appendix 

Table A4).  However, an obvious question is why it would have led to a decrease in partnering 

specifically through marriage to biological fathers and not to cohabitation with either biological 

or unrelated fathers or to marriage to unrelated males, a question we investigate further here. 

 Theoretical models of the determinants of marriage, cohabitation, and single motherhood 

in the economics literature have not considered the biological relationship of potential union 

partners to a mother’s children.  However, there is a large literature in demography on the 

characteristics of men in unions, which distinguishes men exactly the way we have here—by 

marital status and by biological relationship (Hofferth and Anderson 2003; Cherlin and Fomby 

2005; Hofferth 2006; Manning and Brown 2006; Berger et al. 2008; Bzostek, McLanahan, and 

Carlson 2012; Kennedy and Fitch 2012; and Carlson and Berger 2013; among others). While this 

literature is focused almost exclusively on the question of how the biological and marital status 

of men affect child outcomes, these studies also examine male economic characteristics by 

different biological/marital types.  They largely indicate that the employment and earnings of 

married biological fathers are the highest among all types of male partners (see, especially, 

Hofferth and Anderson 2003; and Manning and Brown 2006).  Married unrelated men (i.e., 
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stepfathers) are typically ranked second highest, and cohabiting men of either biological status 

typically have the weakest economic characteristics.  

 The employment and average earnings (conditional on employment) of male partners for 

the Eligible sample of mothers are displayed in Figure 1.  Consistent with past work, married 

biological fathers typically have the highest levels of employment and earnings but they are not 

always very far above those of stepfathers.  Additionally, the employment and earnings of 

cohabiting men are generally lower than married men.  Among cohabiting men, unrelated 

cohabitors tend to have higher employment rates and earnings levels than biological cohabiting 

fathers, as found in Bzostek, McLanahan, and Carlson (2012).  A striking aspect of the figure is 

that the employment of all types of male partners has been declining since 2001.  This decline in 

labor market activity and wage rates among lower skilled men in the U.S. over this period has 

been documented extensively elsewhere, and has been variously ascribed to skill-biased 

technological change, international trade, incarceration, health and disability, and a variety of 

other factors (Aaronson et al. 2006; Moffitt 2012; Council of Economic Advisers 2016).  

However, the rates of decline for men classified by marital status and by the biological 

relationship with the children in the household have not been examined. 

 Despite the stronger economic characteristics of biological fathers, we suggest three 

possible reasons for a stronger negative effect of welfare reform on biological marriage than on 

other partner types. The first reason is a simple utility-based explanation tied to the increase in 

mothers’ earnings induced by the reform.  The economic value of a union to a woman is, in the 

simplest of all models, an increasing function of her earnings (Wf), her partner’s earnings (Wm), 

and the share of each earnings amount that she gets to consume (sf and sm).  This set-up leads to 

the following utility function: U(sfWf+smWm).   If U is concave, as generally supposed, then 
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∂U2/∂Wm∂Wf<0.  This implies that a woman gets less additional utility from a higher-earnings 

partner, the higher her own earnings. Since biological married fathers have the highest earnings, 

their advantage would fall the most subsequent to a reform that increases the level of female 

earnings. 

 A second, more mechanical, hypothesis may simply stem from the fact that, of all partner 

types, marriage to biological fathers is by far the most common type, constituting 75 percent of 

all unions within the Eligible sample.  A well-known characteristic of almost all cumulative 

probability distribution functions is that they flatten out in the tails with respect to their index 

functions.  Therefore, changes in their determinants have much smaller effects at probabilities 

close to 1 or 0 and much greater effects in the middle probability ranges.33   This means that 

there may be more of an effect on marriage to biological fathers because that is where there are 

enough unions to have effects in the first place. 

 A third possible explanation is that the employment and earnings among biological 

married males may have declined faster among men in our Eligible sample than in our Ineligible 

sample.  Further, if this relative decline was larger for biological married men than for other 

types of partners, then we would expect to see the largest relative effect among biological 

married men in the Eligible group.  The regression results in Table 10 show that this is indeed 

the case.  Pooling all observations on the male partners of the women in our sample over the 

years 1996-2008, we estimate OLS regressions for the employment and real monthly earnings 

(levels and logs, conditional on employment) for male partners on indicators for the partner types 

and interactions between the partner types and an indicator for being a partner of a mother in our 

Eligible sample.  Specification 1 has interactions terms for all years combined, while 

Specification 2 further interacts these partner type indicators for the overall and Eligible sample 
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with year indicator variables, albeit combining non-bio-married men into a single “other partner” 

variable.34  The results show that Eligible biological married men experience the largest relative 

earnings disadvantage vis-à-vis other Eligible partner types with average relative earnings 

differences of $770 per month or 0.27 log points.  Moreover, the disadvantage of Eligible 

biological married men relative to Ineligible biological married men has grown over time.  This 

is especially evident for real earnings, where the relative earnings disadvantage for Eligible 

biological married males (indicated by the negative signs on the interactions) increased from 

$646 per month in 1996 to $949 per month in 2008 while the relative disadvantage actually 

declined by about $100 for other Eligible partner types.  

 These regression results are only suggestive of changes in male partner characteristics 

because there are obvious selection effects that could be occurring over time.  The wages and 

employment of men in different union status types could be changing simply because men of 

different economic characteristics are changing status categories, or moving into and out of 

unions at different rates, for example.  More generally, neither this hypothesis nor the other two 

we have suggested for explaining our results for biological father unions is definitive, and a full 

investigation of each must await future research. 

