
Fatherhood
Programs

and Healthy Marriage
Funding

M A R G U E R I T E  R O U L E T

  
P

o
l

ic
y

 &
 P

r
a

c
t

ic
e

 S
e

r
ie

s
 

June 2009





Fatherhood
Programs
and Healthy Marriage 

Funding
M A R G U E R I T E  R O U L E T

  
P

o
l

i
c

y
 &

 P
r

a
c

t
i

c
e

 
June 2009



4 | Fatherhood Progr apms and Healthy Marriage Funding



Center for Fa mily Policy and Pr actice | 5 

Executive Summary

While fatherhood programming over the past two decades has typically incorporated 
a poverty-reduction orientation, some recent policy and social service initiatives 
directed at low-income fathers and their families have minimized this focus in 
favor of relationship- and marriage-enhancement services. This report addresses 
the implications of this shift and reactions to it among select fatherhood program 
providers.

 The report addresses the following issues:

• The development of fatherhood programming and its link to marriage promotion and 

anti-poverty policy in the period leading up to welfare reform and the creation of the 

TANF (Temporary Aid to Needy Families) program

• The incorporation of fatherhood, marriage, and poverty reduction within the welfare 

reform law, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 

1996

• Early implementation of the PRWORA and its implications for programs

• Typical services provided by programs directed at low-income fathers

• TANF reauthorization and the Healthy Marriage Initiative of the Administration 

for Children and Families (ACF, HHS), the move away from poverty reduction, and 

the program implications of the ambiguity between poverty reduction and marriage 

services, in terms of program clients, funding sources, and program objectives and 

assessments

• Typical services provided by marriage programs

• Evaluation of Healthy Marriage programs

• Fatherhood program providers’ responses to the changes and their perspectives on the 

implications for programs and program clients

This project and report were made possible by the generous support of The Charles Stewart Mott Foundation.
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Fatherhood Programs 
and Healthy Marriage Funding
 BY MARGUERITE ROULET

Introduction

Over the past two decades, community-based programs that provide services to low-
income fathers have been supported through a broad variety of funding sources. Each 
of these funding sources has come with a somewhat different objective (e.g., parenting 
support, employment assistance) and has targeted a specific clientele (e.g., fathers of 
children in Head Start programs, un- or underemployed fathers with child support 
debt). Although these funding streams have focused on different aspects of fathers’ 
situations, they have had a common focus on low-income fathers and on enhancing 
their ability to be involved with their children. Programming for low-income fathers 
may include parent-child activity groups, parenting support, employment assistance 
programs, education and training services, help with housing and transportation, 
mentoring programs, and/or assistance with child support and other legal matters. By 
virtue of working with low-income fathers, any of these activities also focus on the 
barriers that result from poverty.

  In recent years, however, the direction of support for low-income fathers has 
changed. Even as many of the earlier funding initiatives (both public and private) have 
come to an end or have ceased to identify low-income fathers as a target clientele, the 
direction of public support for low-income families in general has come to focus less 
on meeting the recognized needs of men and women in regard to their roles as parents, 
and more on addressing nuclear family structure. This shift in funding has changed 
not only the orientation from parents and children to couples and nuclear families, but 
has also lessened the poverty-reduction focus of the earlier initiatives. While originally 
represented as a means to address poverty, the focus on nuclear families and marriage 
has increasingly become a goal in and of itself, as a means to enhance general family 
and child well-being.

 Focus on the nuclear family was encouraged with passage of the 1996 welfare 
reform legislation, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act (PRWORA), which replaced the Aid to Families with Dependent Children 
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(AFDC) program with the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
program. Even more recently, marriage programs have received substantial public and 
private support, particularly following the federal Administration for Children and 
Families’ (ACF) 2002 launch of the broad-scale Healthy Marriage Initiative, which 
provided over $90 million in marriage-related programming support. Moreover, under 
the reauthorization of the TANF program in 2006, $100 million per year over a 5-year 
period was set aside to support Healthy Marriage Demonstration grants, and $50 
million per year over a 5-year period was set aside to support Responsible Fatherhood 
Demonstration grants that include a significant focus on healthy marriage activities. 
While fatherhood programs could continue to provide parenting and economic 
support services with these funds, they could also choose to devote some or all of their 
resources to activities designated as healthy marriage activities. Over one-third of the 
programs that were awarded such grants chose to provide healthy marriage activities as 
a part of their services. 

 As an agency concerned with understanding and improving the situations of 
low-income fathers and their families, the Center for Family Policy and Practice 
(CFFPP) has followed these changes with interest. We have been interested not 
only in the policy implications of this shift, but also in its effect on services for low-
income fathers. In 2008, we conducted interviews with fatherhood programs and 
program networks throughout the country to gain a sense of their perspectives on 
these issues and to determine whether they believe this change in funding is affecting 
the provision of services to low-income fathers. We were interested in several issues, 
including how the change in the focus of funding affected programming, whether the 
funding direction created opportunities to provide new services, whether it eliminated 
opportunities to provide certain services, whether program staff believed fathers were 
interested in receiving marriage/relationship services, and whether program staff 
members were interested in providing these services. 

Fatherhood, Marriage, and Welfare Reform

Much of the support for fatherhood programs in the U.S. dates to the late 1980s 
and 1990s, when scholarly research, popular culture, and policy agendas conflated 
to generate interest in the meaning of fatherhood and the roles fathers play in the 
lives of their children. This interest culminated in the development of what some 
referred to as a national “fatherhood movement.” Broad-scale national organizations 
like the National Fatherhood Initiative (NFI), along with numerous state and local 
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organizations and initiatives underscored the importance of fathers within families and 
identified their undervaluation as a serious cultural crisis. As former NFI president 
Wade Horn put it when reflecting upon the initial meeting of advocates that led to the 
founding of the NFI in 1994, “We realized that the growing absence of fathers was 
the most consequential social trend in our culture—for families and for civil society” 
(Horn cited in National Fatherhood Initiative 2008).

