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aware of this endeavor’s idiosyncrasies, and it 
has beneted from their continual eagerness 
to introduce improvements while accommo-
dating challenges old or new.

Therese Pennefather’s perseverance in 
managing the publication process and William 

Poole’s exceptional editorial skills have been
especially indispensable. The talents of John 
Fleming, Jay Simon, and Maria Sousa are evi-
dent in this publication’s visual presentation, 
both in print and online. On the research team, 
Anne Ryland and Jean Morrow provided criti-
cal support in assembling and reviewing con-
tent. Christine Kim, Jamie Hall, and Patrick 
Tyrrell provided technical research review. 
Leslie Merkle coordinated logistics with con-
tributors. Finally, Marguerite Bowling’s ever-
ready communications assistance ensures that 
the invitation to join the conversation among
this little circle of civil society reaches a much 
wider audience of fellow citizens.

Jennifer A. Marshall
Institute for 

Family, Community, 
and Opportunity
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Executive Summary
Jennifer A. Marshall

Overview

The 2017 Index of Culture and Opportunity 
evaluates a range of factors needed to sus-

tain freedom and opportunity in America. 
Through charts that track social and economic 
changes and expert commentary that explains 
the trends, the Index reports on important in-
dicators in American society and analyzes what 
they mean for our future.

What We Track
The Index tracks social and economic fac-

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

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

• Poverty and dependence indicators re-
lated to marriage and poverty, workforce
participation, and welfare spending and 
participation; and

• General opportunity indicators, such 
as measures of education, jobs and wealth, 
and economic freedom.

How We Track
For each indicator, a chart provides the 

most recent year of data available as of April 
2017 and historical data over the past one, ve, 
and 10 years.1 In the chart, a red line designates
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the main indicator; in some cases, related data 
are displayed alongside using grayscale lines. 
A key above each chart shows the change over 
one-year, ve-year, and 10-year periods (with 
exceptions in the case of a few indicators).

The primary focus of this Index and the com-
mentators’ contributions is the 10-year change 
and its direction. That decade-long window al-
lows us to observe what has happened over a 
longer period of time rather than focusing on 
short-term variations. This greater time hori-
zon gives readers a sense of what has been hap-
pening regardless of changes in government or 
the state of the economy at any particular time. 
While examining annual data is helpful in some 
instances, it may not always be the most reliable 
approach for determining overall movement of 
a particular societal trend. This is particularly 
true with data that are aected by the business 
cycle, such as labor market and poverty indica-
tors. It is also true for cultural trends that typi-
cally change quite gradually.

Commentary Providing Context
One of the unique aspects of the Index of Cul-

ture and Opportunity is the expert commentary 
alongside each indicator to put data in context. 
Contributors include researchers at The Heri-
tage Foundation and other think tanks, aca-
demic scholars, journalists, and practitioners. 
These commentators explain why the indicator 
matters for culture and opportunity in America 
and help readers discern the signicance of the 
trends within our current context.

Why It Matters
The Heritage Foundation seeks to advance 

conservative public policies based on the prin-
ciples of free enterprise, limited government, 

individual freedom, traditional American val-
ues, and a strong national defense. This Index 
is part of a set designed to assess our nation’s 
strength in these areas, along with the Index 
of Economic Freedom and Index of U.S. Mili-
tary Strength. Together, these indices mea-
sure America’s economic, social, and military 
strength to help inform policy and cultural 
conversations both in Washington and across 
the country.

Policymakers will nd the foundational 
data in this Index that they need to address is-
sues involving:

• Marriage, family, and civil society;

• Welfare reform;

• Reduced spending;

• Economic growth; and

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

Individuals can use this Index to inform 
their own eorts to shape the future of our so-
ciety, whether by raising the next generation, 
devoting eorts to overcoming neighborhood 
challenges, or participating in the public pol-
icy process.

Personal responsibility, concern for our 
neighbors, and public policy all influence 
the culture of opportunity. The 2017 Index 
of Culture and Opportunity will equip those 
who are seeking to advance an America where
freedom, opportunity, prosperity, and civil 
society ourish.
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Highlights from the 2017 Indicators
Section 1: Culture

• While the marriage rate ticked up slightly 
again between 2014 and 2015, the 10-year 
change (2005 to 2015) was a drop of 6.4 
marriages per 1,000 unmarried women. 
This follows a decades-long pattern of 
declining marriage rates. “Marriage has 
long been a part of the American dream. 
People have an innate understanding that 
healthy marriages build healthy lives and
families. But the declining marriage rate 
shows that the dream is fading,” writes 
Derek McCoy.

• Just under one-quarter of 12th graders 
reported current drug use in 2016, an in-
crease of 13.5 percent since 2006. “Three 
main areas of concern are marijuana, 
opioids, and access to mental health/
substance treatment,” writes Christian 
Thurstone, MD. “Since 1999, the rate 
of people dying from opioid overdose
has quadrupled.”

• Good news on abstinence: From 2005 to 
2015, the percentage of 12th graders who 
had ever had sex decreased by 5 percent-
age points. “The 10-year decline in the 
percentage of high school students who 
have had sex should be a cause for modest 
hope. This year’s rate is lower than at any 
other point in the history of this indicator 
going back to 1991,” explains Judy Romea.

• Weekly religious attendance declined 
2.1 percentage points between 2006 and 
2016, continuing a gradual slide in recent 
decades. “The long-term decline in church 
attendance should trouble even those who 
are not personally religious,” writes John 
Stonestreet. As the scholarly research 
shows, “the benets of regular church 
attendance…are virtually impossible 
to dispute.”

Section 2: Poverty and Dependence
• The labor force participation rate (LFPR) 

for adults ages 25 to 54—those at prime 
working ages—fell by 1.6 percentage 
points between 2006 and 2016. “For the 
better part of the past two decades, Amer-
ica’s LFPR has been heading mainly in the 
wrong direction. Worrisome in and of it-
self, the decline in LFPRs also reects and 
further exacerbates a multiplicity of ad-
ditional social ills,” writes Nick Eberstadt.

• The percentage of individuals who live in 
poverty (excluding welfare benets) in-
creased just under 1 percentage point (0.9) 
between 2005 and 2015. “Our current wel-
fare system is structured to disincentivize 
self-improvement and the reaching of full 
potentials,” observes Representative Jim 
Jordan. “This encourages idleness—the 
exact opposite of what our welfare system 
should do. To improve the well-being of
the poor, the welfare system should pro-
mote rather than penalize marriage and 
encourage work rather than idleness.”

• The number of individuals receiving food 
stamps increased by about 17.7 million 
between 2006 and 2016. “[T]he success 
of SNAP should be measured not only by 
how much it reduces hunger and improves 
nutrition, but also by how well it supports 
and encourages work,” says Angela Ra-
chidi. “Employment among those who can
work is the best path toward opportunity 
and a more prosperous society. All govern-
ment safety-net programs, including the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram, should focus on this broader goal.”
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Section 3: General Opportunity

• Charter school enrollment increased 
by 1.7 million students between 2006 
and 2015, but behind this data point lies 
signicant thwarted demand. As Jeanne 
Allen explains: “Once the most promis-
ing public school reform available to 
students, charter schools have stalled. 
From 1993–2009, the number of charter 
schools grew from 10 percent–15 percent 
each year. In the 2015 school year, the 
number of charters increased by just 7
percent. In 2016, school growth dropped 
dramatically to 2 percent. All the while, 
charter school enrollment has grown 
steadily each year. However, that masks 
the real story: Demands for charter op-
portunities outstrip supply by at least a 
million students.”

• Unemployment has declined almost to 
where it was 10 years ago, but there’s more 
to the story, says Rachel Greszler. “Ac-
cording to the topline unemployment rate,
the labor market is doing fairly well. At 4.2 
percent, unemployment among individu-
als 25–54 years old is near its ‘natural’ 
rate. But the unemployment rate does not 
reveal the millions of people who have 
dropped out of the labor force, stopped 
looking for work, or turned to disability 
insurance as an unemployment or early 
retirement program.”

• The employment-to-population ratio for 
those of prime working age (25–54) fell 1.9
percentage points between 2006 and 2016. 
This measure captures an important facet 
of our political climate that the unemploy-
ment rate does not, explains Henry Olsen. 
The focus on the latter “might have been 
warranted once, but today, the ocial 
unemployment rate does not accurately 
depict what is happening to American 
workers. That is because one is counted 
as unemployed only if one is not em-
ployed and is actively seeking a job (what 

economists call ‘labor force participa-
tion’). If things are so bad that you are not 
even looking for a job, the unemployment 
rate does not capture your despair.”

Summary Observations
Mind the gap. Some of the most pressing 

challenges facing the United States today are 
those that fall outside the typical boundary lines 
of traditional public policy disciplines. Alarming 
growth in detachment from work and the opioid 
crisis, for example, are problems that have both
economic and social dimensions, falling in the 
gaps between issue areas. Challenges like these 
call for responses that are not constrained by 
traditional lines of inquiry—responses that tap
both policy and cultural ingenuity.

Different indicators tell different 
stories; the plot is thicker than any one 
trend. Historically low unemployment is 
good news. Not so the declines from 2006 to 
2016 in the labor force participation rate and 
the employment-to-population ratio. This 
Index includes all three measures to repre-
sent the complexity of today’s economic and 
cultural situation. In education, Jeanne Allen 
notes a trend that similarly complicates the 
picture with respect to charter schools: Stu-
dent enrollment in charter schools has risen 
consistently and signicantly for the past two 
decades, but the growth rate in the number of 
charter schools has slowed dramatically. This 
supply-side stagnation has left widespread 
unmet demand.

Numbers don’t tell the whole story. Pol-
icy maneuvers can produce the appearance of
more positive results than is actually the case. 
That’s what Katherine Bradley and Robert 
Rector discovered when they investigated an 
apparent large increase in the work participa-
tion rate under the Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) program (p. 58). Like-
wise, Lance Izumi is skeptical about whether 
the rise in graduation rates represents real 
academic gains (p. 72). Context and detail—the 
kind the commentators in this volume supply—
are key.
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Policy Implications
Many policies interact to create the condi-

tions that will either encourage or hinder the 
expansion of opportunity. Policy leadership 
is required at federal, state, and local levels of 
government. Policymakers should pursue the 
following proposals based on the trends and 
commentary presented in this Index:

• Pursue policy that promotes life, marriage, 
and religious liberty.

• Pursue limited government, encourag-
ing personal responsibility and concern 
for neighbors.

• Promote student-centered education 
choice options.

• Teach and reinforce, throughout middle 
school and high school, sexual risk avoid-
ance and healthy relationship skills 
and messages.

• Advance comprehensive welfare reform, 
focusing on restoring self-suciency 
through work, eliminating work disincen-
tives, and curbing marriage penalties in 
social safety-net programs.

• Reduce governmental regulations that 
impede entrepreneurship and the growth 
of small businesses.

• Identify and study eective and successful 
strategies and approaches for expand-
ing opportunity.

Jennifer A. Marshall is Vice President for the 
Institute for Family, Community, and Opportunity 
and Joseph C. and Elizabeth A. Anderlik Fellow at 
The Heritage Foundation.

1. For several indicators for which annual data are not available, the intervals vary.
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Introduction
J. D. Vance

Every year, The Heritage Foundation pub-
lishes a collection of data, charts, and 

thoughtful contextual pieces under the head-
ing Index of Culture and Opportunity. Its title 
is a nod to something often lost in our politics 
these days: that culture and opportunity are 
linked together, that the opportunities that 
exist in our society and our citizens’ percep-
tions of those opportunities shape our shared 
culture, and that our culture in turn shapes 
the opportunities available to individuals and
communities. So connected are these concepts 
that efforts to understand them will suffer 
from any articial attempt to segregate them. 
This volume is admirable both for its willing-
ness to house culture and opportunity under 
the same intellectual roof and for its eort to 
quantify and analyze both.

Opportunity is built explicitly into the 
American social contract. We declared inde-
pendence by noting a God-given right to pur-
sue happiness, and one of the few philosophi-
cal issues that unite both sides of our political
spectrum is the idea that we should have some 
measure of “equality of opportunity” in our so-
ciety. The very notion of an American Dream 
presumes that our poor and middle-class chil-
dren possess the right to reach as high as their 
talents and work ethic allow. When Jeb Bush 
named his pre-presidential campaign “Right 
to Rise,” when Hillary Clinton spoke at the 
Democratic Convention about how her pri-
mary job would be to “create more opportu-
nity,” and when Donald Trump ran a successful 
campaign on the promise of “jobs, jobs, jobs,”

each of them paid homage to that shared value. 
While each of them had dierent ideas about 
how to achieve more of it, the ubiquity of op-
portunity in our public discourse is one of the 
few contemporary pieces of evidence of our 
shared national identity.

Just as we accept that opportunity stands
at the core of our national identity, however, 
so we all seem to be waking up to the fact that 
things are not quite what they used to be. When 
President Trump has spoken of the country as
trapped in a losing game of international trade 
or decried the carnage on so many American 
streets, he has earned criticism for painting 
an overly pessimistic view of his own country. 
Yet that pessimism struck a chord with many 
Americans, including those who did not vote 
for him. The question for those concerned 
about the future of the country is not whether 
negativity is justied, but why negativity in-
spired so many at the polls.

There is both a quantitative and a qualita-
tive answer to this question. The quantitative
side points us in the direction of data that tell 
us the American Dream is in crisis. Economist 
Raj Chetty and his colleagues have found that 
in 1940, approximately 90 percent of children 
could expect to earn more than their parents.1 
Of course, this purely material metric is hardly 
perfect for measuring the American Dream, 
but it is a decent approximation. And com-
pared to children of 1940, today’s generation 
of young adults is not doing quite as well: Only 
about half of children born in the 1980s could 
expect to earn more than their parents.
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Perhaps most worryingly, the trend line 

shows no real sign of moving in the other di-
rection. It will take years before we have a full 
picture of the upward mobility of children 
born in the 1990s, but the evidence we have 
now suggests that this fuller portrait will bring 
us little comfort. For the immediate future, the 
American Dream is likely to remain in crisis.