 

VII. Conclusions 

 In this paper, we analyze the incentive effects of welfare reform using a definition of 

family structure that more closely matches AFDC and TANF welfare rules regarding the 

treatment of men in the household.  We also examine the effects of welfare rules over a longer 

period of time than any previous study, which allows us to distinguish between short-run and 

long-run effects.   
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 Consistent with prior work, we find that most welfare reform elements had no significant 

effect on women’s family structure.  However, we find robust evidence that some work-related 

waivers and work-related TANF policies increased single motherhood and decreased marriage to 

biological fathers.  These results are evident when welfare reform policies are considered 

individually but they are larger and of greater statistical significance when the policies are 

considered jointly. While some studies in the literature have similarly found that work-related 

reforms increased single parenthood and reduced marriage (Ellwood, 2000; Fraker et al. 2002; 

Gennetian and Knox 2003; Bitler et al. 2004; Fitzgerald and Ribar, 2004; Dunifon, Hynes, and 

Peters 2009), these past findings have generally been of borderline significance or nonrobust to 

specification.  Further, our results show that the identified reductions are only for marriage to 

biological fathers and the magnitude of these effects has been growing over time.      

We offer some explanation, buttressed by additional analysis, for the results obtained.  

Past research as well as evidence from our data suggests that welfare reform pushed women off 

welfare and increased their employment and earnings, enabling them to better support 

themselves without a male partner.  This “independence effect” likely explains the increase in 

single motherhood that we observe.  Why the rise in single motherhood is associated with a 

significant decrease in marriage to biological fathers but not other partners is an additional 

question.  We provide some suggestive evidence that the economic position of married biological 

fathers in the Eligible sample has fallen the most relative to similar fathers in the Ineligible 

sample, leading such men to be relatively less attractive.  We offer other explanations for the 

disproportionate decline in marriage to biological fathers as well. 

 Our findings suggest that other transfer programs that increase the labor market earnings 

of women may also have important indirect effects on family structure.  For example, while the 
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Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) generally discourages marriage through the marriage penalty 

associated with the tax code, it may further discourage marriage due to its positive effects on 

female labor force participation and earnings. Moreover, our results, which show that these 

indirect effects on family structure grow over time, point to the importance of estimating longer-

run effects of the EITC.  To date, the evidence on the effects of the Earned Income Tax Credit on 

marriage and divorce is mixed, with Dickert-Conlin and Houser (2002) finding no effect, while 

Herbst (2011) finds small negative effects on marriage.  Whether our results showing differential 

effects on marriage and cohabitation by biological status extend to the EITC or other transfer 

programs such as Medicaid is unknown, because the literature on family structure effects of 

those programs has not distinguished unions by biological status of the male. 35  However, our 

results suggest that future research on the family structure effects of other transfer programs 

should carefully consider eligibility rules and may want to distinguish households by the 

partner’s biological status.  

 Our results are also relevant to the recent proposals to transition the Supplemental 

Nutritional Assistance Program (SNAP) and Medicaid program to block grants with work 

requirements for recipients (e.g., Goodnough 2018).  These policy changes may have similar 

effects in increasing women’s labor force participation and earnings, which could have important 

indirect effects on family structure as we have observed from 1990s welfare reform.   
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Table 1 
Summary of Expected Effects of Welfare Policies on Family Structure 

 
 Single 

Parent 
Biological
Married 

Biological
Cohabiting

Unrelated 
Married 

Unrelated
Cohabiting

Family-Oriented Policies      
Relax  Two-Parent 
Eligibility 

-/0 +/0 +/0 -/0 -/0 

Family  Cap -/+ +/- +/- +/- ++/--
Mandatory Stepparent 
Inclusion in Assistance 
Unit 

+/- +/- +/- -/+ ++/-- 

 
Work-Related Rules 

     

Sanctions, Time Limits,  
Work Requirements, No 
Expanded Earnings  
Disregards 

-/+ ++/-- ++/-- +/- +/- 

Notes:   The text provides detailed definitions of each of the five family structures.  A plus 
sign represents an expected positive effect relative to the other categories, a negative sign 
represents an expected relative negative effect, and a zero represents no effect.   The order 
of signs reflects which effect is most prominent theoretically, as discussed in the text.  A 
double positive or double negative is indicated where the theoretical effect is particularly 
strong.   We present the earnings disregard policy as the negative of its expansion (i.e., No 
Expanded Earnings Disregard), so that it has the same expected effects as the other work-
related policies on welfare participation. 
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Table 2  

Family Structure of Mothers in the SIPP (in percentages)   
 Welfare 

Eligible 
Sample

 
Ineligible 
Sample 

 
Full 

Sample 

Biological Partner    43.7      78.3     69.2 
Biological Married 37.1 75.9 65.7
Biological Cohabiting   6.7  2.4  3.5 

Unrelated Partner 6.0 6.5 6.4
Unrelated Married 3.2 4.8 4.4
Unrelated Cohabiting  2.8 1.6  1.9 

Single Parent 50.3 15.2 24.4

Welfare Participation Rate 14.8  1.3 4.9 

N 13,047 34,771 47,818 
Notes: The figures are for the years 1996, 2001, 2004, and 2008  

pooled together. The full sample (eligible and ineligible) consists  

of women aged 18-55 with at least one biological child (aged 17  

or younger) living in the household.  The eligible sample include 

those mothers with less than 16 years of education who have limited 

assets, where limited assets are defined as: do not own any financial 

assets (stocks, bonds, etc.), do not own a retirement account, have  

less than $3000 in the bank ($2007), or reside in a household that  

owns fewer than two cars.  The ineligible sample include all college  

educated mothers and the all non-college educated mothers with asset  

levels that exceed the aforementioned asset restrictions.  Welfare   

participation is defined as having received positive AFDC (1996) or 

TANF (2001, 2004, 2008) income in the at least one of the prior four  

months between interviews.  “Biological” and “Unrelated” refer to the  

male’s biological relationship to the child/children in the household.   
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All means are weighted using the SIPP sample weights, pooled over  

all four years. 
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Table 3   
State Welfare Policy Variables Used in the Analysis  
Variable Name Definition/Measurement  1996 2001 2004 2008 

Work-Related Waiver Policiesa      

Sanctions Statewide policy of sanctions (full  or 
partial) on unit’s benefits

0.23 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Work Requirement Statewide time limit that triggers a work
requirement 

0.19 0.00 0.00 0.00

No Expanded Disregard No statewide policy to expand the earned
income disregard 

0.74 0.00 0.00 0.00

Any Work-Related Waiver Policyb Is either a sanction or work requirement
waiver in place? 

