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The Family: Preserving America’s Future
Excerpts from the Report to the President 

from  the White House Working Group on the Family, 
Gary L. Bauer, Chairman

The American people have reached a new consensus 
about the family. Common sense has prevailed. After two 
decades of unprecedented attacks upon it, the family’s worth 
— indeed, its essential role — in our free society has become 
the starting point in a national effort to reclaim a precious part 
of our heritage.

We are all “pro-family” now, but it was not always so. 
Only a few years ago, the American household of persons 
related by blood, marriage or adoption — the traditional 
definition of the family — seemed to be in peril. In academia, 
in the media, and even in government, radical critiques of 
family life were conspicuous. It was trendy to advocate “open 
marriage,” “creative divorce,” “alternate lifestyles,” and to 
consider family life as a cause of “neurotic individualism.”

Some experts taught that parenthood was too important 
for amateurs, that children should be raised in State-approved 
clinics, that a license should be required for procreation, that 
tax penalties should be levied against those with large families. 
A radical redefinition of “family” was underway. It reached its 
peak of confusion in 1980, when the White House Conference 
on Families foundered on the fundamental question of what 
constitutes a family and what makes for good family life.

It is no accident that every totalitarian movement of the 
20th century has tried to destroy the family. Marx and Engels 
viewed family life as Cato viewed Carthage: it was to be 
destroyed. Their disciples in state socialism, from the Petrograd 
Soviet to the Third Reich, from Hanoi to Havana, have sought 
to crush family life. The essence of modern totalitarianism has 
been to substitute the power of the State for the rights, 
responsibilities, and authority of the family.

Everywhere the equation holds true: Where there are 
strong families, the freedom of the individual expands and the 
reach of the State contracts. Where family life weakens and 
fails, government advances, intrudes, and ultimately compels.

That was the anti-family agenda of many in the 1960s 
and 1970s: a governmental solution to every problem 
government had caused in the first place. Because government 
had fostered welfare dependency, more government programs 
were needed. Because government imposed crushing eco-

nomic burdens upon families, more governmental redistribu-
tion of income was required. Somehow the bottom line was 
always the same: government would take resources from the 
families of America in order to “help” them.

It simply is not true that what we do is our business only. 
For in the final analysis, the kind of people we are — the kind 
of nation we will be for generations hence —is the sum of 
what millions of Americans do in their otherwise private lives. 
If increasing numbers of our children are born or raised 
outside of marriage and if youth drug and alcohol abuse 
remains at current levels, there will be staggering consequences 
for us all: greater poverty, more crime, a less educated 
workforce, mounting demands for government spending, 
higher taxes, worsening deficits, and crises we have only 
begun to anticipate.

A Pro-Family Policy
1. First and most important, a pro-family policy must 

recognize that the rights o f the fam ily are anterior, and 
superior, to those o f the state. Government does not create the 
family, though it has an obligation to protect it. And 
government cannot abolish the family, or intrude upon its 
functions, without undermining the social foundation of the 
state itself.

2. Parents are fundamental, in terms o f both rights and 
responsibilities. They have the duty to provide for their 
offspring, and they are usually the best judges of their children’s 
needs. Parental control is not perfect; and our society has 
always recognized that, in certain circumstances, it can be 
contravened. But law and policy should presume the reason-
ableness of parental action, and the authority of the home 
should be respected except in cases of substantial risk of harm.

3. When dealing with the family, the starting point fo r  
government at any level — federal, state, or local— should be 
the central tenet o f the Hippocratic OatkPrimum, non nocere. 
First o f all, do no harm. The indirect impact of government 
activity is often more important than its intended effect. Our 
courts, our legislation, and even the rhetoric of our leaders 
send signals to the American family. Those who pushed 
instant no-fault divorce laws through 49 state legislatures did 
not intend to facilitate the abandonment to poverty of millions 
of women and children. But clearly these laws have contri-



buted to the historically high divorce rates and lower financial 
settlements for women and children.