 Judith Stacey’s review of some of the early and politically-driven writings of 
this period clearly demonstrates that the focus on fatherhood was not merely about 
fatherhood per se, but for some was also about protecting the nuclear family in the 
face of demographic, cultural, and social challenges to its widely-accepted status as 
the predominant family structure in U.S. society (Stacey 1996). One of the leading 
figures within the fatherhood field (and the founding chairman of the board of the 
NFI), David Blankenhorn, directly associated fatherhood with marriage and two-
parent family structure, and explicitly and implicitly constructed fatherhood outside 
of marriage (i.e., in unmarried or post-divorce families) as “father absence” and 
“fatherlessness.” Thus, he introduced his influential 1995 book Fatherless America: 
Confronting Our Most Urgent Social Problem in the following way:

The United States is becoming an increasingly fatherless society. A generation ago, 

an American child could reasonably expect to grow up with his or her father. Today, 

an American child can reasonably expect not to. Fatherlessness is now approaching a 

rough parity with fatherhood as a defining feature of American childhood.

This astonishing fact is reflected in many statistics, but here are the two most 

important. Tonight, about 40 percent of American children will go to sleep in homes in 

which their fathers do not live. Before they reach the age of eighteen, more than half of 

our nation’s children are likely to spend at least a significant portion of their childhood 

living apart from their fathers. Never before in this country have so many children 

been voluntarily abandoned by their fathers. Never before have so many children 

grown up without knowing what it means to have a father.

Fatherlessness is the most harmful demographic trend of this generation. It is the 

leading cause of declining child well-being in our society. It is also the engine driving 

our most urgent social problems, from crime to adolescent pregnancy to child sexual 

abuse to domestic violence against women (Blankenhorn 1995: 1).

In addition to representing a critical cultural loss and social crisis, some also identified 
father absence and fatherlessness as a primary economic crisis, responsible in large 
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measure for the high level of poverty among single mothers and children. For 
some, fatherlessness itself was the source of poverty among children. For example, 
Blankenhorn stated:

Fatherlessless causes child poverty. Indeed, according to numerous scholars, 

fatherlessness has become the single most powerful determinant of child poverty—

more than race, religion, or the educational attainment of the mother (ibid.: 43).

 A growing body of academic and policy literature during this period focused on 
the relationship between “fatherlessness” and poverty. Taken together these writings 
addressed the issue broadly, considering not only married, never-married, and divorced 
families, but also families with different income levels and from different ethnic, 
linguistic, and cultural groups. Authors also explored economic considerations (e.g., 
public assistance policies, employment trends) and policy provisions in the absence of 
marriage, such as paternity actions and the payment of child support. Within the social 
welfare policy field, a controversial but nonetheless influential consensus emerged that 
engaging fathers was a critical aspect of redefining and restructuring the policies that 
support low-income families. Fathers were represented as being important not only on 
a personal and emotional level, but also for the economic support they could provide 
children, and were therefore deemed appropriate subjects of social welfare policy. 
Subsequently, a significant body of policy literature emerged that focused on issues 
such as the processes involved in identifying the fathers of children who received public 
assistance, the reorganization and reinvigoration of the child support enforcement 
system, and the need to offset the cost of providing assistance to low-income children 
by increasing financial support from their fathers.1

 For other policy makers and advocates, including Horn and Blankenhorn, such a 
focus on fathers was insufficient. Given that they connected effective fatherhood to 
marriage, their advocacy on issues related to fatherhood became centered on marriage 
itself. Marriage was represented as providing overall positive benefits for all children 
and families and, in addition, critical economic benefits for low-income children 
and families. For these advocates, therefore, efforts to address child poverty through 
social policy required a focus not only on fatherhood, but also on marriage. In his 
2004 congressional testimony “The Effects of Marriage and Divorce on Families 
and Children,” Gordon Berlin, executive vice president of MDRC (Manpower 
Demonstration Research Corporation), reviewed the period leading to welfare reform 
in 1996 and beyond:

Concern about . . . trends in out-of-wedlock births and divorce, coupled with the 
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gnawing reality that child poverty is inextricably bound up with family structure, 

has encouraged conservatives and some liberals to focus on marriage as a solution. 

Proponents of this approach argued that many social policies—welfare and tax policy, 

for example—were actually anti-marriage, even if research only weakly demonstrated 

that the disincentives to marry embedded in these policies actually affected behavior. 

Moreover, they maintained that social policy should not be neutral—it should 

encourage and support healthy marriages—and they stressed the link between child 

poverty and single parenthood and the positive child effects associated with two-parent 

families (Berlin 2004: 3).

 Such a focus was, for example, advocated by Wade Horn and Andrew Bush, 
who argued in their publication Fathers, Marriage, and Welfare Reform that as states 
implemented their state TANF block grant programs, married families should be 
prioritized over single parents and children for some welfare services:

Rather than simply adding work programs into the old welfare system, states should 

pursue comprehensive reforms that will increase workforce attachment and, at the 

same time, increase marriage rates, decrease out-of-wedlock childbearing, and increase 

father involvement. We recommend six steps states should take to accomplish this: 

Step 1: Privilege marriage

States should begin by eliminating systemic preferences that give advantages to single-

parent families over two-parent, married families. But making welfare neutral when 

it comes to marriage is insufficient. States should establish explicit preferences for 

marriage in the distribution of select, discretionary benefits such as public housing 

units and Head Start slots. The goal should be to raise societal respect for the 

importance of marriage to children. Whether intentionally or not, welfare policies 

convey messages about what society thinks is right and wrong, and about the moral 

responsibilities society expects its citizens to possess and respect. This is not to say 

that we should be intolerant or fail to come to the aid of those who do not or cannot 

meet those standards. But welfare policy should convey an unambiguous message 

about what is important to the well-being of children. One very important ingredient 

for the well-being of children is growing up in a stable, two-parent household. Most 

often, this will require that the parents be married (Horn and Bush 1997: 3-4).
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Personal Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA)

The welfare reform legislation of 1996 incorporated both of these frameworks. It 
explicitly incorporated marriage, stating directly in the law that marriage contributes 
to general child well-being and has implications for alleviating poverty. PRWORA also 
focused on the economic role of fathers, both within and outside of marriage, and on 
their potential for reducing child poverty. Each of these tenets is carefully laid out in 
the congressional “findings” with which the legislation is introduced (see P.L.104-193, 
Sec. 101).