0.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 

Number of Work-Related Waiver 
Policies 

Sum (feasible range is 0 to 3, actual range
is 1 to 2) 

1.16 0.00 0.00 0.00

Strict Work-Related TANF Policiesc 
Strict Sanction Most severe sanction; case closed or 

unit’s benefit cancelled 
0.00  0.59 0.62 0.76 

Strict Time Limit Time limit  < median across all states 
(60 months) 

0.00  0.14 0.12 0.14 

Strict Work Exemption Strict work exemption associated with 
age of child; child’s age less than median 
across all states (12 months) 

0.00  0.40 0.41 0.45 

No Expanded Disregard Earnings disregard not increased over 
period 

0.00  0.24 0.22 0.20 

Any Strict Work-Related TANF  
Policy 

Are any strict TANF policies in place? 0.00  0.72 0.75 0.86 

Number of Work-Related Strict TANF 
Policies 

Sum (feasible range is 0 to 4, actual range
is 0 to 4) 

0.00 1.38 1.37 1.55 

Family-Related Policiesd 

Family Cap State has “family cap” policy on benefits 0.21 0.55 0.52 0.50 

No Easing Two-Parent Rules State didn’t ease any aspect of any two-
parent rule (work history requirement, 
waiting period, or 100 hour rule) 

0.87 0.08 0.07 0.08 

Stepparent Includede State requires the inclusion of the 
stepparent in the assistance unit 

0.17 0.21 0.23 0.20 

Any Family-Related Policy Are any (of the above) family-related 
policies in place? 

0.96 0.71 0.67 0.64 

Number of Family-Related Policies Sum (feasible range is 0 to 3, actual range
is 0 to 2) 

1.26 0.84 0.81 0.79 

Notes: All values are mean values weighted using sample weights for the eligible sample. 

a. If implemented by December 1995 for 1996 values. All values equal to zero (by definition) in 2001, 2004, and  

   2008.  Data from Crouse (1999). 

b. Any Work-Related Waiver Policy excludes the No Expanded Disregard Waiver because otherwise the Any  

  Work-Related Waiver Policy variable is not identified (equal to one in all states in 1996 and zero in all states  
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    in all other years). 

c. By definition, the 1996 values are equal to zero. If enacted by 2000 for 2001 values, 2003 for 2004 values, and  

    2007 for 2008 values. Data from Urban Institute’s Welfare Rules Database (WRD). 

d. If implemented by 1995 for 1996 values, 2000 for 2001 values, 2003 for 2004 values, and 2007 for 2008 values for  

   all policies except Stepparent rules in 1996 are as of 1996.  Data from Urban Institute’s WRD, except Family  

  Cap and No Easing Two-Parent Rules in 1995 are from Crouse (1999) and Rosewater (1997), respectively. 

e. The omitted category is “stepparents excluded from the assistance unit” or “inclusion is optional.” 
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Table 4  
Welfare Policies and Five Category Family Structure, Multinomial Logit Marginal Effects 

  
Single Biological  Biological 
Parent Married Cohabiting

Unrelated 
Married 

 
Unrelated 
Cohabiting

Work-Related Waiver Policies 
Sanction Waiver 

 
 

0.038 
 

-0.038** 
 

0.013 
 

-0.001 

 
 

-0.012 
 (0.025) (0.019) (0.010) (0.008) (0.007)

Work Requirement Waiver -0.028 -0.001 0.001 0.013 0.015***
 (0.042) (0.034) (0.015) (0.008) (0.006)

No Expanded Disregard Waiver 0.056** -0.072*** 0.004 0.008 0.004 
 (0.023) (0.024) (0.008) (0.007) (0.005)

Strict  Work-Related TANF Policies 
Strict TANF  Sanction 0.032** -0.032* 0.004 0.001 -0.005*

 (0.013) (0.018) (0.004) (0.008) (0.003)

Strict TANF  Time Limit -0.003 0.009 0.003 -0.008 -0.001 
 (0.017) (0.016) (0.005) (0.005) (0.003)

Strict TANF  Work Exemption 0.011 -0.010 -0.010*** 0.009 0.000 
 (0.011) (0.013) (0.004) (0.007) (0.003)

No Expanded Disregard TANF 0.031*** 
(0.010) 

-0.043*** 
(0.014) 

 0.013***   
(0.003) 

-0.008 
(0.007) 

0.007*** 
(0.002) 

Family-Related Policies       
Family Cap -0.012 0.007 -0.004 0.004 0.005** 

 (0.011) (0.013) (0.004) (0.006) (0.002)

No Easing Two Parent Rules 0.011 0.004 -0.002 -0.003 -0.010***
 (0.022) (0.023) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004)

Stepparent Included 0.011 -0.026 0.003 0.009 0.003 
 (0.017) (0.018) (0.005) (0.007) (0.003)
Notes: The marginal effects for the other control variables from this specification are shown in Online  

Appendix Table A2.  Standard errors are clustered at the state-level and presented in parentheses under 

the coefficients.  N=47,818. * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; and *** p<0.01.   
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Table 5 

Welfare Policy Bundles and Family Structure, Multinomial Logit Marginal Effects   
 Single 