The real lives behind these numbers tell a 
troubling tale, though much about these lives 
lay hidden from elite consciousness until re-
cently. The nomination and election of Donald
Trump and, to a smaller degree, the populist 
surge on the left that gave rise to Bernie Sand-
ers’s candidacy revealed to our power centers 
in New York, Washington, and San Francisco 
that an entire country lay hidden in plain sight. 
When our politics jolted many into curiosity, 
a veritable army of journalists descended on 
Ohio, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, and many 
other places to study what some have called 

“the forgotten voters.”2

What they found was communities in crisis: 
main street businesses largely vacant and un-
occupied; enormous factories with shattered 
glass and empty parking lots; addiction and 
poverty where only a generation earlier mid-
dle-class life ourished; cash-for-gold stores 
and women so consumed by their desire for 
opioids that they are willing to sell their bod-
ies to access them; a troublingly low labor force 
participation rate, especially among able-bod-
ied men; and—most of all—good people, some 
poor, some middle class, who feel especially 
uncertain about a future in which their chil-
dren are unlikely to live a life better than the
lives of past generations.

The story behind the story, as any econo-
mist will tell you, is partially about creative 
destruction and industrial decline. The areas 
where upward mobility is lowest—certain ur-
ban cores, broad swaths of the industrial Mid-
west and Southeast—are often those hit hard-
est by manufacturing-related job losses. In a 
world where a high school graduate can no lon-
ger count on meaningful, well-paying jobs, we
should not be surprised that the communities 
that most depend on that work are struggling.

The recognition that work has changed in ways 
that challenge both individuals and communi-
ties is now conventional wisdom, and it has the 
benet of being true.

Yet purely economic questions miss some-
thing important about our current moment. 
Too rigid a focus on the material permits us 
to divorce concerns about opportunity from 
those about culture. In some ways, this is 
understandable: The comfort zone of many 
elites and thus their language trends toward 
the mathematical and technocratic. We speak
about education and workforce development, 
the skills gap, automation and oshoring, and 
trade decits in part because these things are 
easier to measure. We can put a number on the 
time necessary to retrain a worker and the pro-
ductivity gains of doing so. It is harder to mea-
sure culture and how it aects the people who 
occupy it, and judging by much of our recent 
discourse, it is harder still to talk about culture.

But talk about it we must, because the evi-
dence that culture matters should now over-
whelm any suggestion to the contrary. We
know, thanks to the work of experts like Na-
dine Burke Harris, that childhood trauma and 
instability make it harder for children to con-
centrate at school, deal with conict success-
fully, or form stable families themselves later 
on.3 We know that two of the biggest factors 
driving regional dierences in upward mobil-
ity are the prevalence of single-parent families 
and concentrated poverty, indicating that both 
family and neighborhood structure matter in 
the lives of our nation’s working class. We know 
that declining participation in civic institu-
tions like churches destroys social capital and 
eliminates pathways to the middle class in the 
process. We know that the expectations that 
children have for themselves can drive their 
performance on standardized testing and a 
host of other endeavors.

Acknowledging these correlations does not 
discount the importance of a vibrant economy 
or wise public policy, but these realities should 
inform our debates about policy, both its prom-
ises and its limitations. Eorts to reform and 
improve our schools are welcome, for instance,
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but unless they account for the homes and 
neighborhoods of the children who learn in 
those schools, reformers will nd themselves 
working in a vacuum in which real people and 
the real problems they face are never fully un-
derstood or fully addressed. Reform divorced 
from an understanding of culture is a recipe 
for spending money, wasting time, and doing 
very little good.

That is why conservatives must confront 
culture in all of its complexity, but to do so, 
we must accept that the word culture itself is
loaded and that we bear some responsibility 
for this state of aairs. The charge of “blam-
ing the victim” is sometimes unfair, but it is 
sometimes the consequence of the way we talk 
about culture.

Recognizing the importance of culture 
is not the same as moral condemnation. We 
should not glance quickly at the poor and sug-
gest that their problems derive entirely from 
their own bad decisions before moving on to 
other matters. Rather, we should consider the 
very intuitive fact that the way we grow up
shapes us. It molds our attitudes, our habits, 
and our decisions. It sets boundaries for how 
we perceive possibilities in our own lives.

Culture, in other words, must serve as the 
beginning of a conversation, not the end of one, 
and proper conversation about culture will 

never be used as a weapon against those whom 
Christ described as “the least of these.” It will 
be a needed antidote to a simplistic political 
discourse that speaks often about the vulner-
able even as it regularly fails to help them.

This volume is an important eort in ad-
vancing that conversation. In its pages are met-
rics and data about culture and opportunity. It 
attempts to capture the trends in our shared 
culture and the opportunities informed by that 
culture: family trends, crime, poverty, depen-
dence, religious participation, and many oth-
ers. It is easy to put a number on our GDP and 
trade decit and comparably harder to do the 
same for culture, but it is necessary to try, and 
the information compiled here sheds needed 
light on our country’s most dicult and intrac-
table problems.

Addressing those problems will not be easy. 
The problems of culture and opportunity de-
mand smarter and better policy at all levels of 
government, participation of civic institutions, 
and energetic private-sector players, but ask-
ing the right questions is a necessary rst step,
and this Index of Culture and Opportunity helps 
us to do so.

J. D. Vance is a partner at Revolution LLC and the 
author of Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and 
Culture in Crisis (Harper, 2016).

1. Raj Chetty, David Grusky, Maximilian Hell, Nathaniel Hendren, Robert Manduca, and Jimmy Narang, “The Fading American 
Dream: Trends in Absolute Income Mobility Since 1940,” National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper No. 22910, 
December 2016, http://www.nber.org/papers/w22910 (accessed April 28, 2017).

2. See, for example, Fred Barnes, “The Forgotten Voters,” The Weekly Standard, March 21, 2016, 
http://www.weeklystandard.com/the-forgotten-voters/article/2001516 (accessed April 29, 2017).

3. See, for example, Nadine Burke Harris, “How Childhood Trauma Aects Health Across a Lifetime,” TED, lmed September 2014, 
https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_aects_health_across_a_lifetime 
(accessed April 28, 2017).
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Culture Summary
• While the marriage rate ticked up slightly

again between 2014 and 2015, the 10-year 
change (2005 to 2015) was a drop of 6.4 
marriages per 1,000 unmarried women. 
This follows a decades-long pattern of de-
clining marriage rates. “Marriage has long 
been a part of the American dream. People 
have an innate understanding that healthy 
marriages build healthy lives and families. 
But the declining marriage rate shows that 
the dream is fading,” writes Derek McCoy.

• Just under one-quarter of 12th graders
reported current drug use in 2016, an in-
crease of 13.5 percent since 2006. “Three 
main areas of concern are marijuana, 
opioids, and access to mental health/
substance treatment,” writes Christian 
Thurstone, MD. “Since 1999, the rate 
of people dying from opioid overdose 
has quadrupled.”

• Good news on abstinence: From 2005 to 
2015, the percentage of 12th graders who 
had ever had sex decreased by 5 percent-
age points. “The 10-year decline in the 
percentage of high school students who 
have had sex should be a cause for modest 
hope. This year’s rate is lower than at any 
other point in the history of this indicator 
going back to 1991,” explains Judy Romea.

• Weekly religious attendance declined 
2.1 percentage points between 2006 and 
2016, continuing a gradual slide in recent 
decades. “The long-term decline in 
church attendance should trouble even 
those who are not personally religious,”
writes John Stonestreet. As the scholarly 
research shows, “the benets of regular 
church attendance…are virtually impos-
sible to dispute.”

Culture Indicators
RIGHT
TRACK

WRONG
TRACK

Marriage Rate (p. 14)

Divorce Rate (p. 16) 
Total Fertility Rate (p. 18)

Single-Parent Households (p. 20)

Teen Drug Use (p. 22)

Abstinence Among 
High Schoolers (p. 24) 
Abortion Rate (p. 26) 
Religious Attendance (p. 28)

Volunteering (p. 30)

Violent Crime Rate (p. 32) 
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• “Marriage is unnecessary.” Couples are 
increasingly disinterested in getting mar-
ried at all, consumed by single parenting, 
careers, or uncertainty about additional 
responsibilities. “All the things I expected 
marriage to confer—male companionship, 
close family ties, a house—I already had 
or were within reach,” says one single.2 In 
its place, 72 percent of Millennials think 
cohabitation is a good idea.3

Yet conspicuously absent from the current
mistruth (“marriage doesn’t work anymore”) 
are examples of lasting, healthy marriages. 
Hardly ever do you hear stories of couples 
like Denzel and Pauletta Washington, mar-
ried more than 30 years, held up as role mod-
els. And what of the startling statistics about 
Americans who start a family without a mar-
riage? Data show that healthy marriages and 
families are one of the best solutions to a thriv-
ing society and eradicating poverty.

In relinquishing the dream of a thriving, vi-
brant marriage, couples miss at least two ad-
ditional important realities:

• Healthy marriages and a strong family life 
are deterrents to poverty. Just over one in
four poor families in the U.S. consist of a 
married couple and children. Three out of 
four families in poverty are led by singles 
or unmarried.4

• Healthy marriage is better for children. 
A married, two-parent family reduces 
the probability of child poverty by 82 
percent.5

In other words, while the declining mar-
riage rate reflects an almost tunnel-vision 
belief that “marriage isn’t working,” it is an 
incompletely informed belief.

The facts show that marriage is a potent in-
cubator for stronger families, children, nanc-
es, and futures, pointing to an overwhelming
opportunity for cultural leaders, policymak-
ers, community inuencers, and Americans 
generally to share the whole truth about mar-
riage, including the truth about the challenges 
that often come with starting a family without 
a marriage.

Not long ago, Americans nationwide em-
braced the dream of building a healthy life, 
believing that the best strategy was to get mar-
ried, have children, instill them with values, 
and release them to use their unique creativ-
ity to build to a better world. That dream has
been clouded and is fading fast, but how might 
this generation shift their attitude if they were 
fully informed?

They might actually dream a new dream—
and live it.

Rev. Derek McCoy is Executive Vice  
President of the Center for Urban Renewal  
and Education (CURE).
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the will to persist in love and sacrice, however, 
becomes a way of thinking, even if the couple 
did not start with that mindset. Cohabiting 
couples are less likely to pool their resources 
or interact with extended family. As with the 
tendency to marry much later, cohabitation 
has become both a sign and a cause of an in-
disposition to commit.

Serial premarital sexual partnerships also 
undermine the opportunity for lifelong mar-
riage.2 There is both good news and bad news 
here. Overall, even though fewer high school
and college students report nonmarital sexu-
al activity,3 Americans today have more prior 
partners than in the past.4 Vanishingly few en-
ter marriage with no prior sexual partners (5 
percent) or only their future spouse (22 per-
cent).5 Yet rates of divorce are lowest for those 
with no or just one prior sexual partner.

Moreover, according to the U.S. Census Bu-
reau, Americans are also marrying later (the 
median age is over 27 for women and nearly 
30 for men), increasing the risk of nonmarital 
sexual partnerships and divorce, because de-
laying marrying until the early 30s is associ-
ated with a higher risk of marital breakup. In 
fact, for each year beyond 32, the odds of di-
vorce increase by 5 percent per year on aver-
age. More Americans are bumping up against 
or breaking through this 30-something mar-
riage age ceiling.6

Pornography is also increasingly associated 
with relationship troubles, including greater 
divorce risks—interestingly, especially if mar-
ried women watch it.7 Habits begin early. Young 
children increasingly access pornography by ac-
cident or on purpose. One of the most popular 
hard-core porn sites today reports 2016 trac 

at a rate of 64 million visits per day.8 A 2006 
study showed that 34 percent of people between 
18 and 49 viewed porn online, and 84 percent 
acknowledge watching pornographic lms.9

In the seemingly endless genre of college 
campus “hookup” books, young women report 
being asked to participate in more and more 
degrading sex based on the pornography habits 
of male students. Some seek to “measure up” to 
porn stars. They report that these early experi-
ences color their later relationships: Sex can 
seem unappealing, and the ability of couples to
talk with one another or to risk opening their 
hearts to a potential spouse can be negatively 
aected.10

We are racking up decades and generations 
of practices associated with the increased risk 
of divorce. Intergenerational and “grey” di-
vorce rates (over 50 and over 65, respectively) 
are a growing fact of life. Despite occasional 
dissenters who insist that private sexual choic-
es leave no wake, the empirical data point over-
whelmingly in the opposite direction. Research 
also points to divorce as a source of female pov-
erty and troubling economic and racial gaps.11

On the other hand, we know a lot more to-
day about how divorce begins in a marriage 
and the tools that might curb it.12 We are be-
ginning to collect helpful information about 
which marriage-strengthening programs work 
or don’t work and why.13 It is time again to in-
corporate this vast trove of knowledge directly 
into marriage education, political speech, pub-
lic and private programs, and popular culture.

Helen M. Alvaré is a Professor of Law at
the Antonin Scalia Law School at George 
Mason University.
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Armed with my contraceptives and my edg-
ling feminism…with our birth control pills and
the exhortations of the feminist foremothers 
to urge us on, what could stop us? We were 
the golden girls of the brave new world, ready, 
willing, and able to lay our contraceptively en-
dowed bodies across the chasm between the 
feminine mystique and the world the feminists 
envisioned.5

However, this empowerment eventually 
left Fleming on the “baby chase.”6 What do 
such baby chases entail, and what are the risks
and harms?

First, for the fertile woman seeking to post-
pone childbirth, it includes the latest scheme 
called egg freezing, but banking your frozen 
eggs does not erase the biological reality of 
maternal age. An ASRM report “states that live 
birth rates declined consistently with maternal 
age,” regardless of the method used to freeze 
eggs.7 Even if, under optimal conditions, we 
can freeze the eggs of a 30-year-old woman and 
give her a 13 percent chance of an implantation 
in her 40s, there is still a much higher risk of
maternal morbidity and stillbirth.

With advancing maternal age, in vitro fer-
tilization (IVF) is almost always required to 
achieve a pregnancy, and IVF comes with its 
own inherent risks and failures.8 The majority 
of all IVF cycles fail, meaning that a live birth is 
almost never achieved. Fertility drugs carry a 
whole host of risks to women’s short-term and 
long-term health.9

A pregnancy for a woman in her 40s has 
a rate of infant mortality second only to that 

of teen pregnancies.10 One study showed 
that “more than one fth of all pregnancies in 
35-year-old women resulted in fetal loss; for 
women at 42 years of age, more than half of the 
intended pregnancies (54.5 percent) resulted 
in fetal loss.”11 In short, “there is an increasing 
risk of fetal loss with increasing maternal age 
in women aged more than 30 years. Fetal loss 
is high in women in their late 30s or older, ir-
respective of reproductive history.”12

Moreover, a woman who postpones preg-
nancy into her 40s may need the assistance
of eggs from a young, healthy, fertile woman 
and/or the womb of a healthy woman, each of 
whom are subject to health risks. Also, as IVF 
technologies are still fairly new, we are only 
now seeing that the children born out of these 
technologies are themselves at risk for certain 
types of medical problems.13

So what does all of this mean for declining 
fertility rates in the U.S.? It means that we need 
to do a much better job of educating people on 
the limitations of human fertility. These limits 
need to be discussed in light of the new nov-
el “solutions” that lure people into thinking 
that we can defer motherhood to t our own 
timeline. It also means that we need to stop 
practices that may bring harm to others: the 
children born from high-tech pregnancies as 
well as the women who are exploited for their 
healthy reproductive capacities.