4. We must guard against abusing and misusing the 
pro-family label In the past, it has been used to cover an 
incredible array of political schemes. During the 1930s and 
1940s, for instance, Social Democrats in several European 
nations purported to “save” the family by socializing the costs 
of child rearing. State-funded day care, child allowances, 
national health systems, school feeding programs, and other 
welfare programs were put in place, but at tremendous 
expense. Government grew and taxed, pinching pocketbooks 
and forcing mothers into the workplace. Birth rates declined. 
All this has been done elsewhere in the name of the family. It 
must be avoided here.

5. A  fam ily policy is not a remedy in itself but a standard 
by which proposed remedies can be judged  The nation’s 
response should begin with questions: Will this program, this 
change, this law be fair, supportive, and encouraging to the 
families of America? Does it justify the financial burdens it 
would impose upon household income? Is there a way to 
accomplish our purpose that involves less government or a 
private-sector substitute for it?

6. Although many fam ily problems are not amenable to 
policy solutions, the public sector can nonetheless influence 
patterns o f culture. There never has been, and never will be, a 
governmental solution to the interpersonal problems of 
spouses and children. There never will be a governmental 
substitute for individual responsibility for the results of our 
own actions. But that does not mean government has to ignore 
problems that are rooted in a contemporary culture hostile to, 
or ambivalent towards the family. Although government 
cannot mandate cultural change, public officials can, as 
opinion leaders, influence its direction. Their conduct must 
not be value-neutral.

Family Economics
Clearly, “the free enterprise system and the modern 

family are intimately linked in a complex web of cause and 
effect.” In fact, democratic capitalism through “its devotion to 
human freedom, its creation of wealth, and its demand for 
personal responsibility — made the modern family possible. 
And the modern family — by its channeling of the unleashed 
individual toward natural and necessary social tasks, by its 
mobility, by its unique motivational psychology, and by its 
linkage to an inherited moral code — made the free enterprise 
system possible.” Some contend that the consumer ethic of 
capitalism undermines family values, but it is more true that 
neither the modern family nor the free enterprise system 
would long survive without the other.

Families save; and even more importantly they teach 
children the values upon which savings are built —  delaying 
gratification now for some future goal. In fact, “the family is 
the seedbed of economic skills, money habits, attitudes toward 
work, and the arts of financial independence.”

The savings of millions of American families “coming 
together like the small rivulets that form a raging river,” are 
what drives the American economy. These savings have made 
economic expansion possible by providing the capital pool 
that keeps interest rates reasonable, allows businesses to

borrow and grow, and creates job opportunities for young 
men and women who are beginning families of their own. “It 
was the saving patterns of families, and the virtues inculcated 
by them, which made capitalism possible by making capital 
available. Destroy the one, and you destroy the other.”

Attitudes toward work are formed in the family. Families 
that teach that hard work results in gain are preparing skilled 
and energetic workers — the engine for democratic capitalism. 
By contrast, nothing is more likely to undercut achievement 
than the failure to teach the importance of hard work. Without 
employees, investors, and entrepreneurs nurtured in families 
and instilled with the work ethic, democratic capitalism falls.

Divorce
One legal issue regarding the family demands particular 

attention. Ironically, it is a subject over which the Federal 
Government has — and, we believe, should have — no 
jurisdiction. Divorce is a state matter, and its inclusion in this 
report is not to suggest a federal role in its regulation. The fact 
is, however, that the Federal Government — or more 
accurately, the federal taxpayers — are directly affected by the 
level of divorce in our country.

For millions, the divorce rate means emotional trauma 
and economic distress. Reporting to the American Academy 
of Child Psychiatry on a ten-year study, Judith Wallerstein 
concludes that divorce can so disturb youngsters that they 
become psychologically unable to live happy lives as adults. A 
study by Stanford University’s Center for the Study of Youth 
Development in 1985 indicated that children in single-parent 
families headed by a mother have higher arrest rates, more 
disciplinary problems in school, and a greater tendency to 
smoke and run away from home than do their peers who live 
with both natural parents — no matter what their income, 
race, or ethnicity.