 The PRWORA findings (which are numbered 1 through 10) begin with a general 
endorsement of marriage and include a list of positive social implications of the 
institution and negative implications of its absence. For example, the findings state:

• (1) Marriage is the foundation of a successful society. 

• (2) Marriage is an essential institution of a successful society which promotes the 

interests of children. 

• (8)(B) Children born out-of-wedlock have a substantially higher risk of being born at 

a very low or moderately low birth weight. 

• (8)(C) Children born out-of-wedlock are more likely to experience low verbal 

cognitive attainment, as well as more child abuse, and neglect. 

• (8)(D) Children born out-of-wedlock were more likely to have lower cognitive scores, 

lower educational aspirations, and a greater likelihood of becoming teenage parents 

themselves. 

• (8)(E) Being born out-of-wedlock significantly reduces the chances of the child 

growing up to have an intact marriage. 

• (9)(I) Children of teenage single parents have lower cognitive scores, lower 

educational aspirations, and a greater likelihood of becoming teenage parents 

themselves. 

• (9)(J) Children of single-parent homes are 3 times more likely to fail and repeat a 

year in grade school than are children from intact 2-parent families. 

• (9)(K) Children from single-parent homes are almost 4 times more likely to be 

expelled or suspended from school. 

• (9)(L) Neighborhoods with larger percentages of youth aged 12 through 20 and areas 

with higher percentages of single-parent households have higher rates of violent crime. 

• (9)(M) Of those youth held for criminal offenses within the State juvenile justice 

system, only 19.8 percent lived primarily in a home with both parents. In contrast 
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to these incarcerated youth, 73.0 percent of the 62,800,000 children in the Nation’s 

resident population were living with both parents.

In addition, the legislation lists several findings related specifically to the impact of 
marriage on poverty:

• (5)(C) The increase in the number of children receiving public assistance is closely 

related to the increase in births to unmarried women. Between 1970 and 1991, the 

percentage of live births to unmarried women increased nearly threefold, from 10.7 

percent to 29.5 percent. 

• (8)(A) Young women 17 and under who give birth outside of marriage are more likely 

to go on public assistance and to spend more years on welfare once enrolled. These 

combined effects of “younger and longer” increase total AFDC costs per household by 

25 percent to 30 percent for 17-year-olds. 

• (8)(F) Children born out-of-wedlock are 3 times more likely to be on welfare when 

they grow up. 

• (9)(A) Only 9 percent of married-couple families with children under 18 years of age 

have income below the national poverty level. In contrast, 46 percent of female headed 

households with children under 18 years of age are below the national poverty level. 

• (9)(B) Among single-parent families, nearly 1/2 of the mothers who never married 

received AFDC while only 1/5 of divorced mothers received AFDC.

Finally, while fathers are implicitly included in the above references to marriage, the 
findings also list their significance directly and make specific reference to them in the 
absence of marriage:

• (3) Promotion of responsible fatherhood and motherhood is integral to successful 

child rearing and the well-being of children. 

• (4) In 1992, only 54 percent of single-parent families with children had a child 

support order established and, of that 54 percent, only about one-half received the 

full amount due. Of the cases enforced through the public child support enforcement 

system, only 18 percent of the caseload had a collection. 

• (5) The number of individuals receiving aid to families with dependent children (in 

this section referred to as “AFDC”) has more than tripled since 1965. More than two-

thirds of these recipients are children. Eighty-nine percent of children receiving AFDC 

benefits now live in homes in which no father is present. 

• (9)(H) The absence of a father in the life of a child has a negative effect on school 

performance and peer adjustment.



Center for Fa mily Policy and Pr actice | 13 

 The philosophical underpinnings of the findings are further developed under 
specific provisions of PRWORA (e.g., child support provisions, provisions for two-
parent families). They are also evident in the listed “purposes” of the TANF program. 
With the ultimate goal of eliminating the provision of long-term public assistance 
to low-income families (as suggested by its name, “Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families”), the new TANF program introduced by PRWORA identified four goals 
aimed at reducing the number of single-parent families who receive public assistance. 
As specified in PRWORA, the goals of TANF are to:

Provide assistance to needy families so that children may be cared for in their own 

homes or in the homes of relatives;

End the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job 

preparation, work, and marriage;

Prevent and reduce the incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and establish annual 

numerical goals for preventing and reducing the incidence of these pregnancies; and

Encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent families 

(P.L.104-193, Sec.103(a)(1)).

 Several of these goals incorporate the findings listed in the beginning of the 
legislation and the arguments that led to the redefinition of welfare, such as the 
prevention of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and the encouragement of two-parent 
families as general goals in and of themselves. Further, the promotion of marriage is 
specifically included as a means to end the dependence of impoverished parents and 
children on government benefits.