Jennifer Lahl is Founder and President of the 
Center for Bioethics and Culture Network.
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In the grand scheme of things, baseball 
participation rates are a fairly trivial concern, 
but these studies merit greater public atten-
tion because they help to illustrate just how 
far-reaching the eects of father absence are. 
Put another way, father absence does not just 
aect concerns like household income, student 
attainment, labor force participation, early 
sexual activity, substance abuse, and violent 
crime. It also aects a wide array of less-criti-
cal quality-of-life concerns—all the way down 
to the games children play (or don’t play).

Moreover, these studies call our atten-
tion to the role of father absence in the so-
cial struggles that we face as we try to make 
America a place of opportunity for all. Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan correctly predicted back in 
1965 that if fatherlessness continued to rise in 
America, many of the daunting challenges that 
then aected single-mother households in the 
black community would come to haunt other 
communities as well.

Sadly, a reversal in these trends has yet to 
occur. As the accompanying chart indicates,
the percentage of U.S. children raised in a 
single-parent household ticked up again last 
year, and the 10-year period ending in 2016 saw 
this number rise to nearly a third of all chil-
dren. Two things need to be said about this 
data point and the research documenting its 
adverse eects.

• Social science research ndings are not 
determinative. Just because a child comes 
from a single-parent home does not mean 
that his or her prospects in life are some-
how doomed. The two most historically 

signicant baseball players of the 20th 
century—Babe Ruth and Jackie Robinson—
came from broken homes, and many other 
children who have grown up in single-par-
ent households have overcome the chal-
lenges associated with parental absence.

• We do the children of single-parent fami-
lies no favor by pretending that all house-
hold forms are equally likely to facilitate 
human ourishing. Children know better. 
At some level, they understand that life
is invariably harder when one parent is 
missing from the home.

Children long for stability. They relish 
predictability. And they yearn for interac-
tivity with their parents. A number of stud-
ies have shown that routine family bonding 
activities like reading bedtime stories and 
eating meals together have a profound eect 
on children’s educational development and 
psychological well-being. This yearning for 
parent–child interactivity no doubt helps to
explain why the nal scene in the movie Field 
of Dreams strikes such a powerful chord with 
many Americans. Apparently, there is some-
thing deeply satisfying about playing catch 
with one’s father.

Let’s hope more and more children get to 
experience that satisfaction soon.

William Mattox is Director of the J. Stanley 
Marshall Center for Educational Options at the 
James Madison Institute.
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Three main areas of concern are marijua-
na, opioids, and access to mental health/sub-
stance treatment.

• Marijuana. Among high school seniors, 
6 percent use marijuana daily, and per-
ceived harmfulness is at its lowest point 
ever with only 30 percent of high school 
seniors reporting great harm with regular 
use.6 Historically, perceived harmfulness 
is an important predictor of future use. 
Most striking is the legalization and com-
mercialization of marijuana. Marijuana
commercialization has led to cartoon 
advertising, brightly colored packaging, 
and sweetly avored edibles (e.g., candy 
bars and sodas), all of which clearly target 
youth. Prots from selling these products 
can then be used to lobby and impede 
common-sense prevention such as plain 
packaging, limitations on potency, and 
restrictions on store hours.

• Opioids. Since 1999, the rate of people dy-
ing from opioid overdose has quadrupled.7 
Adolescents have not been spared from 
the opioid overdose epidemic. From 1999–
2013, drug overdose deaths among young 
people 12–25 years old increased from 3.1 
to 7.3 deaths per 100,000.8 In 2015, 1.1 per-
cent of all young people 12–17 years old, 
or 276,000 teens, used a prescription pain 
pill in the preceding month.9 Even when 

opioids do not lead to addiction or over-
dose, there is concern about their poten-
tial impact on the developing brain. For 
instance, animal models show that opioid 
exposure during adolescence promotes 
premature myelination of neurons.10 In 
other words, the precise sequencing of the 
brain development process is altered in 
potentially crucial ways.

• Access to substance treatment. Only 6 
percent of adolescents with a substance
problem access treatment.11 This treat-
ment gap would never be tolerated for 
other conditions such as cancer, diabe-
tes, and heart disease. Yet it has existed 
for years.

Our country’s future depends on healthy 
brain development. Adolescent exposure to 
substances endangers our future. In the 1970s, 
scientists discovered the ill eects of lead on 
the developing nervous system.12 Prevention 
eorts led to dramatic declines in the propor-
tion of youth with toxic lead levels.13 Similar 
efforts are needed today to safeguard our 
youth—and our future—from drug and alco-
hol exposure.

Christian Thurstone, MD, is an Associate Professor 
at Denver Health and Hospital Authority/University 
of Colorado.
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well as the rapid sharing of private, sexually 
explicit content. While few statistics regard-
ing adolescent exposure to pornography are 
available, a survey conducted in 2005 esti-
mated that approximately 42 percent of teens 
ages 10 to 17 had been exposed to Internet porn 
that year. Two-thirds of these teens reported 
their exposure as unwanted6—the result, per-
haps, of the aggressive marketing practices of 
the porn industry.

“Sexting” has also become an increasingly 
common practice among teens. One study
estimates that approximately 10 percent of 
youth ages 10 to 17 have appeared in, created, 
or sent sexually suggestive photos or videos.7 
In sexting, images are less prevalent than sexu-
ally suggestive messages, which, according to 
one online survey, nearly 39 percent and 48 
percent of teens ages 13–19 had admitted to 
sending and receiving, respectively.8 Many 
who receive pornographic photos through sex-
ting share them nonconsensually with others, 
contributing to the “revenge porn” phenom-
enon, an insidious clash of the sexting and
porn worlds.

What, then, can we do to rebuild a culture 
of sexual integrity?

First, we must continue to foster rational, 
civil engagement regarding sexual ethics with-
in the academy, among educational and medi-
cal experts, between policymakers, and—espe-
cially—within families. Recent controversies 

might lead us to believe that ours is a culture 
so heavily oppressed by political correctness, 
that it is neither possible nor worthwhile to 
promote sexual integrity in the public square. 
However, we owe it to the next generation to 
present thoughtful public arguments in favor 
of a sexual ethic that frees them to be better 
future lovers, spouses, and parents.

Second, we must work to engage the “sto-
rytelling” industries: film, marketing, and 
journalism, all of which have a profound inu-
ence on social and political opinion. Eorts to
promote sexual integrity have long been the
purview of traditional religious, academic, or 
educational professionals, with limited en-
gagement of artistic storytellers. The eec-
tiveness of religious ministries or educational 
work will only be enhanced if more people are 
exposed to stories with clear-eyed portrayals 
of the diculties and rewards of self-sacric-
ing love.

Whether the sexual revolution will main-
tain its grip on the next generation depends on 
our willingness to witness to the truth that a
ourishing civil society is one built on strong 
marriages and happy families and that those in 
turn are built on personal virtue and an unwav-
ering commitment to sexual integrity.

Judy Romea is Associate Director of the Zephyr 
Institute in Palo Alto, California.
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stating that they needed to do a better job of 
marketing to a younger generation.2

But more than crowds at the March for Life 
shows that life is winning. One such sign is 
the increase in pro-life legislation at the state 
level. Since 2010, hundreds of laws have been 
enacted incrementally limiting abortion in 
various states. These laws range from parental 
consent and notication; to prohibiting certain 
late term abortion procedures; to providing in-
formed consent to mothers; to requiring only 
physicians to perform abortions, and many
more. Such incremental pro-life laws typically 
enjoy broad popular support.3

Consider another indicator that public 
opinion is moving in the direction of life. A re-
cent poll revealed that eight out of 10 Ameri-
cans would limit abortion to—at most—the rst 
three months of pregnancy.4 Most Americans 
(six out of 10) believe that abortion is mor-
ally wrong, and the majority of Americans (61 
percent) do not support taxpayer funding for 
abortion.5

Many factors inuence public opinion on
the topic of life, including the developing ul-
trasonography technology that provides a 

“window” into the womb at a very early stage 
of life. In 2013, before the 40th March for Life 
marking the solemn anniversary of 40 tragic 
years of Roe v. Wade, Cardinal Timothy Dolan, 
the Archbishop of New York, dubbed the mil-
lennial generation the “ultrasound generation” 
because of the role of such technology in inu-
encing their views on unborn children. Ultra-
sound images make it dicult to deny that an 
unborn baby is a human being, not a lifeless

mass of tissue. Placards depicting ultrasounds 
and articulating other science-based and med-
ical-based pro-life arguments are some of the 
most popular at the March for Life.

Life is also winning because abortion-pro-
viding facilities continue to decrease. In 1992, 
the number of facilities in the U.S. was 2,380 
nationwide. In 2014, the number had fallen 
to 1,671.6 Conversely, pregnancy care centers 
continue to grow and currently number over 
2,000.7 Pregnancy centers are staed primar-
ily by volunteers and, unlike abortion clinics,
are not nancially protable. They seek to help 
women facing an unexpected pregnancy, oer-
ing genuine alternatives to abortion.

These factors are contributing to the most 
important data point of all: lives being saved. 
The abortion rate continues to decline as the 
accompanying chart shows. Similarly, the actu-
al number of abortions continues to decrease 
gradually every year.

There are many signs that life is indeed win-
ning in the United States, and this is cause for 
celebration. At the same time, acknowledging
that each abortion takes the life of one and 
wounds another and that any abortion is one 
too many, we undoubtedly have much more 
work ahead of us. So we persevere, continuing 
to build a culture of life one step at a time in the 
great March for Life. That march has drawn us 
together in Washington, D.C., for 44 years. We 
will continue to march until abortion has be-
come unthinkable in the United States.

Jeanne Mancini is President of the March for Life 
Education and Defense Fund.
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writes, “Compared to their unchurched peers, 
youth who are involved in a religious organi-
zation take tougher courses, get higher grades 
and test scores, and are less likely to drop out 
of high school.”4 They also “have better re-
lations with their parents and other adults, 
have more friendships with high-performing 
peers, are more involved in sports and other 
extracurricular activities.”5 In fact, family 
churchgoing is so benecial to academic per-
formance that “a child whose parents attend 
church regularly is 40 to 50 percent more
likely to go on to college than a matched child 
of nonattenders.”6

Moreover, this is true regardless of socio-
economic status. The problem is that regu-
lar church attendance is increasingly tied to 
socioeconomic status. According to Putnam, 
while “weekly church attendance” among 
college-educated families since the late 1970s 
has remained more or less the same, it has 
dropped by almost a third among those with 
a high school diploma or less. The result is “a 
substantial class gap that did not exist” 50
years ago.7 It is yet another way that poorer 
children are falling behind their more au-
ent counterparts.

Churchgoing benets those outside of the 
church as well. A recent study by Brian and Me-
lissa Grim of Georgetown University and the 
Newseum Institute, respectively, found that 
the “value of the services provided by religious 
organizations and the impact religion has on 
a number of important American businesses” 
totals $1.2 trillion, roughly equivalent to the 
GDP of Australia.8

Thus, regular church attendance and reli-
gious observance are good both for individuals 
and for society as a whole. Unfortunately, this 
suggests that the opposite is also true: Fewer 
people going to church is not good news either 
for individuals or for their communities.

In a sad irony, this decline is most visible in 
vulnerable communities of the sort described 
by Charles Murray in his 2012 book Coming 
Apart.9 In the poorer, less-educated commu-
nities that he calls “Fishtown,” what Murray 
calls the “religiously disengaged” have become
the majority. While the label “religiously disen-
gaged” does not mean that they are not morally 
upright—many of them are—it does mean that 
as a group, they do not generate the same level 
of social capital (i.e., social relationships that 
produce benets) that the churchgoing popu-
lation generates.10

Thus, whether they realize it or not, those 
who are vulnerable and whose personal “mar-
gin for error” is already very thin are making 
their already precarious situation even more 
precarious by not attending church. If the goal
of a good society is to produce people who can 
take advantage of opportunities for personal 
and familial advancement, then the decline in 
church attendance, which, as Murray notes, is 
most concentrated in poorer communities, will 
only make things worse.

John Stonestreet is President of the Colson Center 
for Christian Worldview and co-host of BreakPoint, 
a daily national commentary on faith and culture.
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fill more than 700 shifts every month, still 
providing the lifeblood of eort for the largest 
privately funded poverty relief work in our city. 
It changed Jon’s life, and he is just one among 
countless others.

So why is volunteerism on the decline? One 
might think the most charitable nation on 
Earth is losing compassion, that primary driv-
ing force to volunteer. If so, we had better un-
derstand the word. From its Latin roots—cum 
passus, or “to suer with”—compassion is the 
visceral response that compels one to extend
a portion of his life to help another who is in 
need. In fact, the Greek form found through-
out New Testament Scripture means literally 

“from the bowel.”
That empathetic ache of the soul that drove 

Christ to act is the same force that compels 
millions of volunteers in America every day 
to extend a portion of their abundant lives to 
aid lives that are less abundant. Compassion is 
the instinctive response to another’s suering 
and serves to fuel true charity.

Because we are godly image-bearers, the
capacity for compassion is ever-present in hu-
manity, but it is evoked from dormancy only in 
response to the awareness of another’s plight. 
Simply put, if we are not aware, we will not care, 
and if we don’t care, we are certainly less likely 
to volunteer.

Whether intentional or inadvertent, this 
is the eect of the eorts of central planners, 
who aim to socially engineer success for all 
through wealth redistribution but instead ob-
struct the natural formation of relationships 
between those who have and those who don’t
have. Where volunteerism is a step toward 
right solidarity with our struggling fellow man, 
a welfare state that can only subsidize physical 
need creates dependence on one hand and pa-
ternalism on the other. The citizens of such a 
divided society, in which subsidiarity is grossly 
trespassed, become less aware of neighbors in 
need and much less likely to volunteer help: 
When we are not aware, we will not care.