A two-year study funded by Kent State, the William T. 
Grant Foundation and the National Association of School 
Psychologists, found that there were substantial differences 
between children of intact families and those of divorced 
families. “Children of divorce also are absent from school more 
frequently and are more likely to repeat a grade, to be placed in 
remedial reading classes and to be referred to a school 
psychologist, says the study o f699 randomly chosen first, third 
and fifth graders in 38 states.” In addition, John Guidubaldi, 
Professor of Early Childhood Education and director of the 
study, noted “far more detrimental effects of divorce on boys 
than on girls. Disruptions in boys’ classroom behavior and 
academic performance increased ‘noticeably’ throughout ele-
mentary school. Boys, he speculated, are much more affected 
by their parents’ divorce because children fare better with single 
parents of the same sex, and 90 percent of all custody rights go 
to mothers. Out of 341 children from divorced families in the 
study, fathers had custody in only 24 cases.”

The divorce epidemic has not only devastated childhood. 
It has brought financial ruin to millions of women. Divorce 
reform was supposed to be a panacea for women trapped in 
bad marriages. It has trapped many of them in poverty. A 
widely respected study of one state’s landmark no-fault 
divorce law found that the effect of the average divorce decree 
was to decrease the standard of living of the women and her



minor children by 73 percent, while increasing the man’s 
standard of living by 42 percent. Behind those horrendous 
statistics are real people, like the lady in New Hampshire who, 
after 23 years of marriage and eight children, was left by her 
husband for a younger woman. Her household income 
plummeted from $70,000 a year to just over $7,000.

W hat are we to say to her and to millions like her? That 
they are victims of a sexual revolution in which public policy 
has no interest? That apart from efforts to enforce child 
support, government has to stay neutral toward the endurance 
of the marital relationship? And are we to say the same to the 
taxpayers, who pick up the bills for other people’s break-ups 
through more spending on remedial education, law enforce-
ment, mental health programs, drug and alcohol abuse 
programs? As one state jurist (Richard Neely of the West 
Virginia Supreme Court) recently noted, “In families of 
average income or less, the burden of divorce-related poverty 
falls on society as a whole. Welfare payments, subsidized 
housing, public sector make-work jobs, and salaries for 
lawyers who collect support for women and children are but a 
few of the mounting costs we pay for other people’s divorces.”

We will never be able to rectify the wrongs of the last two 
decades. There are injuries beyond the scope of government to 
heal. We can, however, both as individuals and through our 
institutions of community, help those who have suffered by 
the collapse of their own households. And what is most 
important, we have the power, as residents of the separate 
states, to demand the alteration of those laws which have 
allowed, and even encouraged, the dissolution of the family.

Poverty
There is no doubt that poverty and weak family life are 

related, but there is a common misconception about which is 
the cause and which is the effect. Some have asserted that 
poverty leads to family break-up. That was not the statistical 
experience of this country during the Great Depression, 
however, and it certainly does not explain why our worst 
period of family dissolution coincided with a period of tremen-
dous prosperity.

Interestingly, the trend toward the failure of families to 
form accelerated during the period when the nation was 
committing an increased portion of its national wealth to 
helping the most disadvantaged. In 1959,23 percent of poor 
families were headed by females. By 1982, this figure was 48 
percent. This represents an unprecedented destruction of 
families. As a nation, we remain committed both to helping 
the poor and to ending their dependency wherever possible. 
Those two goals go hand in hand. If “helping” merely 
perpetuates dependency, then it is worse than no help at all.

Standards of behavior are not private. They are the key to 
citizenship. The way we live our private lives demonstrably 
effects our ability to get a job, hold regular employment, be 
productive, find a spouse, maintain a household, educate 
children, and contribute to the community. When our culture 
sent the message to young people that these things did not matter, 
it not only failed them but also betrayed the public interest.

For children, the key determinant of poverty is whether 
they live in an intact family. Between 1960 and 1985, poverty 
among children in two-parent families decreased almost by

half. Among minorities, intact families have attained incomes 
much nearer the national average. But at the same time, the 
percentage of children living in female-headed families more 
than doubled.