Parent 
Biological 
Married 

Biological 
Cohabiting

Unrelated 
Married 

Unrelated 
Cohabiting

“Any Reform” Specification 
Any Work-Related Waiver Policy 0.006 -0.025* 0.013** 0.010 -0.003

 (0.019) (0.014) (0.005) (0.007) (0.005)
No Expanded Disregard Waiver 0.072*** -0.072*** 0.004 0.005 -0.009**

 (0.016) (0.016) (0.007) (0.008) (0.004)
Any Strict Work-Related TANF 
Policy 

0.043*** -0.054*** 0.003 0.010 -0.002
(0.011) (0.012) (0.004) (0.007) (0.002)

Any Family-Related Policy 0.003 -0.011 -0.001 0.003 0.006***
 (0.012) (0.014) (0.006) (0.008) (0.002)

“Number of Reforms” Specification 
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.041*** -0.045*** 0.007 -0.000 -0.003

 (0.012) (0.011) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 
Policies 

0.017*** -0.020*** 0.002  0.000 0.001
(0.006) (0.007) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) 

Number of Family-Related Policies -0.004 -0.002 -0.002  0.005 0.002
 (0.011) (0.012) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002)
Notes: In the “any reform” specification, we break out No Expanded Disregard Waiver from the Any Work-

Related Waiver Policy because this is necessary for identification, i.e. all states implemented a waiver policy as 

we have defined them.  The marginal effects for the other control variables from the unbundled specification are 

shown in Online Appendix Table A2.  Standard errors are clustered at the state-level and presented in parentheses 

under the coefficients.  N=47,818.  * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; and *** p<0.01.   
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Table 6      
Welfare Policies and Family Structure, OLS Estimates 
 Single Biological Biological Unrelated Unrelated 
 Parent Married Cohabiting Married Cohabiting
I. Unbundled  Policy Specification      

Work-Related Waiver  Policies  
Sanctions Waiver 0.057 -0.052* 0.012 -0.004 -0.013**

 (0.037) (0.026) (0.010) (0.008) (0.005)
Work Requirement Waiver -0.048 0.014 0.001 0.017** 0.017**

 (0.055) (0.041) (0.020) (0.008) (0.007)
No Expanded Disregard Waiver 0.069** -0.077*** -0.006 0.007 0.007

 (0.031) (0.027) (0.011) (0.007) (0.005)
Strict  Work-Related TANF  Policies 

Strict TANF Sanction 0.035* -0.044** 0.013*
 

0.001 -0.004
 (0.019) (0.019) (0.007) (0.007) (0.003)

Strict TANF Time Limit -0.004 0.016 -0.004 -0.007 -0.002
 (0.023) (0.018) (0.011) (0.005) (0.004)

Strict TANF Work Exemption 0.015 -0.012 -0.010* 0.006 0.002
 (0.016) (0.015) (0.006) (0.005) (0.003)

No Expanded Disregard TANF 0.032* 
(0.016)

-0.055*** 
(0.014)

0.022** 
(0.008)

-0.006 
(0.006) 

0.007** 
(0.003)

Family-Related Policies 
Family Cap -0.019 0.016 -0.007 

 
0.003 0.007*** 

 (0.015) (0.015) (0.008) (0.005) (0.003)
No Easing Two-Parent Rules 0.021 0.004 -0.003 -0.008 -0.015***

 (0.028) (0.027) (0.010) (0.007) (0.004)
Stepparent Included 0.013 -0.019 0.001 0.003 0.002

 (0.022) (0.020) (0.008) (0.006) (0.004)

II. “Any Reform” Specification 
Any Work-Related Waiver Policy 0.010 -0.025 0.012* 0.007 -0.004

 (0.028) (0.020) (0.006) (0.007) (0.004)
No Expanded Disregard Waiver 0.102*** -0.088*** -0.005 0.002 -0.011***

 (0.023) (0.020) (0.010) (0.007) (0.003)
Any Strict Work-Related TANF Policy 0.052*** -0.072*** 0.013* 0.006 0.001

 (0.015) (0.013) (0.008) (0.006) (0.003)
Any Family-Related Policy -0.000 -0.005 -0.002 -0.000 0.007***

 (0.015) (0.017) (0.012) (0.006) (0.002)

III. “Number of Reforms” Specification 
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.057*** 

(0.017) 
-0.051*** 
(0.014) 

-0.001 
(0.007) 

-0.001 
(0.005) 

-0.005 
(0.003) 

Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 
Policies 

0.018** -0.025*** 0.005 0.000 0.002
(0.009) (0.009) (0.003) (0.002) (0.001)

Number of Family-Related Policies -0.007 0.006 -0.003 0.002 0.002
 (0.016) (0.015) (0.007) (0.003) (0.002)
Notes: These simple OLS specifications regress binary outcomes equal to one if the family structure outcome is 

correct (and zero otherwise) on welfare policies, state and year fixed effects, and all other conditioning covariates 

from the multinomial logit specifications.  In the “any reform” specification, we break out No Expanded Disregard 

Waiver from the Any Work-Related Waiver Policy because this is necessary for identification, i.e. all states 
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implemented a waiver policy as we have defined them.  Standard errors are clustered at the state-level and 

presented in parentheses under the coefficients.  N=47,818.  * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01. 
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Table 7 

Welfare Policies and Family Structure Multinomial Logit Marginal Effects Including 1993 
 Single Biological Biological Unrelated Unrelated 
 Parent Married Cohabiting Married Cohabiting
I. Unbundled  Policy Specification  

Work-Related Waiver  Policies  

Sanctions Waiver  0.035 -0.043*** 0.014 -0.003 -0.004
 (0.025) (0.016) (0.009) (0.007) (0.005)

Work Requirement Waiver -0.022 0.005 0.000 0.014** 0.003
 (0.038) (0.028) (0.013) (0.007) (0.006)