• When a single mother receives welfare 
benets that exceed $12 per hour, she

is less likely to show up at our Method-
ist church’s dress-for-interview clothing 
ministry, and so are the volunteers who 
run it.

• When a homeless man receives a HUD 
voucher for a full year of government-
funded housing with all utilities paid, he 
will not be in the mission’s learning center 
for GED tutoring, and neither will the 
volunteers who used to run it.

• When your elderly next-door neighbor 
has a cupboard full of government-subsi-
dized food, you are certainly less likely to 
volunteer preparing him a meal.

America is not losing compassion. It is just 
being crowded out.

Recent research that argues against a 
crowd-out condition fails to control for the 
disenfranchising eect of regulatory require-
ments and not-for-prots that masquerade as 
true charities but spend more time at state cap-
itols lobbying for funds than they do at church-
es and civic groups recruiting for volunteers.

Finally, most researchers have not stood 
where I do to experience it firsthand. For 
nearly two decades, I have witnessed crowd-
out clearly tied to government entitlements.

Jon was oered quite an entitlement pack-
age: HUD housing, early SSI disability, food 
stamps. He was enticed to settle into a work-
less and dependent life. He admits that turning 
that down for a life of work and self-reliance 
instead was one of the hardest things he has
ever done.

Had Jon succumbed, he would never have 
met or built a relationship with that compas-
sionate volunteer who encouraged him on to 
success—just one volunteer in a cause-driven 
army of compassionate soldiers, all willing to 
serve well at their own expense. We would be 
wise not to crowd them out.

James Whitford is Cofounder and Executive 
Director of Watered Gardens Gospel Rescue 
Mission and the True Charity Initiative.





The Heritage Foundation  |  heritage.org 33

Hope for Prisoners was birthed out of the 
many years of my own experience in and out of 
the penal system. Knowing rsthand the many 
challenges that ex-oenders face when coming 
home to a community that has branded them 

“undesirable,” my God-given purpose and pas-
sion is to help other men and women navigate 
the journey to successful reintegration. Our 
goal is to reduce recidivism by providing life 
skills and leadership training, long-term men-
toring, and ongoing support. In doing this, we 
are able to help reignite hope that there are
opportunities for each of them not just to get 
a job, but to live a successful and productive 
life with healthy relationships at home, in the 
workplace, and with the community.

The unique methodology of Hope for Pris-
oners involves our entire community coming 
together to support our returning citizens. We 
have built working relationships with our lo-
cal law enforcement, judicial systems, higher 
education providers, and the faith-based com-
munity. Our partnerships with our local parole 
and probation ocers, specialty courts, univer-
sities, churches, and the Las Vegas Metropoli-
tan Police Department (LVMPD) have allowed 
us to build a successful model with layers of 
assistance and accountability for each of our 
clients. Law enforcement and probation need 
to be part of the solution for reentry.

We are unique in that LVMPD volunteer of-
cers provide training and mentoring to our 
clients. Repairing the breach in trust between 

the community and police takes place during 
our process as both sides are given the oppor-
tunity to see their common ground and gain a 
mutual respect. “We came to the realization 
that we cannot arrest our way out of a crime 
problem,” says LVMPD Undersheri Kevin 
McMahill, who has been instrumental in de-
veloping the relationship. “Police partner-
ships matter…and leadership in trying times 
matters more.”

HOPE was formally evaluated in 2016 by 
the Center for Crime and Justice Policy, which
found that only 6.3 percent of the 522 program 
participants were reincarcerated (for new of-
fenses or technical violations) over a two-year 
follow-up period. 6 Our program has helped 
people with violent pasts to live transformed 
lives. The overall rate of job placement is 65 
percent for men and 60 percent for women.

We are all aected by crime. There are peo-
ple returning home from incarceration every 
day with or without support and opportuni-
ties to succeed. A continued decline of violent 
crime rates depends on their coming home
with the support they need to remain produc-
tive and contributing members of society. After 
decades of catastrophic criminal justice eorts, 
we are working to make a lasting impact—one 
transformed life at a time.

Jon D. Ponder is CEO of Hope for Prisoners, based 
in Las Vegas, Nevada.
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Poverty & Dependence Summary
• The labor force participation rate (LFPR)

for adults ages 25 to 54—those at prime 
working ages—fell by 1.6 percentage 
points between 2006 and 2016. “For 
the better part of the past two decades, 
America’s LFPR has been heading mainly 
in the wrong direction. Worrisome in 
and of itself, the decline in LFPRs also 
reects and further exacerbates a mul-
tiplicity of additional social ills,” writes 
Nick Eberstadt.

• The percentage of individuals who live
in poverty (excluding welfare benets) 
increased just under 1 percentage point 
(0.9) between 2005 and 2015. “Our cur-
rent welfare system is structured to 
disincentivize self-improvement and 
the reaching of full potentials,” observes 
Representative Jim Jordan. “This en-
courages idleness—the exact opposite of 
what our welfare system should do. To 
improve the well-being of the poor, the 
welfare system should promote rather 
than penalize marriage and encourage
work rather than idleness.”

• The number of individuals receiving food 
stamps increased by about 17.7 million 
between 2006 and 2016. “[T]he success 
of SNAP should be measured not only by 
how much it reduces hunger and improves 
nutrition, but also by how well it supports 
and encourages work,” says Angela Ra-
chidi. “Employment among those who can 
work is the best path toward opportunity
and a more prosperous society. All govern-
ment safety-net programs, including the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Pro-
gram, should focus on this broader goal.”

Poverty  Dependence
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The BLS reports that the LFPR for prime-
working-age Americans hit its all-time high 
in the late 1990s, with annual averages of 84.1 
percent for 1997–1999. In 2016, by contrast, it 
averaged 81.3 percent: in other words, nearly 3 
percentage points lower than in 1997. The 2016 
reading was 1.6 percentage points lower than 
a decade earlier in 2006. Perhaps even more 
remarkably, it was 0.6 point lower in 2016 than 
in 2011, in the immediate grim aftermath of the 
Great Recession. The reading for prime-age 
LFPR did rise somewhat (0.4 point) between
2015 and 2016; even so, the 2016 reading re-
mained lower than it had been 30 years earlier 
in 1986.

If America today maintained the same 
prime-working-age LFPR it achieved two 
decades ago, nearly 5 million more men and 
women 25–54 years of age would be in the 
workforce. The implications for economic 
growth, family incomes, and the vibrancy of 
our communities would be signicant.

So why are LFPR trends set on such a bad 
long-term course? In arithmetic terms, the
answer is simple: The LFPR for prime-age 
males has been in ominous long-term decline 
since the mid-1960s.3 The collapse of work for 
men has taken on shocking dimensions: The 
employment-to-population ratio or “work 
rate” for prime age men is slightly lower today 
(2016) than it was in 1940 at the tail end of the 
Great Depression.

While “globalization” and structural changes 
in the economy no doubt have played some role, 
we should note that the decline in prime male 
LFPRs has been more dramatic in the U.S. than
in most other rich Western societies aected by 
those same global economic forces. America’s 
uniquely huge “criminal class,” as some have 
called it, is surely part of the explanation as well: 
Today, an estimated 20 million men and women 
(overwhelmingly men) who are not behind bars 
have a felony conviction in their past.4 Also at 
play may be America’s various government 
disability benet programs, which may inad-
vertently incentivize some working-age adults 
to subsist on these support programs instead of 
remaining in the workforce.5

Labor force participation rates for prime-
age women are now following the same grim 
downward course that their prime male coun-
terparts embarked upon several decades earli-
er. This is not because more women are having 
children; fertility levels in the U.S. have de-
clined slightly over the past decade. The great 
postwar entry of women into the paid labor 
economy, however, was suciently powerful 
to compensate for this decline and continued 
to lift overall prime-age LFPRs through the 
1970s, ’80s, and ’90s.

Then, in the late 1990s, the prime-age-female 
LFPR commenced its own troubling decline, a 
drop that has continued unabated for nearly 
20 years. Today, the prime-age-female LFPR is 
back down to its level in the late 1980s, which 
means that social progress in this important 
sphere has been set back by about a generation.

The long-term decline in America’s prime-
working-age LFPR has several important impli-
cations. First, it demonstrates that America is 
nowhere close to “full employment,” regardless 
of what the “unemployment rate” may suggest.
The unemployment rate is an increasingly mis-
leading metric of labor market conditions be-
cause it does not take account of those who have 
left the labor force altogether—and today, there 
are three prime-age men neither working nor 
looking for work for each prime-age man who is 
technically “unemployed.” Second, the Ameri-
can economy has been underperforming for a 
very long time, not only during the Obama era, 
but throughout the George W. Bush era as well.

The declining prime-age labor force partici-
pation rate has far-reaching consequences for
our nation—virtually all of them bad. It leads to 
slower growth, wider income and wealth gaps, 
higher welfare dependence and government 
budget decits, greater pressure on fragile fami-
lies, and reduced social mobility. It is imperative 
that citizens and elected representatives focus 
on the bane of declining labor force participation 
and commit to turning this indicator around.

Nicholas Eberstadt holds the Henry Wendt Chair 
in Political Economy at the American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI).
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than four times more likely to be sexually, 
physically, or emotionally abused than their 
peers living in a home headed by their married 
parents,” wrote marriage researcher W. Brad-
ford Wilcox of the ndings of a federal study in 
a 2011 piece for Public Discourse.4

Then there are the economic consequenc-
es for both mothers and children. To put it 
frankly, single-parent households experience 
less opportunity. For example, in a 2014 study, 
researchers at Harvard and the University of 
California–Berkeley found that “[economic]
mobility is signicantly lower in areas with 
weaker family structures, as measured e.g. by 
the fraction of single parents.”5

Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook executive and 
author of Lean In,6 a book that pushed women 
to pursue ambitious career objectives, last year 
acknowledged the struggles faced by single 
mothers in the workplace. “I did not really get 

how hard it is to succeed at work when you are 
overwhelmed at home,” Sandberg, who lost her 
husband in 2015, wrote in a Facebook post.7 
That is another tragic result of single parent-
hood: that both parent and children could be 
held back from their full potential because 
of the struggles that accompany their famil-
ial structure.

For better or worse, we are all shaped by the 
culture we live in, and a more honest culture-
wide perspective on the challenges and down-
falls of single parenting could help us move in
a dierent direction: one that encourages mar-
riage as a way to help both parents and children 
ourish more.

Katrina Trinko is Managing Editor of The Daily 
Signal and a member of the USA Today Board 
of Contributors.
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get a part-time or full-time job, be in school, 
be in job training, or be actively looking for 
a job in order to receive SNAP benets. Far 
from punishing those who need help, this re-
quirement would partner with unemployed 
or underemployed individuals to make sure 
that they are getting the education or training 
they need in order to compete in today’s mar-
ketplace. For those applying for work, profes-
sionals would supervise their search to make 
sure that it ended in employment instead of a 
string of demoralizing rejection letters.

These reforms are modeled on similar re-
forms in the state of Maine and on the biparti-
san 1996 welfare reform act. Both successfully 
helped Americans to escape the cycle of poverty 
and pursue their American dream. Both helped 
the downtrodden to look up and see their poten-
tial, reach for it, and successfully seize it.

This is both a compassionate way to help 
people out of poverty and responsible answer 
to our current scal troubles. With $20 trillion 
in debt, our country cannot aord to sit idly by 
and be content with the status quo. We need 
to nd smart solutions to problems of govern-
ment spending and entitlement insolvency. 
When we do that, we will be taking major steps 
toward remembering the needs of those ordi-
nary Americans who sent us to Washington to 
represent them in the rst place.

The Honorable Jim Jordan represents 
Ohio’s Fourth District in the U.S. House 
of Representatives.
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for handouts. Panhandlers used to carry signs 
that read “Will work for food,” but they seem 
to have discovered that they can make more 
tax-free money by not oering to work.

Just as handouts with no expectation of per-
sonal responsibility rob individuals of their dig-
nity, so too does welfare rob them of motivation. 
America has always been about inspiration, fol-
lowed by motivation, followed by perspiration 
as a formula for improving any life. Now that 
proven formula has been transformed into envy, 
greed, and entitlement. Liberal politicians have
made hay by telling people that they should 
envy what other people make because they are 
entitled to the money earned by “the rich” rath-
er than by suggesting ways they might become 
if not rich, then at least self-supporting. Again, 
for many, human nature would rather get a 
check from the government without working
for it than earn a check from a job.

When President Bill Clinton and Speaker 
Newt Gingrich worked out a welfare reform 

bill 20 years ago, the Left screamed that peo-
ple would starve and be thrown into the streets 
where they would die. In fact, when many of 
those on welfare discovered that the gravy 
train would not be stopping at their mailbox 
anymore, they managed to nd work.

The greatest weapon against poverty is 
not welfare. Rather, it is the establishment of 
strong families with a father and mother liv-
ing under the same roof, raising their children 
together and allowing those children to have a 
choice in where to attend school. Eorts like
these—not endlessly increasing government 
welfare spending—will improve the welfare of 
virtually any person.

Sociologists have shown that this works, 
and history proves that it does. Ask the Singa-
pore cab driver.

Cal Thomas is a nationally syndicated columnist.
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average public housing resident has lived in 
such a unit for 10 years. These gures are in-
creasing; in 2009, the average public housing 
resident had lived in such a unit for six years, 
while the average voucher holder had had such 
support for 7.5 years.3

It is also important to note the demography 
of program participants. Apart from the elderly 
and disabled, the largest single group in subsi-
dized housing is single parents with children. 
In eect, subsidized housing oers a way for 
low-income single parents to form and main-
tain independent households, an incentive that 
overlooks the fact that children in such house-
holds face bleak prospects. A signicant num-
ber of such households are African-American 
(43 percent of public housing residents, 48 
percent of voucher holders) and Hispanic (23 
percent of public housing residents, 17 percent 
of voucher holders).4 Public housing programs 
contribute to trapping people in poverty and, 
often, physical isolation.

Nor do the programs oer incentives for up-
ward mobility. Because rent is xed at 30 per-
cent of income, increasing one’s income either 
by earning more or by marrying another wage 
earner would lead to a rent increase. It should 
therefore come as no surprise that 15 percent 
of public housing residents and 20 percent of 
voucher holders are classied as “overhoused,” 
meaning that their apartments have empty 
bedrooms.5 In contrast to those who are pay-
ing market rents, subsidized tenants can stay 
put after their children have left rather than 
taking steps to save money by “downsizing.” 
The losers are those on waiting lists for the
very same units.