Implementation of PRWORA

In the years immediately following the passage of PRWORA, primary emphasis 
was placed on the work-related and parent-focused provisions of the TANF program. 
The legislation introduced numerous changes to the social welfare program, including 
the institution of time-limits on public assistance, changes in work requirements for 
custodial parents, provisions regarding two-parent families, and provisions regarding 
noncustodial parents. Under PRWORA, noncustodial parents received limited 
inclusion in TANF-related programs. More commonly, they received attention from 
an increased emphasis on (1) identifying the noncustodial parents of children receiving 
TANF and (2) enforcing the payment of child support and/or repayment of funds 
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to the state for assistance provided to their children. State TANF programs, policy 
makers, and advocates devoted attention to clarifying and adjusting the 60-month 
lifetime limit on receiving benefits, to the heightened work requirements for custodial 
parents, and to the increased (albeit limited) inclusion of noncustodial parents within 
social welfare policy. Alan Weil summarized this period in the following way: 

In the immediate aftermath of PRWORA, states made four major and rapid changes 

in their welfare systems. First, they took clear steps to shift to “work first” welfare 

systems… That is, they designed their welfare programs to emphasize rapid labor 

force attachment, with less emphasis on skills development or long-term education. 

States overwhelmingly adopted narrower exemptions from work requirements than 

had existed under Aid to Families with Dependent Children… Second, most states 

modified program rules to help make work pay… Third, states adopted a varied set of 

rules to comply with federal work-oriented requirements in PRWORA. States designed 

and implemented sanction policies that reduced or eliminated benefits for those 

families that failed to follow program rules… States also implemented the federally 

imposed five-year time limit on benefits… Finally, states took steps to communicate 

these changes to caseworkers, welfare recipients, and applicants. Most states required 

some form of orientation session for applicants before they could be approved for 

benefits. These sessions emphasized the temporary nature of cash assistance and the 

requirement that almost all applicants pursue and obtain employment (Weil 2002: 1-2).

 Although the TANF program identified the goals of marriage and the formation 
and maintenance of two-parent families, and although it also included specific 
provisions for two-parent families, the initial implementation of welfare reform 
retained a focus on children, their parents, and economic support, rather than on 
family structure itself. As Weil further noted for this period:

States have been more cautious in adopting programs targeted directly at marital and 

childbearing behavior. Programs designed to discourage teenagers from having children 

grew substantially in the 1990s. Broader efforts to reduce nonmarital childbearing by 

adults are less common (ibid.: 6).

 For many community-based programs, the focus on parents and the inclusion of 
fathers within that focus represented an opportunity to recognize the needs of low-
income fathers and provide services related to their roles as parents. Since the inclusion 
of fathers in the TANF program centered in large part on their role as economic 
providers, it became relevant that many of the fathers of children receiving assistance 
were in fact themselves un- or underemployed and in need of such basic necessities as 
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stable housing, transportation, and health care. 

 Further policy efforts addressing fatherhood, many of them initiated around the 
time of PRWORA’s passage, were promoted and implemented throughout the 1990s, 
including federal legislation specific to low-income fathers (e.g., the Fathers Count 
Act of 1998), state-level legislation and policy developed by state fatherhood initiatives 
and networks of state organizations (e.g., the National Governors’ Association and 
the National Conference of State Legislatures), and national demonstration programs 
directed at low-income fathers and their families (e.g., the Partners for Fragile Families 
Demonstration). Following a presidential directive in 1995, several federal programs 
launched initiatives to integrate fathers within their program model and service 
structure (e.g., Head Start and Early Head Start programs). In addition, many private 
foundations supported policy and direct service efforts focused specifically on low-
income fathers, at both the national level (e.g., the Strengthening Fragile Families 
Initiative of the Ford, C. S. Mott, and A. E. Casey Foundations; several workforce 
development initiatives of the Joyce Foundation) and the local level (e.g., community 
foundations, United Way agencies, county and municipal programs). In 1999, the 
National Center for Children in Poverty (NCCP) reviewed state efforts in regard to 
fatherhood policy and programming and noted the following based on responses to an 
NCCP questionnaire:

All of the states responding to the NCCP questionnaire had at least one activity to 

encourage responsible fatherhood… 38 of the 45 responding states reported current 

activities in using public awareness to promote responsible fatherhood… 37 states 

indicated that they sponsor one or more initiatives to help prevent unwanted or too-

early fatherhood… A total of 43 states reported strategies to help fathers be better 

economic providers for their children, either by assisting low-income fathers with 

employment and training or by improving child support enforcement… 36 states 

indicated that they were implementing one or more initiatives to promote fathers as 

nurturers… 22 states indicated that they have initiatives to build leadership capacity 

around responsible fatherhood (Bernard and Knitzer 1999: 12-15).

What Low-Income Fatherhood Programs Do

While fatherhood programs are difficult to categorize given the diversity of services 
they provide, community-based programs that specifically target low-income fathers 
often exhibit a similar program structure and focus. Such programs may be created for 
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different reasons and with various intents (for example, as an expansion of a federal 
program or as a program component within a community center), but over time they 
frequently provide similar kinds of services in response to the needs of the fathers 
receiving the services. While some of the services relate to parenting issues, others 
derive from the economic and social needs of clients and their families and, in one 
form or another, represent poverty-reduction efforts. Typical services—in addition 
to those related to parenting—include education services, employment and training 
services, peer support, assistance with child support and other legal matters, and 
assistance with food, housing, health, and transportation. Frequently, the majority 
of clients are men of color (especially African American and Latino men), and many 
programs address issues that affect low-income men of color in the U.S., including the 
impact of racial discrimination, high levels of economic deprivation and need, and the 
disproportionate impact of the criminal legal system on their lives. 

 In addition, the programs frequently assist men in addressing financial debt 
because fathers whose children have received public assistance typically owe substantial 
amounts of money to repay state and federal governments for these services. These 
charges are included in the child support bills they receive, and are coordinated 
and enforced through the child support enforcement system and local child support 
agencies. Men who use fatherhood program services frequently owe tens or even 
hundreds of thousands of dollars to the government as reimbursement for benefits 
their children have received, and nonpayment can lead to harsh enforcement measures, 
including incarceration. Consequently, addressing “child support” debt is a central 
component of many programs that serve low-income fathers (see Sorensen et al. 2007 
for further discussion of such debt).