No Expanded Disregard Waiver 0.058*** -0.073*** 0.006 0.009 0.000 
 (0.016) (0.017) (0.006) (0.006) (0.005)

Strict  Work-Related TANF  Policies 
Strict TANF Sanction 0.034*** -0.028 0.003

 
-0.001 -0.008**

 (0.012) (0.018) (0.004) (0.009) (0.004)
Strict TANF Time Limit -0.005 0.010 0.002 -0.009* 0.002

 (0.015) (0.015) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
Strict TANF Work Exemption 0.010 -0.010 -0.009*** 0.010 0.000

 (0.010) (0.013) (0.004) (0.007) (0.003)
No Expanded Disregard TANF 0.034*** -0.042*** 0.012*** -0.008 0.004 

 (0.011) (0.014) (0.003) (0.008) (0.003)
Family-Related Policies 

Family Cap -0.013 0.007 -0.003 
 

0.006 0.003 
 (0.010) (0.012) (0.004) (0.006) (0.003)

No Easing Two-Parent Rules 0.004 0.007 -0.001 -0.007 -0.003
 (0.015) (0.016) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)

Stepparent Included 0.010 -0.030* 0.003 0.012* 0.005
 (0.016) (0.017) (0.004) (0.007) (0.004)

II. “Any Reform” Specification 
Any Work-Related Waiver Policy 0.003 -0.025** 0.012** 0.010* -0.001

 (0.019) (0.011) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004)
No Expanded Disregard Waiver 0.065*** -0.072*** 0.006 0.005 -0.003

 (0.014) (0.014) (0.005) (0.007) (0.004)
Any Strict Work-Related TANF Policy 0.041*** -0.050*** 0.002 0.011 -0.003

 (0.012) (0.012) (0.004) (0.007) (0.003)
Any Family-Related Policy 0.001 -0.006 -0.002 0.003 0.004

 (0.013) (0.015) (0.006) (0.008) (0.002)

III. “Number of Reforms ” Specification 
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.043*** 

(0.012)
-0.049*** 
(0.011)

0.008* 
(0.004)

-0.001 
(0.005) 

-0.001 
(0.003)

Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 
Policies 

0.017*** -0.018*** 0.001 0.001 -0.001
(0.006) (0.007) (0.002) (0.003) (0.001)

Number of Family-Related Policies -0.005 -0.002 -0.002 0.006 0.002
 (0.011) (0.013) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002)
Notes: In the “any reform” specification, we break out No Expanded Disregard Waiver from the Any Work-

Related Waiver Policy because this is necessary for identification, i.e. all states implemented a waiver policy as 

we have defined them.  The marginal effects for the other control variables from the unbundled specification using 

the 1996-2008 sample are shown in Online Appendix Table A2.  Standard errors are clustered at the state-level 
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and presented in parentheses under the coefficients.  N=54,192, reflecting the pooled 1993, 1996, 2001, 2004, and 

2008 samples.  * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Moffitt, Phelan, and Winkler 51 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Table 8   
Welfare Policies and Family Structure Multinomial Logit Marginal Effects, Year-by-year Estimates
 Single Biological Biological Unrelated Unrelated 
 Parent Married Cohabiting Married Cohabiting
Specification using 1996 and 2001 Data   

Number  of Work-Related Waiver 
Policies 

0.035*** -0.023* 0.002 -0.010 -0.004
(0.014) (0.013) (0.005) (0.008) (0.004)

Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.016** -0.009 0.000 -0.008 0.000
Policies (0.007) (0.008) (0.003) (0.005) (0.002)

Number of Family-Related Policies -0.014 -0.004 -0.001 0.018*** 0.002
 (0.016) (0.016) (0.005) (0.007) (0.003)

  Specification using 1996 and 2004 Data      
Number of Work-Related Waiver 
Policies  

 0.039** -0.055***  0.009**  0.006  0.001 
(0.016) (0.014) (0.005) (0.006) (0.003) 

Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 
Policies 

0.017* -0.023** 0.003 0.001 0.002
(0.010) (0.009) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Number of Family-Related Policies -0.019 0.005 -0.002 0.017*** -0.001
(0.017) (0.014) (0.004) (0.005) (0.002)

Specification using 1996 and 2008 Data      
Number of Work-Related Waiver 
Policies 

0.057*** -0.058*** 0.004  0.000 -0.004
(0.019) (0.020) (0.007) (0.006) (0.005) 

Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 
Policies 

0.019* -0.025** 0.001 0.004 0.001
(0.011) (0.012) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002)

Number of Family-Related Policies -0.015 0.010 -0.002 0.002 0.006***
 (0.015) (0.016) (0.005) (0.006) (0.002)

Notes: The marginal effects for the other control variables for the full 1996-2008 sample from the unbundled 

specification are shown in Online Appendix Table A2.  Standard errors are clustered at the state-level and 

presented in parentheses under the coefficients.  N=22,213 for the 1996/2001 sample.  N=26,096 for the 

1996/2004 sample.  N=24,593 for the 1996/2008 sample.  * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Moffitt, Phelan, and Winkler 52 
 
 

 
 
 

Table 9  
Robustness Tests for “Number of Reforms” Specification, Multinomial Logit Marginal Effects 

 

Single Biological Biological 
Parent  Married  Cohabiting

Unrelated 
Married 

Unrelated 
Cohabiting 

I: Baseline Results (same as Table 5)      
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.041*** -0.045*** 0.007 -0.000 -0.003

 (0.012) (0.011) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.017*** -0.020*** 0.002 0.000 0.001
Policies (0.006) (0.007) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)
Number of Family-Related Policies -0.004 -0.002 -0.002 0.005 0.002

 (0.011) (0.012) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002)