All of this is in sharp contrast to the posi-
tive incentive structure provided by the private 

housing market. When one pays for one’s own 
housing, one has an incentive to scrimp and 
save, earn more, and combine incomes with 
a spouse in order to move up to a larger unit 
in a better neighborhood. Subsidized housing 
turns this virtuous pattern on its head, reward-
ing those who make no eort to earn more. 
Indeed, subsidized housing—especially newly 
built subsidized apartments, often underwrit-
ten by elaborate nancing structures based in 
the low-income housing tax credit program—
actually undermine the private housing mar-
ket and its incentives for upward mobility.

Small landlords in poorer communities his-
torically have relied on rental income as an ele-
ment of their own process of self-improvement. 
Such owner-occupied, privately owned lower-
income housing makes for social order in poor 
neighborhoods. Competition from subsidized 
new rental housing undermines this model and 
leads to housing without a strong community 
structure, with public housing, disproportion-
ately rife with crime, being the most notori-
ous example.

The advent of public housing in the 1930s 
and the many generations of eorts to elabo-
rate on and “x” it were essentially misguided. 
Contrary to the basic assumptions of housing 
reformers, the private market has proved more 
than capable of providing a wide array of hous-
ing types that are aordable for many income 
levels—and could do even better for those of 
lower incomes absent overly restrictive zoning 
and other regulatory impediments.

Howard Husock is Vice President for Research
and Publications at the Manhattan Institute, 
where he is also Director of the Institute’s Social 
Entrepreneurship Initiative.
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approximately 64 percent are not elderly or 
disabled, suggesting that they are capable of 
work but lacking employment.3 According to 
data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
approximately 35 percent of SNAP households 
with children and a work-able adult have no 
earned income. Among nonelderly, able-bod-
ied adults without children, some 75 percent 
have no earnings.4

Americans should pay attention to these 
trends because they reflect government’s 
ability to increase economic opportunity for
low-income households, not just reduce hun-
ger and malnutrition by providing resources 
to purchase food. Research shows that SNAP 
has many health benets for low-income fami-
lies, 5 but when government programs replace 
rather than support employment, they do a 
disservice both to their participants and to the 
broader society.

In my experience working with SNAP re-
cipients in New York City, they were grate-
ful for assistance at a dicult time, but many 
expressed a desire for a job rather than a

government handout. The long-term trend in 
SNAP raises concerns that it might be doing 
little to help these participants reach their ul-
timate goal of employment.

Although recent declines in SNAP receipt 
oer encouragement, longer-term trends still 
present some challenges. Policymakers and 
program administrators must recognize that 
employment also contributes to the health 
and well-being of families, and SNAP plays 
an important role. From this perspective, the 
success of SNAP should be measured not only
by how much it reduces hunger and improves 
nutrition, but also by how well it supports and 
encourages work.

Employment among those who can work is 
the best path toward opportunity and a more 
prosperous society. All government safety-net 
programs, including the Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program, should focus on this 
broader goal.

Angela K. Rachidi is Research Fellow in Poverty 
Studies at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI).
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standards—and even those who are considered 
to be “work eligible”—vary greatly by state. In 
general, however, single-parent families with a 
child under the age of six are required to work, 
search for work, or participate in work training 
for 20 hours per week within two years of join-
ing TANF. Other families with work-eligible 
adults must participate in these work-related 
activities for 30 hours per week.

TANF also instituted lifetime limits (ve 
years) for beneficiaries. These limits, com-
bined with work requirements, have helped
to accomplish TANF’s stated goal that wel-
fare does not become a way of life but instead 
serves as a temporary safety net.

The results were remarkable. In 1995, just 
a year before welfare reform was passed, more 
than 13.4 million individuals were dependent 
on cash assistance through AFDC. After the 
program was transformed and reoriented to-
ward reducing dependence, enrollment began 
to plummet.

• By 1998, enrollment had dropped to just
over 8.3 million;

• In 2006, just 10 years after welfare reform 
was signed into law, enrollment had 
dropped to 4.6 million; and

• In 2016, as the country celebrated the 
20th anniversary of the historic welfare 

overhaul, enrollment sat at just 3.9 mil-
lion individuals, roughly 727,000 fewer 
than had been enrolled just 10 years 
earlier. This represents a staggering 71 
percent drop in TANF dependence since 
the year before welfare reform, reaching 
levels unseen since 1962.

Unlike pre-reform recipients, individuals 
who enroll in the TANF program today know 
that their time is limited. They know, in most 
cases, that they are expected to work and that
dependence on cash assistance is not a lifestyle 
they can maintain over the long term. This is 
good news for their well-being, because re-
search has shown that the less time individuals 
spend on welfare, the quicker they will go back 
to work.1 And when they do, their incomes will 
more than double on average, more than o-
setting lost welfare benets and leaving them 
better o than they were before.

As enrollment in other welfare programs 
like food stamps and Medicaid—programs in 
which work requirements and time limits are
largely absent—continues to soar, the decline 
in TANF enrollment should serve as a blue-
print for policymakers who are serious about 
reducing dependence.

Nic Horton is a Senior Research Fellow at the 
Foundation for Government Accountability.
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an “alternative” plan to promote work and 
job preparation. By using multiple loopholes, 
states have articially inated their work rates, 
which explains recent gains in the work rate.

In the typical state, nearly half of the work-
eligible TANF caseload is completely idle. An-
other 39 percent is employed; however, this 
employment is generally not the result of 
positive eorts by state welfare agencies to re-
duce dependence and promote work. Instead, 
most states have simply expanded program 
eligibility to allow families with part-time
or low-wage employment to receive partial 
TANF benets. In most cases, the state welfare 
agency has done little or nothing to prompt 
this employment.

Finally, 13 percent of work-eligible TANF 
recipients are engaged in “work activation” to 
generate future employment. This includes 
training, job preparation, community service, 
and monitored job search. Work activation 
should be the core TANF operation, but in 
most states, it is rare.

Even worse, states have proven adept at
creating statistical gimmicks to create the false 
impression that they are aggressively promot-
ing work. For example, in 2015, California cre-
ated a new policy oering a token TANF pay-
ment of $10 per month to 175,000 low-income 
families, nearly all of whom were already em-
ployed.3 The addition of these token payment 
families to the California TANF rolls caused 
the state’s TANF “work participation rate” to 
nearly double between 2014 and 2015.

The surge in “work” in California was so 
large that it raised the national work participa-
tion gures for 2015 shown in the accompany-
ing chart. An estimated 11 more states also use 
token payment schemes to game the system 
and manipulate their apparent TANF work 
rates.4 If the misleading data from these states 

are removed, the actual national TANF work 
participation rate in 2015 (shown in the chart) 
falls from 48 percent to around 29 percent.5

It is clear that states are doing the bare 
minimum to engage able-bodied adults in 
nding employment. This is a far cry from the 
initial reaction states had to the new TANF law 
in 1996. At rst, they stepped up to the plate 
and met the challenge by turning social work-
ers into job-assistance managers. They found 
employers in their states and contracted with 
them to provide skill-training and employ-
ment opportunities. They also contracted 
with well-respected nonprot entities, such as 
the Salvation Army, to help nd jobs for their 
able-bodied beneciaries, including those with 
mild disabilities.

It is time to right this ship and correct its 
course. Any TANF reauthorization should 
close the loopholes in the work requirement, 
rescind the Obama-era antiwork provisions, 
and put stronger work requirements in place 
requiring nearly all able-bodied adults to per-
form at least some kind of work or job-prepa-
ration activity.

Further, the example of the TANF work re-
quirement should be expanded and replicated 
throughout the federal welfare system, which 
now extends to over 80 other means-tested 
programs. Their goals should not simply be 
to provide some kind of temporary aid, such 
as food stamps, but rather to help individuals 
and families move toward economic freedom 
and employment.

Katherine Bradley is a Visiting Research Fellow
in the Institute for Family, Community, and 
Opportunity at The Heritage Foundation.
Robert Rector is a Senior Research Fellow in the 
Institute for Family, Community, and Opportunity 
at The Heritage Foundation.
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General Opportunity Summary
• Charter school enrollment increased

by 1.7 million students between 2006 
and 2015, but behind this data point lies 
signicant thwarted demand. As Jeanne 
Allen explains: “Once the most promising 
public school reform available to stu-
dents, charter schools have stalled. From 
1993–2009, the number of charter schools 
grew from 10 percent–15 percent each 
year. In the 2015 school year, the number 
of charters increased by just 7 percent. In 
2016, school growth dropped dramatically 
to 2 percent. All the while, charter school
enrollment has grown steadily each year. 
However, that masks the real story: De-
mands for charter opportunities outstrip 
supply by at least a million students.”

• Unemployment has declined almost to 
where it was 10 years ago, but there’s more 
to the story, says Rachel Greszler. “Ac-
cording to the topline unemployment rate, 
the labor market is doing fairly well. At 4.2 
percent, unemployment among individu-
als 25–54 years old is near its ‘natural’
rate. But the unemployment rate does not 
reveal the millions of people who have 
dropped out of the labor force, stopped 
looking for work, or turned to disability 
insurance as an unemployment or early 
retirement program.”

• The employment-to-population ratio for 
those of prime working age (25–54) fell 
1.9 percentage points between 2006 and 
2016. This measure captures an impor-
tant facet of our political climate that the

unemployment rate does not, explains
Henry Olsen. The focus on the latter 

“might have been warranted once, but to-
day, the ocial unemployment rate does 
not accurately depict what is happening 
to American workers. That is because one 
is counted as unemployed only if one is 
not employed and is actively seeking a job 
(what economists call ‘labor force partici-
pation’). If things are so bad that you are
not even looking for a job, the unemploy-
ment rate does not capture your despair.”

General Opportunity
Indicators
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fundamental to freedom. Many of them learned 
to read in secret, with assistance from educated 
whites or blacks, or through makeshift schools.

Today, 241 years after our Declaration, 
we nd ourselves living in a nation divided: 
people with higher-order reading skills and 
those without them. Unfortunately, too many 
adults and children live in the second cat-
egory. This in no way means that people with 
low or no reading skills are doomed to failure. 
American history is replete with examples to 
the contrary. Nevertheless, reading matters.
It aects a person’s earning potential, mar-
riage prospects, housing options, and choice 
of school. Not surprisingly, parents matter to 
the education of children,4 and as goes the lit-
eracy of the individual and the family, so goes 
the well-being of a nation.

So how are our students doing in reading? 
According to 2015 National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress (NAEP)—referred to as “The 
Nation’s Report Card”—there is much room for 
growth. Only 36 percent of fourth graders and 
34 percent of eighth graders scored procient
or better in reading. Results for subgroups are 
worse. Scores remained the same or dropped 
for white students; less than 20 percent of black 
fourth and eighth graders scored at or above 
proficient; reading scores rose for Hispanic 
fourth graders but dropped for eighth graders; 
and the reading scores for Asians, our nation’s 
top performers, rose only slightly for fourth 
graders and remained stable for eighth graders.5

If our elementary and middle school stu-
dents are doing poorly, what does NAEP tell
us about our high school students? Research-
ers compared NAEP and international read-
ing achievement data for members of the 
Class of 2015 in the U.S. and 33 Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) countries.6 Only 33.5 percent of U.S. 
high school graduates scored proficient in 
reading. Massachusetts had the top U.S. pro-
ciency score at 46.1 percent, while Louisiana, 
New Mexico, and Mississippi hovered at the 
bottom with 21 percent–22 percent. Overall, 
the U.S. ranked 18th among OECD nations; our 
students’ reading prociency is higher than

peers in Luxembourg, Italy, and Hungary but 
lags behind peers in Japan, Canada, and Israel.

Why are our reading proficiency scores 
so low? It is not because of money. Although 
money matters in education, federal spending 
on K–12 schools increased between 1970 and 
2015, dramatically so during the 1990s, but NAEP 
reading scores remained relatively at, as the 
accompanying graph shows.7

Are students from poor or less-educated fam-
ilies the culprits? Scholars compared reading 
scores of American students living in a house-
hold where one parent has a college degree—

“high level” education—to similarly situated 
students in OECD nations. They relied on the 
percentage of students that scored at or above 
prociency level in reading—a higher threshold 
than just prociency. They found that in Poland, 
62.6 percent of students reached the higher 
reading threshold compared to only 41.6 per-
cent of American students. Put another way, 58.4 
percent of our students from “high level” educa-
tion homes did not score at or above prociency. 
Overall, we ranked 22nd among OECD nations—
behind Luxembourg and Hungary, two nations 
we beat when all students were included in the 
pool for achieving a lower-level reading thresh-
old. We fared no better in math or science.8

Reading is fundamental to maintaining our 
nation’s economic self-suciency and military 
soundness. We need more literate people to 
compete successfully in the knowledge econo-
my. Nearly 75 percent of Americans aged 17 to 
24 do not qualify for our military because they 
did not complete high school, have a criminal 
record, or have health challenges.9 Even for high
school graduates who took the Armed Services 
Vocational Aptitude Battery examination be-
tween 2004 and 2009, one in ve failed to meet 
minimum academic requirements for enlist-
ment in the Army.10

These results are not a recipe for protect-
ing American liberty. Making reading really 
fundamental is.

Gerard Robinson is a Resident Fellow in  
Education Policy Studies at the American 
Enterprise Institute (AEI).
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charter schools, provide inequitable funding, 
leave oversight in the hands of school districts, 
or discourage applications by making the pro-
cess so onerous.

If declining school growth is a result of 
poor policymaking, why the steady increase 
in numbers of students served? There are 
three reasons.

• Most states aord successful charter 
management organizations (CMOs) pre-
ferred status, allowing them to replicate or
expand without major roadblocks. When 
CMOs grow, the number of schools may 
stay constant.

• It is ironic, given chartering’s intent to 
create new, diverse schools, that student 
enrollment exceeds school growth. Today, 
states favor expanding “proven actors” 
over new entrants, though the “proven 
actors” also were once unproven.