 While fatherhood programs serving low-income men frequently attempt to foster 
positive co-parenting approaches among noncustodial and custodial parents, their 
primary concern is to address barriers that interfere with a father’s ability to maintain 
positive involvement with his children. Most programs do not include a component 
that involves direct participation by custodial parents/mothers or that focuses on 
the adult relationship between the parents independent of their relationships to the 
children as parents or to each other as co-parents (Martinson and Nightingale 2008).

  This focus on addressing the needs of low-income parents and their children, both 
within TANF programs that serve custodial and noncustodial parents and within 
fatherhood programs more specifically, shifted significantly with the introduction of 
the Healthy Marriage Initiative in 2002-2003 and the reauthorization of TANF in 2006.
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The Healthy Marriage Initiative and TANF Reauthorization

In 2001, the National Fatherhood Initiative (NFI) president Wade Horn became the 
Assistant Secretary for Children and Families within the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services. In this position, Horn oversaw the TANF program, which is 
housed under the Administration for Children and Families (ACF). In his earlier role 
as president of NFI, Horn had promoted both fatherhood and marriage—to the point 
of suggesting in 1997, as described above, that state TANF programs prioritize services 
for married families before serving single parents and children.

 Under Horn’s leadership, ACF launched the Healthy Marriage Initiative (HMI) 
in 2002. The more than $90 million initiative involved the development of marriage 
promotion efforts within numerous federal agencies (including the Administration for 
Native Americans, the Children’s Bureau, the Office of Child Support Enforcement, 
the Office of Community Services, and the Office of Refugee Resettlement), the 
establishment of national healthy marriage initiatives tailored to specific ethnic 
communities (such as the African American Healthy Marriage Initiative, the Hispanic 
Healthy Marriage Initiative, the Native American Healthy Marriage Initiative), and 
the creation of numerous research projects, including several multi-year, multi-site 
national demonstration projects aimed at encouraging or supporting marriage, such as 
the Building Strong Families project (evaluated by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.), 
the Supporting Healthy Marriages project (evaluated by Manpower Demonstration 
Research Corporation), and the Community Healthy Marriage Initiative (evaluated 
by RTI International and the Urban Institute) (see Administration for Children and 
Families 2006 and Ooms et al. 2004). 

 With the reauthorization of TANF in February 2006, an additional $100 million 
of TANF funds per year over 5 years was made available on a competitive basis to 
programs that provided healthy marriage services, and $50 million per year over 5 years 
was directed at fatherhood programming, which included healthy marriage activities 
as allowable activities. Indeed, ACF describes the entire $150 million (annually) as 
funds intended to “support programs designed to help couples form and sustain healthy 
marriages” with the qualification that “[u]p to $50 million of this amount may be 
used for programs designed to encourage responsible fatherhood” (Administration for 
Children and Families 2006: 2).

 Although the Healthy Marriage Initiative is funded through ACF (the federal 
agency responsible for overseeing programs that serve low-income families) and 
much of the healthy marriage funding since 2006 has come from the nation’s primary 
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poverty reduction program (TANF), the shift in focus to marriage has introduced a 
level of ambiguity in regard to the objective of poverty reduction. 

 The shift away from poverty reduction is already apparent in the discussion that 
led to the reauthorization of TANF in February 2006. For example, during his 2004 
“The Benefits of Healthy Marriage” testimony before the Senate Finance Committee 
Subcommittee on Social Security and Family Policy, Senator Chuck Grassley 
promoted the poverty-reduction impact of healthy marriage on the one hand, and on 
the other limited that same intention within the TANF program. Referring in part to a 
2003 Senate bill to reauthorize TANF, Grassley testified:

The case for strengthening healthy marriage is overwhelming and two facts related 

to marriage are indisputable. The first is that the number of single parent households 

are increasing. In 1960, less than 12 percent of children lived in single parent families. 

By 2000, that figure had more than doubled, rising to 27.6 percent. The second is that 

children in single parent families are poorer than children in two parent families. The 

poverty rate for all children in married couple families is 8.2 percent. The poverty rate 

for all children in single parent families is nearly four times higher at 35.2 percent.

As my colleagues know, last year the Senate Finance Committee favorably reported the 

welfare reauthorization bill, the Personal Responsibility and Individual Development 

for Everyone—which I call the PRIDE bill. There are several provisions in the PRIDE 

bill which would give states incentives to develop programs that promote healthy 

marriages and strengthen families as well as provide the funds for research and 

technical advice for states on how to run successful family formation programs . . . 

[T]he effects of marriage on child poverty are compelling. A number of scholars have 

provided simulations of the effects on child poverty if marriage levels were raised to 

1971 or 1960 levels. The results vary depending on the models and assumptions used, 

but generally speaking estimates range in a reduction of child poverty from 20 percent 

to 30 percent. If that is not an overwhelming reason to make marriage promotion 

a priority in a program that seeks to address child poverty, I don’t know what is 

(Grassley 2004).

And yet, he argued within the same testimony:

Now, let me be clear—the marriage promotion provisions in the PRIDE bill are not the 

Senate Finance Committee’s primary anti-poverty program. The increase in the work 

requirement and the state’s work participation rate are the PRIDE bill’s anti-poverty 

provisions. Work is the key to moving families out of poverty. If two married adults 
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are both not working, the family’s income is still zero (ibid.).

Grassley suggested other reasons having to do with the well-being of children for 
including marriage promotion within the TANF program, referring to child abuse, 
incarceration, depression, school expulsion, school grade repetition, developmental and 
behavior problems, and drug use. He concluded his testimony with this more general 
intention, by stating:

Marriage promotion is a key feature of welfare reform. I strongly believe that the 

provisions in the PRIDE bill will lead to increased understanding of the effectiveness 

of marriage promotion as well as contributing to improved child well being (ibid.).