This — not economic trends, not lack of compassion, not 
official unfairness — this is the root of child poverty in 
America: the formation of households without a bread-
winner, usually through illegitimacy, often through desertion. 
This is the brutal fact: only one-fifth of children are in single-
parent families, but they make up over one-half of all children 
in poverty.

Births out of wedlock, as a percentage of all births, 
increased more than 450 percent in just 30 years. For whites, 
the rate went from 1.7 percent to 10 percent. For non-whites, 
from 16.8 percent to 48.5 percent.

Charles Murray has suggested that, even if welfare doesn’t 
bribe a poor woman to have babies, it enables her to do so. 
“For the young woman who is not pregnant, ‘enabling’ means 
that she does not ask, ‘Do I want a welfare check badly enough 
to get pregnant?’ but rather, ‘If I happen to get pregnant, will 
the consequences really be so bad?’ ” Further, Murray suggests 
that the welfare culture may make illegitimacy more likely 
even among those women in the community not on welfare. 
“The existence of an extensive welfare system permits the 
woman to put less pressure on the man to behave responsibly, 
which facilitates irresponsible behavior on his part, which in 
turn leads the woman to put less reliance on the man, which 
exacerbates his sense of superfluity and his search for alternative 
definitions of manliness. When welfare recipients are con-
centrated, as they are in the inner city, these dynamics create 
problems that extend far beyond the recipients of welfare. 
Community values and expectations of male behavior are 
changed, and with them the behavior of young men and 
women who never touch an AFDC check.”

A Cultural Crossroads
Birth rates for unmarried adolescents aged 15-19 years 

have increased from 22.4 births per 1,000 in 1970 to 29.7 in 
1983. However, in 1970,29.5 percent of births to adolescents 
aged 15-19 years were out of wedlock as compared to 53.4 
percent in 1983. Of course, illegitimacy is a symptom of a 
larger problem — and that is the numbers of American 
children who are having sexual relations as adolescents.

Testimony by Anne Gribbin, a professional staff member 
of the House Select Committee on Children, Youth and 
Families, before the Virginia General Assembly’s Joint Com-
mittee on Adolescent Pregnancy drives the point home: “Here is 
the basic figure: three out of 10. In 1971, three out of 10 sexually 
active, unmarried adolescent women had become pregnant. In 
1976, three out of 10 sexually active, unmarried adolescent 
women had become pregnant. In 1979, again, three out of 10, 
and in 1982, again, three out of 10. Nothing changed.”

Except, that is, the percentage of teens engaging in sexual 
activity. That rate jumped by 50 percent. And that, all by itself, 
accounts for the epidemic of teen pregnancy, illegitimacy, and 
abortion.

Just as with drug abuse, the majority of teens are not part 
of the problem. Those who live with both parents, those to 
whom religion and church attendance are important, those



who do not use narcotics are less likely to be sexually active. In 
fact, the last factor deserves much greater attention. There is 
ample impressionistic evidence to indicate that drug abuse and 
promiscuity are not independent behaviors. When inhibitions 
fall, they collapse across the board. When people of any age 
lose a sense of right and wrong, the loss is not selective.

Regarding drugs, we are now sending an absolute 
message of “no” to our children. On sex, we’re still stuck in the 
’60s, trying to make the best of unacceptable conduct. But if 
these two patterns of behavior are intimately related, if, 
indeed, they are two parallel expressions of the same ethical 
vacuum among many teens, we cannot address them in 
conflicting ways. We cannot hope to fill half a vacuum. Either 
we give young people a coherent, integrated approach to the 
temptations of modern life; or else they will apply the least 
common ethical denominator to all the moral questions that 
confront them.

Contrary to the old excuse, everybody is NOT doing it. 
Adolescent sex is on the decline. Several studies indicate the 
percentage of American teenagers sexually active declined 
between 1979 and 1982. Almost half of all unmarried 18 year 
old girls are virgins. O f the remainder — incorrectly labeled 
“sexually active” — almost one in seven had engaged in 
intercourse only once. About 40 percent had not had 
intercourse within the last month.