• Demands for test-based accountability
drive bureaucratic renewals that often 
unfairly penalize small and indepen-
dent schools. CMOs have central oces 
that are better able to keep up with the 

regulatory fever that is killing rank-and-
le charter schools. These demands create 
what has been called “management recen-
tralization,” which some wrongly believe 
is the necessary extension of the “frontier 
era” of charter schooling with more cen-
tralized “planning and coordination.”6

Preference for replication over innovation, 
combined with increasing oversight, squashes 
the healthy grassroots start-up activity that 
once dominated the charter school move-
ment. The once-prominent voices of inde-
pendent parents or citizens with unique ideas 
about the kinds of schools they want are now 
largely ignored.

“This should be the reverse for a movement 
aimed at decentralizing public education,” as 
researchers Luis Huerta and Andrew Zucker-
man argued in a 2009 journal article.7 With 
limited opportunities for all too many Ameri-
cans, steady charter enrollment growth is not 
enough. There must be an ever-growing sup-
ply of new schools constantly challenging the
status quo.

Jeanne Allen is Founder and CEO of the Center for 
Education Reform.
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three-quarters of all Latinos polled support 
school choice.6 The same poll found that sup-
port for school choice among African Ameri-
cans is also high at around 72 percent.7 Even 
though school choice is typically seen as a Re-
publican issue, the same poll also found that a 
slight majority of Democrats (55 percent) sup-
port school choice, suggesting that educational 
freedom is quickly becoming a bipartisan issue.

Besides polling, there is other evidence 
that minority families are favorably disposed 
toward school choice. One way we can see this
is in the growing number of minority students 
enrolling in public charter schools and private 
school choice programs. According to the Na-
tional Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 

“Hispanic students comprise roughly 30 per-
cent of charter school enrollment across the 
country, compared to 25 percent representa-
tion in traditional public schools.”8

Moreover, a number of empirical stud-
ies suggest that Hispanic students are better 
served in public charter schools than in tradi-
tional public schools.9 For instance, one study
found that charter schools serving a sizable 
Hispanic student body and English learners 
(ELs) are better positioned to service these 
communities because they are allowed to pro-
vide extended learning time while accelerating 

the pace at which EL students are able to en-
gage with grade-level content.10 Other stud-
ies are also nding that charter schools have 
a higher rate of success in sending Hispanic 
students to higher education institutions.11

Not surprisingly, most minority and La-
tino families polled say that they are satised 
with their children’s new school setting, yet 
opponents of school choice persist. Powerful 
interest groups like the National Education 
Association and the American Federation of 
Teachers are stepping up their eorts to curtail,
slow, and ultimately defeat increased school 
choice—even if it means preventing low-in-
come minority students from accessing high-
quality schools.

The key for supporters of school choice is 
whether minority families will harness their 
support for educational freedom to shaping ed-
ucation public policy and calling on lawmakers 
to increase educational options. On this, the 
jury is out, but if minority families continue 
to grow and express support for educational 
freedom, the future looks bright for the broad-
er school choice movement.

Israel Ortega is a freelance reporter who 
contributes to a number of publications including 
Forbes, the Washington Examiner, and The 74.





The Heritage Foundation  |  heritage.org 73

was removed, they received their diplomas and 
the district’s graduation rate rose by four per-
centage points.3 The Los Angeles school board 
also reduced the graduation requirement that 
students pass college-prep courses with a C 
grade, allowing them to pass with a D instead.4

In Tennessee, the State Department of 
Education reported that a third of Tennessee 
students are receiving diplomas without meet-
ing the state’s graduation requirements. State 
Board of Education member Wendy Tucker ob-
served, “The requirements don’t mean much if
kids don’t have to meet them.”5

Twenty-one states oer so-called alterna-
tive diplomas that have less rigorous require-
ments than a regular diploma but are still 
counted in graduation rates.6

Many states also exclude large numbers 
of dropout students from their graduation 
rates. Texas, which boasted a 2013 graduation 
rate of 88 percent, excluded 50,000 students 
who supposedly left regular public schools for 

homeschooling, private schools, or other states 
or countries. However, little documentation is 
required to place a student in the “leaver” cat-
egory, which disguises signicant numbers of 
dropouts as leavers for other forms of school-
ing or destinations.7 California State Universi-
ty, Sacramento, dropout expert Julian Vasquez 
Heilig says that practices in Texas render the 
state’s graduation rate “bogus.”8

All of these different shortcuts, dodges, 
and ruses combine to make the latest “record” 
graduation rate one of the most laughable sta-
tistics in education. As Julian Vasquez Heilig 
concludes, “The only people who believe it’s 
[over] 80 percent are probably the politicians 
who are telling us that. And maybe they don’t 
even believe it.”9

Lance Izumi is Koret Senior Fellow in Education 
Studies and Senior Director of the Center for 
Education at the Pacic Research Institute.
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taxpayers. A recent survey found that 56 per-
cent of young people put o milestones such 
as getting married or buying a home because 
of student loan debt.4 Purdue University Presi-
dent Mitch Daniels has even argued that high 
student loan debt discourages entrepreneur-
ship, which could have a signicant eect on 
our nation’s economy in the future.5

By the same token, taxpayers increasingly 
bear the consequences of high student loan 
debt. In 2016, 43 percent of students with fed-
eral student loans, which amounts to about 9.3
million borrowers, were in default, in delin-
quency, or had postponed payments.6 With the 
federal government now originating almost all 
student loans, taxpayers are left with the bill 
when students cannot pay o their debts.

Moreover, the current rate of increase in 
college tuition does not indicate that there 
is any relief in sight for taxpayers or students. 
Each year, more graduate students participate 
in the Grad PLUS loan program, which allows 
for borrowing up to the full cost of attendance. 
Similarly, parents of undergraduate students
can take out a loan to nance their child’s edu-
cation under the Parent PLUS loan program, an 
option typically pursued after a student has al-
ready borrowed the maximum amount available 
through the Staord loan program. As borrow-
ing increases through federal programs—and 
as debt builds—some policymakers propose to 
extend loan forgiveness, which transfers this 
debt from individuals or families to the Ameri-
can taxpayers, most of whom do not hold bach-
elor’s degrees themselves. The Government Ac-
countability Oce recently projected that loan
forgiveness programs will cost taxpayers $108 
billion over the next 10 years.7

Recent research suggests that federal in-
volvement may be doing more harm than good. 
Economists at the Mercatus Center and the 
Federal Reserve Bank of New York have found 
a connection between federal student aid and 
increases in college tuition.8 Such research 
adds support to the Bennett Hypothesis, which 
posits that greater access to federal student 
aid encourages colleges and universities to 
raise their tuition prices. As more Americans 
than ever before pursue higher education as a 
means of upward mobility, policymakers must
review whether current policies are helping 
students to aord a college education or mak-
ing tuition more expensive for all.

The current trend of increasing student 
loan debt should concern all Americans. As 
students turn to the higher education system 
for more opportunities, this investment comes 
with signicant nancial burdens for both stu-
dents and taxpayers. In order to capitalize on 
the potential of American higher education, 
not only must students graduate with manage-
able debt loads, but they should leave college
prepared to pursue their career and life goals. 
But with fewer students paying o their debt 
and more nancial responsibility being shifted 
to the taxpayers, higher education’s ability to 
jump-start economic mobility is limited.

Mary Clare Amselem is a Policy Analyst in the 
Center for Education Policy, of the Institute for 
Family, Community, and Opportunity, at The 
Heritage Foundation.
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they are unlikely to have retired. This group is 
known as the “prime working age” and covers 
people between 25 and 54 years old.

The data in the accompanying chart show 
the EPR over time for prime-working-age 
Americans over the past 46 years. It contains 
some short-term good news, but more impor-
tant is the long-term bad news. This longer-
term bad news helps to explain why so many 
Americans, especially native-born Americans 
without college degrees, are so angry about the 
state of the American economy.

The prime-age EPR peaked in 2000 when 
81.5 percent of Americans between the ages 
of 25 and 54 held jobs. This capped an amaz-
ing two decades of employment growth in the 
United States. In 1982, at the depth of the re-
cession of the early Reagan era, 88.4 million 
Americans were between ages 24 and 54, and 
the prime-age EPR stood at 73.5 percent. By 
2000, the much higher prime-age EPR also 
applied to a much larger group: 120.7 million 
people. The math is straightforward: Between 
1982 and 2000, America created 33.4 million
new jobs for prime-age workers—more new 
jobs than there were people of any age in Can-
ada at the time.

Since then, however, things have gotten 
much worse. The short-term good news is 
that the prime-age EPR has increased since 
the depths of the Great Recession in 2011. Back 
then, it was 75.1 percent; today, it is up to 77.9 
percent. Americans are slowly coming back 
to work.

However, this short-term rise masks a 16-
year decline. The prime-age EPR declined

during the Bush presidency from the 81.5 per-
cent he inherited to 79.9 percent in 2007, the 
year before the nancial crash. Moreover, the 
number of Americans in prime-working years 
had risen to 125.7 million. A smaller employ-
ment rate applied to a larger group meant that 
there were about 2 million fewer Americans 
ages 25–54 working in 2007 than there would 
have been if the 2000 prime-age EPR had 
been regained.

The continued decline in the rate means 
that this “jobs gap” has grown. Baby-boomer
aging coupled with reduced illegal immigra-
tion means that the number of 25-year-old to 
54-year-old Americans is roughly unchanged 
from 2007 at 125.8 million. If the prime-age 
EPR were still at its 2000 high, nearly 4.5 mil-
lion more Americans would have been working 
in 2016 than actually were. Imagine an Amer-
ica where 4.5 million more Americans in the 
prime of their lives were able to nd the jobs 
they want.

If you can imagine that, you can imagine an 
America as buoyantly optimistic about itself
and its role in the world as the America of 2000. 
You can also imagine an America where poli-
tics is less combustible and people are happier 
and more fullled. Close the jobs gap, and you 
start to make progress on reversing the anxiety 
and negativity that are rapidly infesting all of 
American public life.

Henry Olsen is a Senior Fellow at the Ethics and 
Public Policy Center and author of The Working 
Class Republican: Ronald Reagan and the Return 
of Blue-Collar Conservatism (HarperCollins, 2017).
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Although there has been no rise in disability 
or illness, separate economic studies published 
by the Manhattan Institute and The Heritage 
Foundation have found that rising disability in-
surance claims accounted for about one-third 
of the decline in labor force participation fol-
lowing the recent recession.5 New and more 
generous government benets (such as Obam-
acare subsidies) have made it easier for people 
to receive the income and resources they need 
with less work or even no work at all. Moreover, 
these benets result in higher marginal taxes
that discourage the already employed from 
working and earning more.

The CBO has cautioned that higher gov-
ernment debt and higher marginal tax rates 
(which the CBO projects will increase by 10 
percent over the next 30 years) will reduce 
labor force participation rates and incomes.6 
However, the employment situation is not all 
gloom and doom.

Important gains continue for women, and 
increasing levels of education and growth in 
sharing-economy jobs oer hope for the future.
Women are now more likely than men to ob-
tain a college degree and increasingly likely to 
have careers as opposed to just jobs, and their 
earnings (adjusted for factors such as educa-
tion, occupation, and experience) are near par-
ity with men’s.7

In addition, while the rise in numbers of 
young people attending school stems largely 
from lackluster employment prospects, a more 
educated workforce leads to higher earnings 
and economic output.

Finally, although efforts to thwart the 
growth in sharing-economy jobs (such as 
Uber and Airbnb) threaten their potential, 
these jobs provide huge opportunities to meet 
workers’ demands for exible work and ad-
ditional income.8

Despite great potential, government poli-
cies—including rising decits and debt, regula-
tions that impede employment opportunities 
and earnings growth, increased welfare and 
transfer benets that make it easier not to 
work, and rising marginal tax rates—are hold-
ing back employment. A vibrant labor market 
is a key component of social and economic 
well-being, and the government should seek 
to implement policies that promote work op-
portunities and full employment.

Rachel Greszler is Research Fellow in Economics,
Budget, and Entitlements in the Thomas A. 
Roe Institute for Economic Policy Studies, of 
the Institute for Economic Freedom, at The 
Heritage Foundation.









The Heritage Foundation  |  heritage.org 83

are projected to keep growing at an unsustain-
able rate as health spending grows faster than 
the economy.

Large deficits and growing debt are not 
cheap. Over the coming decade, U.S. debt held 
by the public is projected to swell to as high 
as 89 percent of GDP.4 As the debt increases, 
so does the cost of the interest we must pay to 
those who hold the debt—money that cannot 
be used for other priorities. In addition, the 
current tax system impedes economic growth. 
Not only are tax rates too high, but the design
of the U.S. income tax makes investment more 
costly, stunting business activity, job creation, 
and wage growth.

The chief tax impediment to economic 
growth is America’s unusually high corpo-
rate income tax rate, topping out at one of the 
world’s highest rates: almost 40 percent.5 The 
corporate income tax is poorly designed and 
harms U.S. workers, investors, and the econo-
my as a whole. Because the corporate income 
tax is ultimately borne by individuals (and 
mostly by workers), any tax reform plan should
at least drive the rate as low as possible—if not 
get rid of it completely.6

In recent years, America has been losing the 
global competition for businesses. Prominent 
American rms like Burger King and Anheus-
er-Busch have moved parts of their businesses 

overseas to escape high U.S. taxes.7 Lowering 
the corporate income tax rate and other im-
portant business tax reforms would reverse the 
tide of corporations leaving the U.S., increase 
domestic investment, and ensure a more stable 
tax base.

In addition to business tax reform, there are 
many other important ways to update the tax 
code. True reform should allow American fam-
ilies to keep more of the money they earn in-
stead of sending it to Washington. This should 
be done by applying simple and transparent
low rates on a broad base that eliminates the 
double taxation of investment.

Putting the federal budget back on a sus-
tainable path requires both tax and spending 
reforms. Pro-growth tax reforms can unleash 
private investment, encourage job creation, 
and fuel economic growth. To make these 
necessary tax reforms sustainable in the long 
run, Congress must rethink how it spends the 
American people’s money. Addressing the main 
drivers of current and future government debt 
is essential if we are to keep taxes low both now
and in the future.

Adam N. Michel is a Policy Analyst in the Thomas 
A. Roe Institute for Economic Policy Studies, 
of the Institute for Economic Freedom, at The 
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means there are fewer businesses with growth 
potential that can scale to create quality jobs 
for local communities and our nation. Because 
the lion’s share of innovation comes from start-
ups and small rms, America’s innovative ca-
pacity and competitiveness also suer.

Policies that encourage greater economic 
growth and capital formation will help to cre-
ate the positive conditions that are needed to 
strengthen confidence and therefore more 
risk-taking by individuals, but are policies 
alone enough? Is America’s entrepreneurial
culture in an irreversible state of decline?