 In its current explanation of the Healthy Marriage Initiative, ACF likewise 
departs from earlier justifications for the inclusion of marriage within welfare policy 
and does not list poverty reduction as an explicit goal of the initiative; instead, the 
listed objective is: “To help couples, who have chosen marriage for themselves, gain 
greater access to marriage education services, on a voluntary basis, where they can 
acquire the skills and knowledge necessary to form and sustain a healthy marriage” 
(Administration for Children and Families 2009). Although ACF programs serve 
low-income children, no explicit link is made between marriage and poverty as it had 
been in the discussions leading to welfare reform, in the findings of the welfare reform 
legislation, and even in some of the arguments framing welfare reauthorization. In 
2006, the motivation for undertaking the Healthy Marriage Initiative began to be 
presented in different terms:

The decline in marriage rates combined with the increase in divorce, cohabitation 

and out-of-wedlock childrearing has led to a substantial decrease in the percentage of 

children living with married parents. There is an abundance of social science evidence 

indicating that children fare better if they grow up with their married, biological 

parents. Children who grow up in other family forms are at substantially greater 

risk of having serious problems including emotional, behavioral or substance abuse 

problems and poorer educational outcomes. This research showing the substantial 

benefits of healthy marriage for adults, children, and society (see Benefits of Marriage 

box next page) is the primary motivating factor for the Administration for Children 

and Families’ implementation of the Healthy Marriage Initiative… In supporting 

healthy marriage, ACF seeks to improve the well-being of children and families. ACF 

oversees multiple programs that serve children and their families, particularly low-

income children. These include child welfare, child support enforcement, services to 

refugees and Native Americans. Marriage strengthening services fit within the mission 
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of these and similar programs (Administration for Children and Families 2006: 1-2).

 Certainly, child well-being is an appropriate focus of national social welfare policy. 
The concerns identified by ACF—educational attainment, child abuse, developmental 
and behavioral problems, and incarceration—are frequently issues that are considered 
by public and private social service agencies. However, it is significant that the 
references to poverty reduction that were once foundational to the discussion have 
been omitted from the government representation of the Healthy Marriage Initiative 
and the marriage provisions of TANF reauthorization. Removing poverty reduction 
as a central focus of the HMI while funding it under TANF (the federal government’s 
overarching social welfare program aimed at providing a system of public assistance 
for families in economic need) has introduced a level of ambivalence in relation to the 
initiative’s service components, target audiences, and ultimate goals and objectives. 

 This ambiguity between marriage promotion and poverty reduction on the 
discursive level plays out on many levels in regard to program implementation and 
practice. 

Target clientele

Many agencies that have received TANF funding since 2006 through Healthy 
Marriage Demonstration Grants and Responsible Fatherhood Demonstration Grants 
do not have a history or mission of serving low-income individuals or families, and 
provide marriage enhancement services to clients regardless of economic status or 
need. In fact, the overview of the grants announcement in May 2006 makes clear that 
the grants themselves were not targeted exclusively to low-income clients in spite of 
being funded through TANF. The summary listing of the healthy marriage grant 
priority areas states that, of the up to 135 proposed grants, up to 30 were intended 
to serve “low-income married couples” and up to 30 were to be directed at “low-
income unwed expectant or new parents.” The remaining grants were not specifically 
directed at low-income individuals or families, with up to 30 directed at agencies 
that implement “multiple allowable activities” and up to 45 directed at agencies that 
implement “any allowable activity” from among the 8 allowable activities approved 
under the Healthy Marriage Demonstration Grant program (Minoff et al. 2006). 

 Likewise, the TANF responsible fatherhood grants were not specifically targeted to 
low-income individuals, and although many programs that received funding work with 
low-income clients, others do not (Office of Family Assistance 2009). 
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 Similarly, the national, multi-site demonstration projects undertaken by ACF 
through the Healthy Marriage Initiative include projects that focus on low-income 
couples or families (e.g., the Building Strong Families and Supporting Healthy 
Marriages projects) as well as projects that have no economic focus or requirement for 
participation (e.g., the Community Healthy Marriage Initiative).

Funding sources

Many of the programs that provide healthy marriage services receive a mix of 
federal, state, local, and private funding, thereby making it difficult to distinguish 
program objectives and target clientele. For example, Diane Sollee, director of Smart 
Marriages, posted the following explanation regarding marriage education funding in 
Texas to the organization’s listserv on February 18, 2008:

In 2007, the Texas legislature voted to set aside $7.5 million a year for two years for 

Marriage Education “to provide marriage and pre-marital skills building classes to 

those who need it most”… This money was in addition to money that organizations 

in Texas received as a part of TANF grants—the $100 million a year for Marriage 

Education and the $50 million a year for Responsible Fatherhood money. Also this 

new money is in addition to other federal marriage education awards that were part 

of Head Start, Compassion Capital, Refugee, etc. grants… Texas HHS hired Public 

Strategies (based in Oklahoma, directed by Mary Myrick) to administer the campaign. 

Public Strategies also administers the Oklahoma Marriage Initiative and the National 

Healthy Marriage Resource Center among many of their marriage-related projects 

(Sollee 2008).

 A similar intertwining of private and federal funding is evident, for example, with 
the Marriage Matters program of Jackson County, Michigan. As described on the 
program’s website:

[T]he [Weatherwax] Foundation approached the United Way with a request to 

convene a community planning team to explore the possibility of a healthy marriage 

initiative in Jackson County… The Foundation provided funding for a nine-month 

planning process, during which the team explored opportunities to strengthen 

marriages in Jackson County, while providing education, preparation and enrichment 

activities in support of marriage… As the nine-month planning process concluded, 

Weatherwax entered the next phase of its healthy marriage initiative with valuable 

knowledge of its community’s needs. The initiative is now known as Marriage Matters 
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Jackson (Marriage Matters Jackson 2008c).

 Marriage Matters Jackson, which is housed at the United Way of Jackson 
County, provides a broad array of services and activities, including services for single 
individuals and engaged, married, and step families, as well as workshops and events, 
such as the “Kissin’ in the Kitchen—Dessert Edition” Date Your Mate Event for 
couples in September 2008 (Marriage Matters Jackson 2008a). The program does not 
specify income eligibility for services, and payment is required to attend some events. 