This is not the irreversible trend some would portray. It 
indicates a fluid situation in which sound public policy and a 
resurgence of parental guidance can make a tremendous dif-
ference —  if we leam the lessons of our fight against drug abuse.

Child Care and Taxes

Most mothers of children under the age of 18 do not 
work fulltime outside the home; in fact, only 41 percent do. Of 
married mothers with children under six, only 33 percent 
work fulltime for any period during the calendar year and only 
23 percent work fulltime year around. Unlike Sweden, for 
example, the mothers of America have managed to avoid 
becoming just so many more cogs in the wheels of commerce.

Some polls show that close to half of the working women 
with young children would prefer to remain at home with 
their youngsters but feel they cannot afford to do so. A recent 
survey revealed that over 70 percent of women working 
fulltime would prefer to have a part-time job or to share 
employment even though their income would be reduced. As 
the private sector adapts to these inclinations, and as the 
historic economic recovery of the last six years continues, new 
choices should open up for those who care for children.

For two decades, the federal tax code meant bad news for 
the American family. It sent a message to every household in the 
land: the traditional family of parents and children was of no 
importance to policymakers — and tax spenders — in 
Washington. Nearly every special interest group managed to 
protect itself in tax legislation except for the most important part 
of our economic and social system: husband, wife, and children.

Determined presidential leadership has radically reversed 
that now, but we should not forget how dire the tax system 
was for the American family. Through the 1960s and 1970s, 
corporate income tax payments, as a percentage of federal

revenue, were steadily declining. The Tax Reform Act of 1969 
gave major tax reductions to unmarried and single taxpayers. 
But for many, taxes were increasing.

Between 1960 and 1984, the average tax rate for a couple 
with two children climbed 43 percent. For a couple with four 
kids, the increase was an incredible 223 percent. Intentionally 
or not, the tax system imposed a dollars and cents penalty 
upon families with children. The nation whose tax code 
penalizes productive work and stable family life will find itself 
overtaxed and underserved.

No single portion of the tax code was responsible for the 
shift of the tax burden onto the backs of families, but a major 
contributor to the problem was the fact that the exemptions 
taxpayers received for themselves and their dependents 
remained static as inflation eroded it and income rose. In 
1948, the personal exemption was set at $600, which removed 
most families with three or more children from significant 
income tax liability. If the exemption in 1984 had offset the 
same average percentage of income as it did in 1948, it would 
have been around the $5,000 mark.

Tax fairness for families was a major motivation for 
President Reagan’s tax reform. The Administration asked 
Congress — and the American family has received —  a 
doubling of the exemption to $2,000 by 1989. It will be 
indexed to the Consumer Price Index thereafter. This is a giant 
step in the right direction.

The child care tax credit was left unchanged by tax 
reform. This provision is often called pro-family. However, 
some critics contend the credit helps some families but not 
those who need it most. For example, the credit can be claimed 
by a household with two wage earners but is denied to couples 
who raise their children at home. This forces more than half the 
families of America to pay higher taxes solely because one 
spouse, usually the wife, has chosen not to work outside the 
home. She may devote long hours to humanitarian work, 
community projects, and her family. But her higher taxes 
subsidize child care for her peers who are in the workplace.

Everything we know about childhood development and 
psychology indicates that home care for youngsters is vastly 
preferable to institutional arrangements. If public policy will 
not favor home rearing of America’s boys and girls, at least it 
should not be perceived as tilting the board in favor of care 
outside the home. That is why we propose an increased 
exemption for dependents. It will help offset child care costs 
for both kinds of families, those with two wage earners and 
those who raise their children at home. The latter, at 
considerable sacrifice, perform an important service to society 
and deserve at least equal treatment.

We return to one of our first principles: To begin with, do 
no harm. To help families, the best step government can take is 
to let them keep more of their hard earned money.
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