II: Standard Difference-in-Differences (as opposed to DDD) 
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.029 -0.041 0.016 -0.001 -0.003

 (0.038) (0.032) (0.013) (0.006) (0.013)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF -0.001 -0.012 0.011 0.000 0.002
Policies (0.010) (0.009) (0.007) (0.004) (0.004)
Number of Family-Related Policies -0.008 0.009 -0.014 0.011** 0.003

 (0.013) (0.018) (0.015) (0.005) (0.006)

III: Expand “Eligible”  Group by removing car ownership restriction 
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.035*** -0.056*** 0.016** 0.006 -0.002

 (0.011) (0.012) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.009 -0.016** 0.003 0.003* 0.001
Policies (0.006) (0.007) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Number of Family-Related Policies -0.012 0.012 0.001 -0.001 0.000

 (0.009) (0.012) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002)

IV:  Drop  College Graduates from “Ineligible” Sample
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.044*** -0.046*** 0.007 -0.001 -0.004

 (0.014) (0.012) (0.006) (0.006) (0.004)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.016** -0.016** 0.001 -0.002 0.001
Policies (0.007) (0.006) (0.002) (0.003) (0.001)
Number of Family-Related Policies -0.002 -0.005 -0.002 0.008 0.002

 (0.012) (0.013) (0.005) (0.005) (0.002)

V: Include State-Specific Time  Trends      
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.042*** -0.046*** 0.007 -0.000 -0.003

 (0.012) (0.011) (0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.017*** -0.020*** 0.002 0.001 0.001
Policies (0.006) (0.007) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)
Number of Family-Related Policies -0.003 -0.002 -0.002 0.005 0.002

 (0.011) (0.013) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002)

VI:  Include Blended Households in Unrelated Households
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.041*** -0.053*** 0.007 0.008 -0.003

 (0.012) (0.010) (0.005) (0.007) (0.004)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.017*** -0.021*** 0.002 0.002 0.000
Policies (0.006) (0.007) (0.002) (0.003) (0.001)
Number of Family-Related Policies -0.004 0.002 -0.002 0.002 0.002

 (0.011) (0.013) (0.003) (0.005) (0.003)

VII: Limit  Sample to White Non-Hispanic Mothers
Number of Work-Related Waiver Policies 0.029** -0.033** 0.008 -0.003 0.000

 (0.014) (0.015) (0.005) (0.006) (0.005)
Number of Strict Work-Related TANF 0.013** -0.014** 0.002 -0.003 0.002
Policies (0.006) (0.006) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)
Number of Family-Related Policies 0.002 -0.011 -0.004  0.011* 0.002

 (0.009) (0.013) (0.003) (0.006) (0.002)
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Notes: The baseline results from Table 4 are reprinted here for convenience.  Standard errors are clustered at the 

state-level and presented in parentheses under the coefficients.  N=47,818 for all specifications with the following 

exceptions: the traditional difference-in-differences, which only uses the Eligible sample (N=13,047), the 

estimates that drop college-educated mothers from the Ineligible sample (N=36,390), and the estimates using the 

white non-Hispanic sample (N=30,767).  * p<0.1; ** p<0.05; *** p<0.01. 
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Table 10 
Economic Characteristics of Male Partners, Employment and Earnings 

   

 Employment Real Log Real 

Partner Type Probability Earnings Earnings 
Specification I: Four Partner Types, Common Coefficients Over Time  

Biological Married 0.06*** 
(0.01) 

681*** 
(94) 

 0.22*** 
(0.04) 

Unrelated Married 0.04** 
(0.02) 

431*** 
(85) 

 0.17*** 
(0.04) 

Unrelated Cohabiting 0.01 -13  0.05 
 (0.02) (104) (0.04) 

Eligible Sample x Biological Married -0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-770*** 
(68) 

-0.27***  
(0.02) 

Eligible Sample x Biological Cohabiting -0.11*** 
(0.02) 

-194 
(124) 

-0.16***  
(0.06) 

Eligible Sample x Unrelated Married -0.07** 
(0.03) 

-644*** 
(97) 

-0.30*** 
(0.06) 

Eligible Sample x Unrelated Cohabiting -0.11*** 
(0.02) 

-311* 
(158) 

-0.20*** 
(0.06) 

Specification II: Two Partner Types, Separate Coefficients Over Time 
Biological Married x 1996 Dummy 0.02 371***  0.07***

 (0.01) (82) (0.02) 
Biological Married x 2001 Dummy 0.03** 

(0.01) 
347** 

(157) 
 0.12*** 
(0.04) 

Biological Married x 2004 Dummy 0.02** 
(0.01) 

489*** 
(90) 

0.12*** 
(0.03) 

Biological Married x 2008 Dummy 0.07*** 
(0.01) 

623*** 
(97) 

0.18*** 
(0.03) 

Eligible Sample x Biological Married x 1996 Dummy -0.09*** 
(0.02) 

-646*** 
(89) 

-0.28*** 
(0.03) 

Eligible Sample x Biological Married x 2001 Dummy -0.06*** 
(0.01) 

-657*** 
(97) 

-0.22*** 
(0.03) 

Eligible Sample x Biological Married x 2004 Dummy -0.08*** 
(0.01) 

-814*** 
(123) 

-0.27*** 
(0.03) 

Eligible Sample x Biological Married x 2008 Dummy -0.11*** 
(0.02) 

-949*** 
(77) 

-0.32*** 
(0.03) 

Eligible Sample x Other Partner x 1996 Dummy -0.12*** 
(0.03) 

-524*** 
(126) 

-0.37*** 
(0.05) 

Eligible Sample x Other Partner x 2001Dummy -0.04* 
(0.02) 

-319* 
(168) 

-0.14** 
(0.06) 

Eligible Sample x Other Partner x 2004 Dummy -0.11*** 
(0.02) 

-480*** 
(116) 

-0.21*** 
(0.04) 

Eligible Sample x Other Partner x 2008 Dummy -0.14*** 
(0.02) 

-437*** 
(142) 

-0.27*** 
(0.06) 

Notes: The table presents OLS estimates when regressing earnings and employment of male partners on 

state and year fixed effects, the covariates from Online Appendix Table A1, and partner type and Eligible 

sample dummies.  The four partner types include: biological married, biological cohabiting, unrelated 
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married, and unrelated cohabiting.  The two partner types include: biological married and all other partner 

types.  The sample is limited to male partners of our full sample of mothers in the SIPP.  The real earnings 

and log of real earnings are limited to employed male partners earning less than $15,000 per month.  