 The United Way of Jackson County has also received federal healthy marriage 
TANF funding in the amount of $1,099,461 per year from November 1, 2006 through 
October 31, 2011. According to the ACF grant abstract listing,this program is intended 
to serve “youth, low-income couples and individuals, and incarcerated individuals in 
Southeast Michigan” (Office of Family Assistance 2008). As described by the United 
Way of Jackson County, the two marriage programs are distinct:

The Healthy Marriage Initiative has two components, Marriage Matters Jackson 

and the Michigan Healthy Marriage Coalition. Marriage Matters Jackson provides 

education, enrichment, and preparation activities in support of marriage, and is fully 

funded by the Weatherwax Foundation. The Michigan Healthy Marriage Coalition is 

comprised of organizations from Jackson, Lenawee and Wayne counties, and is fully 

funded by United States Administration for Children and Families (United Way of 

Jackson County 2008).

However, Marriage Matters Jackson does not represent the programs as distinct from 
one another. As they state in the “About Us” section of their website:

Marriage Matters Jackson is housed at the United Way of Jackson County and funded 

by the Weatherwax Foundation. Through the acquisition of a federally funded grant 

Marriage Matters Jackson is furthering efforts to bring marriage enrichment programs 

to the community (Marriage Matters Jackson 2008d).

Moreover, the workshops provided through Marriage Matters Jackson (e.g., the 
“P.I.C.K. a Partner” workshop for singles, the “All About Us…Using the PREP 
Curriculum” workshop for engaged and married couples, and the “Smart Steps” 
workshop for step families) are directly associated with the federal HMI program by 
the statement following each workshop description that:

Funding for this project was provided by the United States Department of Health 

and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Grant 90FE0138 

(Marriage Matters Jackson 2008b, 2008e, 2008f, 2008g).
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 Thus, while the programs are at times represented as separately funded programs 
that serve specific clienteles, in practice the programs are housed in the same 
organization and specific program components are associated with both programs and 
both funding sources.

Program objectives and assessments

The ambiguity around poverty reduction and serving low-income families within 
the context of marriage programs is also reflected in project objectives and project 
evaluations. Even those HMI projects that work with low-income families, the 
assessment of their success does not focus primarily on poverty reduction, but on 
relationship/marital satisfaction among couples and the overall well-being of the 
families and children. While economic information is included in the assessments, it 
is not the primary focus of the assessment or the program. For example, the impact 
analysis of the Building Strong Families (BSF) demonstration project is described in 
the following manner by its evaluator, Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.: 

A wide range of outcomes will be studied, including the parents’ relationship quality 

and stability, marital status, and economic and family well-being. In addition, we will 

gather information about the children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development 

(Dion et al. 2006: 2).

 In describing the BSF program model’s components, the evaluators list “(a) healthy 
marriage and relationship skills education, (b) family support services, and (c) family 
coordinators,” and they note that the “core component of BSF” is the group instruction 
in marriage and relationship skills education (ibid.: 4, 11). While the program includes 
additional support services for families (many of which address poverty issues), 
these are not considered the core of the BSF program. Moreover, according to CFFPP 
interviews with fatherhood program staff, in some instances, the information program 
staff considered to be critical to assessing the economic status of families and the 
potential economic impact of the programs on families and individuals was not 
available to project evaluators and thus could not be part of the project’s assessment. 

 Similarly, in reviewing the impact evaluation for the Supporting Healthy Marriage 
(SHM) demonstration program, which is targeted at married, low-income couples with 
young children, project evaluators noted:

The impact study will reflect as comprehensively as possible the multiple domains of 

family functioning that could be affected by the SHM program model… These include 
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the functioning of couples’ relationships, or marital quality; marital duration and 

stability; the mental health and employment status of each individual spouse; family 

income; co-parenting and parenting behavior; and child well-being. These potential 

program impacts will be measured at 12 and 36 months after random assignment—and 

possibly at 60 months if earlier findings reveal impacts. The 12-month survey will 

estimate the outcomes considered most proximate to the intervention, particularly 

couple relationship quality and stability (Knox and Fein 2008: 25).

 Thus, the overall project descriptions, the specific issues to be evaluated, and 
the kinds of information provided to the evaluators do not focus on poverty or on 
the economic implications of the program for families, but on healthy marriage and 
relationship skills education—even in instances in which services are specifically 
directed at low-income families.

 These ambiguities concerning poverty reduction become even more apparent when 
the structure and purpose of marriage programs are explored. The initial BSF project 
assessment information provided by Mathematica reveals that the goals and format of 
marriage programs differ from those of programs that are focused on poverty reduction 
(such as programs that have historically provided services to low-income fathers). 

What Marriage Programs Do

Like fatherhood programs, marriage programs target diverse audiences and provide a 
broad variety of services to their clients. As Dion describes:

Broadly speaking, marriage programs provide support, information, and education 

about healthy relationships and marriage. Also called healthy marriage initiatives, 

they are often led by public or private organizations or agencies seeking to support 

marriage in a certain geographic area or target population. These state, federal, and 

community-sponsored efforts take many forms. Some are grassroots coalitions to 

promote marriage. Others aim to educate high school or college students about what 

it takes to have a successful relationship and marriage. Some seek to make marriage-

related services (such as marital counseling) more widely available, while still others 

have created web-based resources for couples in a given community. A few states 

offer marriage licenses at reduced rates to couples who participate in brief premarital 

education courses; others have developed marriage handbooks or similar materials 

for people applying for marriage licenses. Programs are being developed to provide 

marriage-related services for specific populations, including refugees, parents receiving 
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child welfare services, and low-income unmarried parents at risk for child support. 

Other, more general efforts simply publicize and promote the benefits of marriage 

(Dion 2005: 140).