Entrepreneurship has long been viewed as 
part of America’s DNA and embedded in our 
culture, but how young students view the idea 
of starting a business should also be monitored 
more closely. The 2016 Gallup–HOPE Index, 
which “quantifies the energy of America’s 
youth,” nds a declining interest in the number 
of young students who say they want to start 
their own businesses.2 On top of this, startups 
owned by millennials have reached a 24-year 
low for those 30 years old and younger, accord-
ing to a report by the Federal Reserve: 3.4 per-
cent of people 30 years of age and under owned 
a business in 2013 versus 10.6 percent in 1989.3

Thankfully, there is some positive news 
from the Gallup–HOPE Index. Young students 
from lower-income families were much more 
likely to say they want to start a business. Our 
educational system needs to support these 

students who express such bold aspirations. 
Successful entrepreneurs and mentors can 
help to design modern and specialized pro-
grams to enhance these students’ knowledge 
and enable their dreams. In general, our educa-
tional institutions need to play a role in expos-
ing young people to business ownership and 
providing them with the skills and experiences 
for successful entrepreneurship.

Other nations have worked hard to embed 
America’s culture and best practices for devel-
oping ecosystems that encourage and support
entrepreneurship. Many now outpace the U.S. 
in startup activity. Scores of emerging econo-
mies that I have visited to provide training and 
policy solutions have made entrepreneurship
a national priority, and it is paying o. Yet our 
elected ocials do not seem to recognize the 
severity of our problem.

America is strong when our startup activity 
is strong. Quality job growth, innovation, the 
opportunity for nancial success, and strong 
economic growth all depend on entrepreneur-
ship. Rebuilding America’s entrepreneurial
spirit will require institutional, political, poli-
cy, and personal support. We can easily get our 
entrepreneurial mojo back. We just need the 
commitment of leaders across this nation to 
make it happen.

Karen Kerrigan is President and CEO of the Small 
Business and Entrepreneurship Council.
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have had their businesses destroyed by this 
IRS power grab.

Although the IRS portrayed the new restric-
tions as a way to protect consumers, the licens-
ing scheme was riddled with carve-outs and 
loopholes that beneted powerful industry in-
siders. Attorneys, certied public accountants 
(CPAs), and several types of “enrolled agents” 
were completely exempt from the new license 
and its requirements. Moreover, after heavy 
lobbying by trade groups like the American 
Institute of CPAs, tax preparers who were su-
pervised by attorneys, CPAs, or enrolled agents 
at either a law rm or a CPA rm were also ex-
empt from the regulations.

Faced with the prospect of fewer competi-
tors, two of America’s largest tax preparers, 
H&R Block and Jackson Hewitt, backed the 
new requirements.1 So did Intuit, the mak-
ers of TurboTax, which was exempt from the 
licensing regulations. In fact, a former H&R 
Block CEO was even responsible for drafting 
the IRS’s licensing regime.2

Determined to vindicate her right to earn
an honest living, Sabina partnered with the 
Institute for Justice (IJ) and sued the IRS.3 
Incredibly, the agency had claimed that its li-
censing rules were authorized pursuant to an 
1884 law signed by President Chester A. Arthur 
that regulated compensation for dead horses 
belonging to Civil War veterans. After a taxing 
ght, Loving and the IJ prevailed. In 2014, the 
D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that the 
IRS had no authority to license tax preparers.4 
With the threat of licensing no longer over her 
head, Sabina could continue her business and
help her community thrive. In 2015, she even 
testied before Congress on the importance of 
securing economic liberty.5

But burdensome regulations go far beyond 
the IRS and have proliferated rapidly. During 
the 1950s, about 5 percent of Americans need-
ed a government-issued license to work, and 
government-mandated licensing was limited 
to a handful of trades such as medicine and the 
law. By 2013, over one-fourth of the nation’s 
workforce was either licensed or certied.6 By 
comparison, that gure is well above the num-
ber of workers who earn at or below minimum 
wage or who are represented by a union.7

Many licensing schemes are completely ir-
rational. Hair braiders, shampooers, fortune 
tellers, orists, tree trimmers, teeth whiten-
ers, and interior designers are all licensed in at 
least one state. A 2012 IJ report found that in 
many states, barbers, cosmetologists, and con-
struction contractors must complete far more 
training for their licenses than is required for 
emergency medical technicians who literally 
hold people’s lives in their hands.8

Collectively, that red tape imposes substan-
tial costs on the economy. The Brookings In-
stitution reports that licensure can increase
costs for consumers by anywhere from 5 per-
cent to 33 percent.9 According to The Heritage 
Foundation, licensing raises prices for the 
average American household by more than 
$1,000 each year.10

Sabina fought hard to secure her right to 
economic liberty. If policymakers truly want 
to expand economic opportunity for all Ameri-
cans, curbing onerous and needless licensing 
laws would be a great place to start.

Nick Sibilla is a Communications Associate at the
Institute for Justice.
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their birth rate for the rst time in our his-
tory.7 Nearly a decade later, their recovery is 
only marginal.8

To take a simpler example, the mere act of 
paying one’s taxes has become so complicated 
that “Mom-and-Pop” companies that used to 
do their own taxes now routinely hire CPAs 
rather than risk the costly nes that result 
from running afoul of multiple minor regula-
tions. That is the sort of policy that eats away at 
margins, forces many enterprises to fold, and 
prevents countless others from entering the
market in the rst place.

If freedom consisted in being protected by 
regulation from anything that might go wrong, 
we might be on the right path, but if we mea-
sure our freedom by how easily the young, the 
poor, and the innovative can participate in and 
enter the economy, then the path we are on ap-
pears to be a dead end.

Andreas Widmer is Director of the Ciocca Center 
for Principled Entrepreneurship at the Catholic 
University of America’s Busch School of Business 
and Economics.
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Supplementary Statistical Analysis
Jamie Bryan Hall

For each indicator, the latest gure and its 
one-year, ve-year, and 10-year changes are 

easy to understand in terms of raw data, but 
we need supplementary statistical analysis to 
determine whether its observed trend may be 
merely random variation in the data.

To determine the appropriate regression 
model to use for each indicator, we must iden-
tify which indicators are trend stationary and 
which are possibly nonstationary. A trend-
stationary indicator shows random movement
around a trend line with a tendency to return to 
that trend line over time, while a nonstationary 
indicator follows a random walk (possibly with 
drift).1 We rst calculate the augmented Dickey–
Fuller test statistic under the null hypothesis 
that the indicator follows a random walk with 
drift. For p-values less than 0.1 (i.e., when there 
is less than 10 percent chance that as extreme 
a value of the test statistic would be observed if 
the null hypothesis were true), we reject the null 
hypothesis and deem the indicator to be trend 
stationary. Of the 31 indicators, 16 are trend sta-
tionary and 15 are possibly nonstationary.

While we use the full series of available 
data for each indicator, the Index highlights 

recent trends. We allow older data to lose 
statistical inuence gradually over time by 
calculating geometrically decaying impor-
tance weights with a common ratio of 0.8. For 
example, data from 10 years prior to the lat-
est year will receive a weight of 0.810 ≈ 0.134 
times the weight of the data from the latest 
year. This choice of common ratio means that 
average age of the data used, weighted by its 
importance in the regression model, is about 
ve years prior to the latest year, the same
weighted average age as if we had used equally 
weighted data from the latest and 10 previ-
ous years but with far less sensitivity to the 
behavior of the indicator ve–10 years prior 
to the latest year.2

For each trend-stationary indicator, we 
then regress the data against time, allowing 
for the possibility that the deviations from 
the trend line depend on those from the pre-
vious period and may not be normally distrib-
uted. This is accomplished by estimating an 
ARIMA (1, 0, 0) model3 with robust standard
errors using our importance weights. For each 
regression, we report the p-value of the test 
statistic for the trend parameter under the null 

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

2. We examined the sensitivity of the regression model results to the choice of common ratio in the range from 0.7 to 0.9 and found 
that it has little eect on the statistical signicance of most of the estimated trend parameters.

3. An ARIMA (p, d, q) model represents autoregressive integrated moving average with parameters p, d, and q and is the primary 
class of model used in time series analysis. The model may be extended in a variety of ways, and an explanation of the methods 
used to select an appropriate model structure is beyond the scope of this book.
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hypothesis of a zero trend. Eight of 16 indica-
tors have a p-value less than 0.1, indicating a 
non-zero trend.

For each nonstationary indicator, we esti-
mate a regression model of the year-to-year 
change in the available data, allowing for the 
possibility that the errors depend on those 
from the previous period and may not be 
normally distributed. This is accomplished 
by estimating an ARIMA (0, 1, 1) model with 
robust standard errors using our importance 
weights. For these regressions, we report the
p-value of the test statistic for the constant 
parameter under the null hypothesis of a zero 
constant. With p-values less than 0.1, eight of 

15 indicators show a non-zero constant param-
eter, which is analogous to a non-zero trend pa-
rameter for a trend-stationary indicator.

Overall, 16 of 31 indicators in the Index show 
a statistically signicant trend, nine of which 
are on the right track and seven of which are 
on the wrong track, while 15 currently show no 
clear statistically signicant trend. The com-
prehensive table on pp. 100 and 101 reports 
these results, which we calculated using the 
statistical software package Stata 13.

Jamie Bryan Hall is a Senior Policy Analyst in 
the Center for Data Analysis, of the Institute for 
Economic Freedom, at The Heritage Foundation.
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Indicator Sources
Marriage
Marriage rate (per 1,000 unmarried women age 15 and older), 1970–1996: U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau,
Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2001 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Oce, 2002), Table 117, http://www.census.gov/
prod/2002pubs/01statab/vitstat.pdf (accessed July 10, 2014). Marriage rate, 1997–2012: Calculated by The Heritage Foundation by 
dividing the annual number of marriages, provided by the National Center for Health Statistics, by the number of unmarried women 
age 15 and older, provided by the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, and then multiplying the ratio by 1,000. Marriage rate, 
1997: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, 
“Births, Deaths, Marriages, and Divorces: Provisional Data for 1998,” National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 47, No. 21 (June 6, 1999), Table 
1, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr47/nvs47_21.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Number of marriages, 1998–1999: U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, “Births, Deaths, 
Marriages, and Divorces: Provisional Data for 1999,” National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 48, No. 19 (February 22, 2001), Table 1, http://
www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr48/nvs48_19.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Provisional number of marriages and marriage rate, United 
States, 2000–2015: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Vital Statistics 
System, “National Marriage and Divorce Rate Trends for 2000–2015,” http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/marriage_divorce_tables.htm
(accessed April 4, 2017). Number of unmarried women age 15 and older: U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, “People 
and Households, Families and Living Arrangements Main, Data, Historical Time Series, Table MS-1,” http://www.census.gov/hhes/
families/data/marital.html (accessed March 21, 2017).

Divorce
Divorce rate, 1960–1969: Sally C. Clarke, “Advanced Reports of Final Divorce Statistics, 1989 and 1990,” Monthly Vital Statistics Report, 
Vol. 43, No. 9 (March 22, 1995), Table 1, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/mvsr/supp/mv43_09s.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). Divorce 
rate, 1970–1999: U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2012 (Washington: U.S. 
Government Printing Oce, 2013), Table 78, http://www.census.gov/prod/2011pubs/12statab/vitstat.pdf (accessed July 12, 2014). 
Provisional number of divorces and annulments and rate, United States, 2000–2015: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Vital Statistics System, “National Marriage and Divorce Rate Trends,” http://www.
cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/marriage_divorce_tables.htm (accessed April 4, 2017).

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

Fertility
Joyce A. Martin, Brady E. Hamilton, Michelle J. K. Osterman, Anne K. Driscoll, and T. J. Mathews, “Births: Final Data for 2015,” U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National 
Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 66, No. 1 (January 5, 2017), Tables 4 and 8, https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr66/nvsr66_01.pdf 
(accessed February 13, 2017).

Single-Parent Households
U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, “Families and Living Arrangements: Living 
Arrangements of Children,” Table CH-1, http://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/children.html (accessed March 22, 2017), and 
“Families and Living Arrangements: 2016: Children (C table series),” Table C3, https://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/cps2016C.
html (accessed March 22, 2017).

Note: The percentage of children in single-parent households was calculated by dividing the total number of children in one-parent 
households by all children in the population. Prior to 2007, children living with unwed cohabiting parents were included with children 
living in single-parent households. Starting in 2007, the U.S. Census included children living with unwed cohabiting parents with “two-
parent” households. However, this Index counts children living in unwed cohabiting households with children living in single-parent 
households because social science research shows that outcomes for children living in cohabiting households are more similar to those 
for children living with single parents than they are to those for children living with married parents.
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Teen Drug Use
Lloyd D. Johnston, Patrick M. O’Malley, Richard A. Miech, Jerald G. Bachman, and John E. Schulenberg, Monitoring the Future: National 
Survey Results on Drug Use, 1975–2016, Overview: Key Findings on Adolescent Drug Use (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, Institute 
for Social Research, January 2017), Table 7, http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/pubs/monographs/mtf-overview2016.pdf (accessed 
February 22, 2017); Richard A. Miech, Lloyd D. Johnston, Patrick M. O’Malley, Jerald G. Bachman, John E. Schulenberg, and Megan E.
Patrick, Monitoring the Future: National Survey Results on Drug Use, 1975–2016, Volume I, Secondary School Students (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan, Institute for Social Research, June 2017), Table 5-3, http://www.monitoringthefuture.org/pubs/monographs/
mtf-vol1_2016.pdf (accessed February 22, 2017).

Abstinence Among High Schoolers
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, High School YRBS, “Youth Online,” https://
nccd.cdc.gov/Youthonline/App/Default.aspx (accessed December 6, 2016). Select “Sexual Behaviors,” “Ever had sexual intercourse,” “All 
Years,” “12th Grade.”

Abortion Rate
1973–1990: Rachel K. Jones and Jenna Jerman, “Abortion Incidence and Service Availability in the United States, 2011,” Perspectives 
on Sexual and Reproductive Health, Vol. 46, No. 1 (March 2014), Table 1, https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/default/les/pdfs/journals/
psrh.46e0414.pdf (accessed June 10, 2016). 1991–2008: Rachel K. Jones and Kathryn Kooistra, “Abortion Incidence and Access to 
Services in the United States, 2008,” Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, Vol. 43, No. 1 (March 2011), Table 1, http://
www.guttmacher.org/pubs/psrh/full/4304111.pdf (accessed June 10, 2016). 1995–2014: Rachel K. Jones and Jenna Jerman, “Abortion 
Incidence and Service Availability in the United States, 2014,” Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, Vol. 4, No. 1 (January 
2017), Table 1, https://www.guttmacher.org/sites/default/les/article_les/abortion-incidence-us.pdf (accessed February 2017).