N=35,500 for the employment regressions and N=30,553 for the earnings regressions.  * p<0.1; ** 

p<0.05; *** p<0.01.  
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1  These reforms were part of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act 

(PRWORA) of 1996. The first section of the legislation is entirely devoted to documenting the 

rise in nonmarital births and it ends with the statement that “...it is the sense of Congress that 

prevention of out-of-wedlock pregnancy and reduction of out-of-wedlock births are very 

important government interests and [this legislation] is intended to address the crisis.” 

2  We discuss the case of blended families – where some children are the biological children of 

the male and some are not – below.   

3 Other papers in this literature (Bitler et al, 2004, 2006; Blau and van der Klaauw 2013) used 

variation in the date of implementation of TANF to identify the effects of TANF.  However, the 

dates likely varied too little to have an effect on an outcome like family structure, which is likely 

to respond slowly. 

4 Ultimately, AFDC-UP did not increase the number of two-parent families on the program by 

very much because of the stringent eligibility requirements (Winkler 1995).   

5 The 1981 rule is only relevant if the stepparent is excluded from the unit.  If a stepparent is 

included in the unit, then all of the stepparent’s income is counted. 

6 The treatment of incomes of unrelated cohabitors in AFDC households varies widely across 

states, with some states counting cash contributions made for shared household expenses, some 

states considering whether the male pays for some portion of the rent, but others consider neither 

(Moffitt, Reville, and Winkler, 1994; Moffitt et al. 2009).  We examine how changes in welfare 

rules from before 1996 to after 1996 affected family structure, and these rules did not change in a 

meaningful way over that period and hence are not studied here.  
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7 On the one hand, it could decrease benefits since the inclusion of stepfathers in the assistance 

unit causes their earnings to be counted fully against the benefit.  On the other hand, it could 

raise benefits because it increases the number of people in the assistance unit. 

8 The general equilibrium effect of increased female earnings could also make her a more 

attractive partner.  This also makes the effect ambiguous in sign. 

9 The social welfare implications of these expected effects are not clear. There is an argument to 

be made that program rules should be close to “family-structure” neutral, but it has been argued 

by others that the rules should promote marriage (for useful discussion, see Primus and Beeson 

2002). Moreover, the social welfare implications of family structure changes may differ 

depending upon whether the change is due to family related policies versus work-related 

reforms. These are interesting questions, but they are beyond the scope of our analysis.   

10 The 1996 and 2001 SIPP panels combined Maine and Vermont into one state and North 

Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming into another state.  Thus, we exclude observations from 

these five states from all years of the analysis.   

11  The SIPP HHRM data are discussed in detail by Brandon (2007) and the Census Bureau 

issues periodic reports based on them.  The first one, based on the 1996 panel, can be found in 

Fields (2001).   

12 We cannot use the full SIPP panel because the HHRM is only available in the second wave.  

Thus, we cannot observe changes in all of our family structure variables across the other waves 

of each panel. 

13 It is possible that states that did not enact waivers began to move toward the new welfare 

policies in informal ways that are not measured in the data, in anticipation of the 1996 legislation 

occurring.  However, President Clinton’s signing of the legislation was a surprise, making this 
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rather unlikely.  In addition, to the extent such anticipatory actions took place in states without 

waivers, our estimates of welfare reform would be biased towards zero. 

14 The labels “Eligible” and “Ineligible” are not meant to signify actual financial eligibility or 

ineligibility, and our “Eligible” group likely includes some families who are financially 

ineligible and our “Ineligible” group likely includes some families who are financially eligible.  

But, because education and assets are correlated with financial eligibility, the two groups have 

very different rates of participation in welfare, as we show below, and thus, are likely to be 

differentially affected by welfare rules. 

15 The asset information is collected from both the core data files (financial assets and retirement 

accounts) and the topical module focusing on assets (money in the bank and car ownership).  The 

topical module asking about assets is collected in wave 3 for the 1996, 2001, and 2004 SIPP 

panels and wave 4 in for the 2008 SIPP.  To address attrition between wave 2 and when assets 

are collected in the topical module, we impute the missing asset information for any individual 

that attrits, about 10 percent of the sample.  The imputation regresses the topical module asset 

level (using the non-attrition sample) on asset information, demographics, and earnings all 

coming from the core data files.  Asset levels from the topical module are then imputed using the 

coefficient values and the core data information from the attritted sample.   

16 Setting the asset restriction exactly equal to the eligibility cutoffs in the program would run the 

danger of possible endogeneity because it would exclude those individuals who could 

strategically reduce their assets to become eligible for the program and that is a participation 

choice.    
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17 As a practical matter, we do not have to use the core questions on relationships because the 

answers to those questions are incorporated into the HHRM; so the HHRM is the only data 

element we need for this purpose. 

18 We excluded same-sex couples of which there were very few.   

19  In cases in which the male has adopted the children, we define those families as biological 

families because that is how the AFDC and TANF programs treat them.  In the case of blended 

families – those where the male or female is biological to some but not all of the children in the 

household – we group them with families where all children are biologically related to the male.  

We conduct a sensitivity test below that instead groups them with families where the male is 

unrelated to the children.  It makes little difference to the results how they are classified because 

they constitute a small minority of households, just 4.3% to 5% for each of the four sample 

years.  

20 Like most reduced form analyses, our difference-in-difference methods compare family 

structure trends in these two groups and how they differentially respond to welfare reform.  

Because 1.3 percent of those in the Ineligible group participated in welfare (and were 

presumably influence by its rules), our coefficient estimates will be closer to zero than those that 

would be obtained if our comparison group had a zero welfare participation rate. 

21  We do not include a time limit waiver variable because only two states had implemented this 

policy by December 1995.   

22 The effects of each of the family-oriented policies are particularly difficult to predict and are 

ambiguous in sign (see Table 1) because they could have direct effects on family structure or 

indirect effects through effects on welfare participation, or both.  Hence how to bundle them so 

that they have similar effects is inherently unclear.  We tried some alternative bundling methods 
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for these policies and found no change in the general pattern of estimated effects we present 

below (namely, usually insignificant and not robust). 

23 It should be noted that the 1996 SIPP panel did not break out ME, VT, ND, SD, and WY as 

individual states because of concerns about being able to identify individuals in the data.  To 

address this issue, we simply drop any observations from these states or grouped states.  This 

reduces the sample size of mothers by 0.6%.  Regarding sample sizes per state, they range from 

23 to 1,576 observations in 1996 with a mean of 273 per state, from 16 to 1,239 observations in 

2001 with a mean of 210 per state, from 18 to 1,187 observations in 2004 with a mean of 295 per 

state, and from 22 to 1,264 observations in 2008 with a means of 262 per state. 

24 Changes in the Eligible and Ineligible samples over time are unlikely to bias the estimates 

since the changes are relatively small (the Eligible share ranges from 24.5 to 27.7 percent) and 

there is no discernable time trend. 

25 There has been some debate in the literature about computation of marginal effects, with Ai 

and Norton (2003) having argued that computing marginal effects in nonlinear models with 

interactions requires using all parameters of the model.  However, Puhani (2012) has since 

argued that the application of the Ai-Norton approach to DD models violates the assumption of 

parallel trends in the treated and comparison groups--which is the main feature of such models--

and argues that the marginal effect of the coefficient on the interaction term in DD models is the 

correct approach.  See Karaca-Mandic, Norton, and Dowd (2012) for a non-technical discussion 

of this point.  Many subsequent papers have used the Puhani approach (see, e.g. Ziebarth 2010; 

Bargain et al. 2012; Ziebarth 2013; Mayer et al. 2014, Weisburd 2015; and De Angelis, Grullon, 

and Michenaud 2017) and we follow it as well.  However, as a robustness check, we have also 

computed marginal effects as suggested by Ai and Norton (2003); the results are almost identical 
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to those in Table 5 (available upon request).  In addition, we estimate linear probability models 

(presented below) to test the robustness of our findings using a linear model. 

26 While it is possible to speculate about the two significant findings obtained on unrelated 

cohabitation (see our previous discussion regarding family caps encouraging unrelated 

cohabiting), these findings are not robust to alternative specifications (see Table 7 below when 

1993 is included) and so our general conclusion is that family-related policies do not, as whole, 

have much effect on family structure. 

27 We note also that the effect of a Strict TANF Sanction on biological married is of the same 

sign and close to the magnitude of the effect of the No Expanded Disregard and only slightly 

below conventional significance levels.  The effect of a Strict TANF Work Exemption and 

Sanction Waiver on single parent and biological married are, likewise, of the same sign and close 

to the magnitude of the other work-related policies. 

28 The coefficients on the bundled family-oriented policies also are almost all insignificant.  See 

also n.26 above. 

29 Bitler et al. (2004) did find their marriage results to be sensitive to specification and choice of 

data, and Dunifon, Hynes, and Peters et al. (2009, Table 7) found their negative effects for both 

white and black women for different specifications but concluded that they were not sufficiently 

robust across specifications to warrant confidence in the finding.  Ellwood (2000) also found 

evidence of negative effects on welfare reform on marriage but of weak significance. Gennetian 

and Knox (2003), in a meta-analysis of 14 RCTs that were not always the same as the actual 

reforms implemented, found small negative effects on marriage for some subgroups for 

programs that combined time limits with expanded earnings disregards. 
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30 The adjusted POSSLQ definition of cohabitation includes two unrelated, unmarried adults of 

the opposite sex that live together in a household where any other adult in the household is 

related to one of the unrelated, unmarried, opposite-sex adults. 

31 Work-related waiver variables and family-related policy variables for 1993 were also added to 

the data set; these have been widely used in past work. 

32 In separate analyses not presented here, we find suggestive evidence that this is indeed taking 

place.  We find that the estimated effects of these welfare rules on family structure tend to be 

larger and more pronounced on both younger cohorts and younger-aged (i.e. below median-age) 

mothers.  These results are available by request.   

33 In the probit model, for example, the effect of a change in X on the probability equals the 

normal density times the probit coefficient, and that density is at its maximum at a .50 

probability and approaches zero in the tails.  The effect in the logit model is the logit coefficient 

times p(1-p), where p is the probability, which has the same maximum and approach to zero as in 

probit. 

34 Both specifications also include state and year fixed effects, all of the demographic variables 

(Xist) from equation (1), and all other state-level (non-welfare) policies (Oist) from equation (1).  

The specifications do not include controls for any of our welfare rules and the earnings 

regressions are limited to employed individuals earning more than $0 and less than $15,000 per 

month. 

35 There are a few studies on the effects of Medicaid on marriage and divorce in its early period 

(Yelowitz 1998; Decker 2000), but there have been no recent ones that we are aware of. 

 