Religious Attendance
General Social Survey, “GSS 1972–2016 Cross-Sectional Cumulative Data (Release 1, March 29, 2017),” http://gss.norc.org/getthedata/
Pages/Home.aspx (accessed April 4, 2017). Variable tables obtained using SDA 4.0 “Selected Study: GSS 1972–2016 Cumulative 
Datale,” http://sda.berkeley.edu/sdaweb/analysis/?dataset=gss16 (accessed April 10, 2017). Attendance percentages are estimated 
using the variables “year” (row) and “attend” (column), using the composite weight. “Weekly” attendance includes respondents who 
report attending “nearly every week” or more frequently; “monthly” attendance includes those who report attending “once” or “several 
times” a month; “yearly” attendance includes those who report attending “several times a year”; and “rarely/never” attendance 
includes those who report attending “once a year” or less frequently.

Note: GSS data are surveyed biannually.

Violent Crime Rate
1993–2011: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, “Crime in the United States 2012,” Table 1, “Crime in the United 
States by Volume and Rate per 100,000 inhabitants, 1993–2012,” http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2012/crime-
in-the-u.s.-2012/tables/1tabledatadecoverviewpdf/table_1_crime_in_the_united_states_by_volume_and_rate_per_100000_
inhabitants_1993-2012.xls. (accessed June 23, 2014). 2013–2014: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, “Crime in the 
United States 2014,” Table 1, “Crime in the United States by Volume and Rate per 100,000 inhabitants, 1995–2014,” https://www.fbi.gov/
about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2014/crime-in-the-u.s.-2014/tables/table-1 (accessed February 29, 2016). 2014–2015, Federal Bureau
of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, “Crime in the United States 2015,” Table 1, “Crime in the United States by Volume and Rate per 
100,000 inhabitants, 1996–2015,” https://ucr.fbi.gov/crime-in-the-u.s/2015/crime-in-the-u.s.-2015/tables/table-1 (accessed December 6, 
2016).

Volunteer
News release, “Volunteering in the United States, 2006,” U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 10, 2007, 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/volun_01102007.pdf (accessed June 2, 2016); news release, “Volunteering in the United 
States—2011,” U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 22, 2012, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/
volun_02222012.htm (accessed June 2, 2016); news release, “Volunteering in the United States—2015,” U.S. Department of Labor, 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 25, 2016, http://www.bls.gov/news.release/volun.nr0.htm (accessed February 29, 2016).

Labor Force Participation Rate
U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/data/, multi-screen data search (accessed February 29, 2016).
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Unwed Birth Rate
All racial groups 2015: Joyce A. Martin, Brady E. Hamilton, Michelle J. K. Osterman, Anne K. Driscoll, and T. J. Mathews, “Births: Final Data 
for 2015,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, 
National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 66, No. 1 (January 5, 2017), Table 14, https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr66/nvsr66_01.pdf 
(February 14, 2017). All racial groups, 2014: Brady E. Hamilton, Joyce A. Martin, Michelle J. K. Osterman, Sally C. Curtin, and T. J. Mathews,
“Births: Final Data for 2014,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center 
for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 64, No. 12 (December 23, 2015), Table 14, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/
nvsr64/nvsr64_12.pdf (accessed February 29, 2016). All racial groups, 2013: Joyce A. Martin, Brady E. Hamilton, Michelle J. K. Osterman, 
Sally C. Curtin, and T. J. Mathews, “Births: Final Data for 2013,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 64, No. 1 (January 15, 2015), Table 14, http://www.
cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr64/nvsr64_01.pdf (accessed May 12, 2015). All racial groups, 2012: Joyce A. Martin, Brady E. Hamilton, Michelle 
J. K. Osterman, Sally C. Curtin, and T. J. Mathews, “Births: Final Data for 2012,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 62, No. 9 (December 30, 2013), 
Table 14, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr62/nvsr62_09.pdf (accessed June 2, 2016). All racial groups, 2011: Joyce A. Martin, Brady 
E. Hamilton, Stephanie J. Ventura, Michelle J. K. Osterman, and T. J. Mathews, “Births: Final Data for 2011,” U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 
62, No. 1 (June 28, 2013), Table 14, http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr62/nvsr62_01.pdf (accessed July 14, 2014). All races; White,
non-Hispanic; Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic, 1993–2010: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics System, VitalStats, “Demographic Characteristics of Mother,” 
http://205.207.175.93/VitalStats/ReportFolders/ReportFolders.aspx (accessed July 14, 2014). Black, non-Hispanic, 1990: Child Trends 
Databank, “Appendix 1, Percentage of All Births that Were to Unmarried Women, by Race and Hispanic Origin, and Age, Selected Years, 
1960–2011,” July 2013, http://www.childtrends.org/?indicators=births-to-unmarried-women (accessed June 22, 2016). All races, 1970–1992; 
White, 1970–1989; White, non-Hispanic, 1990–1992; Black, 1970–1989; Hispanic, 1990–1992: Stephanie J. Ventura and Christine A. Bachrach, 
“Nonmarital Childbearing in the United States 1940–99,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 48, No. 16 (October 18, 2000), Table 4 at http://www.
cdc.gov/nchs/data/nvsr/nvsr48/nvs48_16.pdf (accessed July 14, 2014).

Self-Suciency
1959–2015: U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplements. 
Historical Poverty Tables–People and Families, Table 2, “Poverty Status of People, by Family Relationship, Race, and Hispanic Origin: 
1959–2015, https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-people.html (accessed 
December 6, 2016). 1947–1958: Gordon Fisher, “Estimates of the Poverty Population Under the Current Ocial Denition for Years 
Before 1959,” U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Oce of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 1986.

Total Welfare Spending
Heritage Foundation research based on U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, Green Book: Background 
Material and Data on Programs Within the Jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means, July 15, 1994, http://greenbook.
waysandmeans.house.gov/sites/greenbook.waysandmeans.house.gov/les/Letter%20of%20Transmittal.pdf (accessed June 10, 
2016); Karen Spar, “Cash and Noncash Benets for Persons with Limited Income: Eligibility Rules, Recipient and Expenditure Data
FY2002–FY2004,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, March 27, 2006, http://le.wikileaks.org/le/crs/RL33340.
pdf (accessed June 24, 2014), and earlier editions, 1976 to 2005; U.S. Oce of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States 
Government (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Oce, various years); U.S. Oce of Management and Budget, Budget of the 
United States Government: Historical Tables (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Oce, various years), https://www.whitehouse.
gov/omb/budget/Historicals (accessed June 2, 2016); Peter Germanis and Richard Bavier, eds., Up from Dependency: A New National 
Public Policy Assistance Strategy, Supplement 1: The National Public Assistance System, Vol. 2: A Compendium of Public Assistance 
Programs: Major Cash, Food, and Housing Programs, Executive Oce of the President, Interagency Low-Income Opportunity Advisory 
Board, September 1987, http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED316589 (accessed June 10, 2016); Ida C. Merriam and Alfred M. Skolnik, Social Welfare 
Expenditures Under Public Programs in the United States, 1929–66, Social Security Administration, Oce of Research and Statistics 
Research Report No. 25, 1968, https://archive.org/details/socialwelfareexp00merr (June 2, 2016); and Social Security Administration, 
Social Security Bulletin, various issues, https://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/ssb/index.html (accessed June 2, 2016).

Subsidized Public Housing
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, Oce of Policy Development and Research, “Assisted Housing: National and 
Local, Picture of Subsidized Households,” 1996–2016, http://www.huduser.org/portal/datasets/assthsg.html (accessed June 2, 2017).

Note: There is a gap in annual data from this set prior to 2004.
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Food Stamp Participation
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, “Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program and Costs (Data as of May 5, 2017),” https://www.fns.usda.gov/sites/default/les/pd/SNAPsummary.pdf (accessed
June 1, 2017).

TANF Participation
1961–2013: U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, Green Book: Background Material and Data on Programs 
Within the Jurisdiction of the Committee on Ways and Means, 2014, Table 7-9, http://greenbook.waysandmeans.house.gov/sites/
greenbook.waysandmeans.house.gov/les/Table%207-9.pdf (accessed June 10, 2016). 2014–2016: U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Oce of Family Assistance, Data and Reports, TANF Caseload Data, http://
www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/ofa/programs/tanf/data-reports (accessed December 6, 2016).

TANF Work Participation Rate
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Oce of Family Assistance, Work 
Participation Rates, 1997–2015, https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ofa/resource-library/search?area[2377]=2377#?page=1&keyword[0]=Work%20
Participation%20Rate%20%28WPR%29&area[2377]=2377&type[3084]=3084&ajax=1 (accessed December 6, 2016). Estimate for 2015 
excludes households in 12 states receiving token payments. See pp. 58–59 for Heritage analysis.

Reading Prociency
U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational
Progress, 1992, 1994, 1998, 2002, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2009, 2011, 2013, and 2015 Reading Assessments, http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/
naepdata/report.aspx?p=2-RED-2-20153,20133,20113,20093,20073,20053,20033,20003,20002,19983,19982,19942,19922-RRPCM-TOTAL-
NT-MN_MN-Y_J-0-0-5 (accessed March 21, 2016).

Note: Previous editions of the Index of Culture and Opportunity used NAEP long-term trend data for 17-year-olds’ reading prociency. 
The infrequency of updates of those data prompted this year’s switch to the more regularly released NAEP data for 8th-grade reading 
prociency. Per NAEP policy, accommodations were not permitted for the years 1992 and 1994.

Charter School Enrollment
2000–2012: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education 
Statistics: 2013, Table 216.30, “Number and Percentage Distribution of Public Elementary and Secondary Students and Schools, by 
Traditional or Charter School Status and Selected Characteristics: Selected years, 1999–2000 Through 2011–12,” http://nces.ed.gov/
programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_216.30.asp?current=yes (accessed February 24, 2015). 2013–2015: U.S. Department of Education, Institute 
of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics: 2015, Table 216.20, “Number and Enrollment 
of Public Elementary and Secondary Schools, by School Level, Type, and Charter and Magnet Status: Selected Years, 1990–91 Through 
2014–15,” https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d16/tables/dt16_216.20.asp?current=yes asp (accessed February 25, 2017).

Private School Choice Participation
Matt Frendewey, Krista Carney, Whitney Marcavage, Paul Dauphin, Kim Martinez, and Kimberly Sawatka, School Choice Yearbook 
2015–2016, American Federation for Children Growth Fund, 2016, http://afcgrowthfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/2015-16-
School-Choice-Yearbook-4_27.pdf (accessed June 2, 2017).

High School Graduation Rate
1970–2012: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education 
Statistics: 2013, Table 219.10, “High School Graduates, by Sex and Control of School: Selected Years, 1869–70 Through 2023–24,” 
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d13/tables/dt13_219.10.asp?current=yes (accessed February 25, 2015). 2013: U.S. Department of 
Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, Digest of Education Statistics: 2015, Table 219.35, 
“Public High School Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate (AFGR), by State or Jurisdiction: Selected Years, 1990–91 Through 2012–13,” 
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_219.35.asp (accessed February 29, 2016).

Student Loan Debt
College Board, “Trends in Student Aid 2016,” Trends in Higher Education Series, 2016, Figure 13, “Average Cumulative Debt Levels in 
2015 Dollars: Bachelor’s Degree Recipients at Four-Year Institutions, 1999–00 to 2014–15, Selected Years,” https://trends.collegeboard.
org/sites/default/les/2016-trends-student-aid.pdf (accessed June 5, 2017).
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Employment-to-Population Ratio
U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/data/, multi-screen data search (accessed February 15, 2017).

Unemployment Rate
U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, and U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, http://www.bls.gov/data/, multi-screen data search (accessed February 15, 2017).

Job Openings Rate
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey, http://www.bls.gov/data/, multi-screen 
data search (accessed February 15, 2017).

Job Hires Rate
U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey, http://www.bls.gov/data/, multi-screen 
data search (accessed February 15, 2017).

Money Taxed Away by Federal Government
U.S. Oce of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2018: Historical Tables, Table 1.2, 
“Summary of Receipts, Outlays, and Surpluses or Decits (–) as Percentages of GDP: 1930–2022,” http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/
budget/Historicals (accessed June 12, 2017).

Start-Up Job Share
U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, “Business Dynamics Statistics (BDS) Data Tables: Firm Characteristics: Firm 
Age,” http://www.census.gov/ces/dataproducts/bds/data_rm.html (accessed June 12, 2017). Total employment: U.S. Department of 
Commerce, U.S. Census Bureau, “Business Dynamics Statistics (BDS) Data Tables: Firm Characteristics: Economy Wide,” http://www.
census.gov/ces/dataproducts/bds/data_rm.html (accessed June 12, 2017).

Major Federal Regulations
U.S. Oce of Management and Budget, Oce of Information and Regulatory Aairs, “Unied Agenda and Regulatory Plan Search 
Criteria,” http://www.reginfo.gov/public/do/eAgendaAdvancedSearch (accessed June 1, 2017); James L. Gattuso and Diane Katz, “Red 
Tape Rising 2016: Obama Regs Top $100 Billion Annually,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3015, May 23, 2016, Chart 4, http://
www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/05/red-tape-rising-2016-obama-regs-top-100-billion-annually.

Economic Freedom
Terry Miller and Anthony B. Kim, 2017 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington: The Heritage Foundation, 2017), http://www.heritage.
org/index/country/unitedstates.

NOTE: Data for each indicator are drawn from publicly available sources. Each indicator used the most recently available data as 
of March 2017. Wherever possible, the Index uses annually updated data. The change over a period of years is reported for 
each of the indicators. For most indicators, this report includes 10-year, ve-year, and one-year changes. The only exceptions 
are those for which annual data are not available, and those exceptions are noted on their charts. For three indicators—
the percentage that attends religious services weekly, the percentage of sexually experienced 12th-graders, and reading 
prociency of 8th-grade students—only biannual data were available. One indicator—charter school enrollment—transitioned 
from biannual to annual frequency in 2010. Indicators included in this report are illustrative and not a direct or exhaustive 
measure of culture and opportunity.
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