 While marriage programs are diverse, many incorporate a curriculum-centered 
approach aimed at teaching individuals and couples specific relationship-focused skills 
in facilitated individual or group sessions. Again, according to Dion:

More than 100 marriage education curriculums exist today, and they vary widely 

in content, target population, teaching method, and service delivery approach. 

Curriculum developers typically disseminate their programs by training interested 

people or agencies to teach the curriculum and by selling their books, leader’s guides, 

and participant materials. After being trained, individual therapists, counselors, clergy, 

and other professionals independently apply the curriculums in various ways and 

contexts.

Most marriage education curriculums address communication (such as listening and 

expressing oneself effectively), conflict management, and problem-solving skills—at 

least to some extent. Other topics may include intimacy and friendship, family-of-

origin issues, empathy, commitment, forgiveness, negotiation and compromise, power 

and control, expectations, finances, anger and stress management, self-care, identifying 

destructive behaviors and patterns, self-awareness, emotional literacy, trust, mutual 

respect and responsibility, and roles, values, and beliefs (ibid.: 141).

 As Dion and others have noted, most marriage education curricula have been 
developed and evaluated for their success among white, middle- to upper-class, married 
or engaged couples and do not necessarily incorporate a focus on issues of concern 
to low-income individuals and families. In recent years, however, several curricula 
have been adapted or created specifically for low-income families, including “Loving 
Couples Loving Children,” “Love’s Cradle,” “Exploring Relationships and Marriage 
with Fragile Families,” “Supplemental Marriage Education Models for Low-Income 
Couples” (intended to be used as a supplement to existing marriage programs when 
these are used with low-income couples), and “Better Together” (Dion 2005). These 
programs have not yet been assessed for their effectiveness.

Social scientists know that marriage education can generally be effective in terms of 

improving relationship communication and satisfaction among couples who are at the 

higher end of the educational and economic spectrum. They are discovering what types 

of issues stand in the way of low-income couples’ attainment of strong and lasting 

relationships and marriage. What they do not yet know is whether marriage education, 
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including programs that have been carefully adapted, will work with more diverse 

and less advantaged individuals. Nor can they be certain whether improving couples’ 

relationships will enhance the well-being of their children (Dion 2005: 147-8).

 One of the objectives in using these programs within HMI and TANF grantee 
agencies has been to determine whether they will show success among low-income 
couples and families. 

Evaluating Healthy Marriage Programs

Given the growing interest in assessing healthy marriage programs targeted to low-
income families, it is important to consider what evaluations of marriage education 
programs entail. As Dion describes:

In a recent systematic and quantitative review of evaluations of marriage interventions, 

policy researchers identified studies that met strict criteria and assessed how these 

programs affected couples’ relationships. This rigorous review confirms that 

marriage interventions, broadly speaking, can improve relationship satisfaction and 

communication among romantically involved couples (ibid.: 141).

 Dion reviewed evaluations of successful marriage programs, and found that, to 
varying degrees, the programs demonstrated the following effects among couples/
communities that received services compared to couples/communities that did not:

• Higher marital quality, lower postpartum depression and lower hostile affect. 

• A 2 percentage point decline in divorce rates in communities where the program was 

adopted. 

• Positive effects on marital adjustment and communication. 

• Higher levels of positive and lower levels of negative communication skills and less 

marital violence (ibid.: 142-3).

 It is important to note the kinds of outcomes that are being assessed and the type 
of information that is being considered to evaluate the success of marriage education 
programs, particularly when marriage education is constructed as a central component 
of programs serving low-income parents and their children. While the marriage 
education programs mentioned above have been adapted to address concerns that affect 
low-income families, like other marriage education programs, they maintain a focus 
on relationship and marital concerns. The aim of these programs is not to provide 
services to address poverty-related needs among low-income families, but to address 
relationship-related needs. While some HMI or TANF grantee agencies provide 
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poverty-related services in conjunction with healthy marriage education, such services 
are not an inherent part of healthy marriage education services. Further, when healthy 
marriage education is provided by programs whose primary focus has been to address 
the social and economic instability of low-income families, it is important to consider 
the comprehensiveness of the new focus and whether the new services enhance or 
displace existing, needed services.

CFFPP Interviews  
with Fatherhood Program Representatives

In 2008, CFFPP interviewed fatherhood program representatives in order to document 
staff perspectives on the healthy marriage initiative and to elicit their opinions of 
the initiative’s impact on the delivery of services. The Center conducted interviews 
with representatives from programs in five states (California, Maryland, New York, 
Texas, Wisconsin) and the District of Columbia. Several of the interview participants 
represent local programs; two belong to a broader, local consortium of programs for 
which they provide specific services; one holds dual roles as an independent program 
provider and an administrator and grantor of sub-grants to other local programs to 
replicate their services; one is a state fatherhood initiative; and several are program 
sites involved in the Building Strong Families demonstration program. Most of the 
programs represent themselves as fatherhood programs or as programs whose clientele 
is substantially made up of low-income fathers; one is a child welfare program that has 
incorporated a fatherhood component. All but one provide (or are part of a consortium 
that provides) healthy marriage activities alongside fatherhood activities. Several had 
been independent programs prior to becoming subcontractors of a larger consortium.

 The central issue raised by most program providers was the change in priorities 
and the consequent ambiguities that this raised. For some, the new priorities 
represented an addition to and welcome enhancement of existing services, in 
other cases they displaced or overwhelmed existing services and thus were seen as 
problematic. Program providers also expressed concerns about specific organizational 
matters and program components, but ultimately the greatest concern was the overall 
direction of funding priorities and whether these complemented or displaced existing 
services and therefore enhanced or reduced the ability of programs to meet the needs of 
low-income fathers.
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Changes in Services Pertaining to Low-Income Fathers
Overall Shift in Funding Priorities

Several program providers noted the shift in priorities discussed above, both in terms 
of the overall funding of programs nationally and in terms of the activities undertaken 
by programs that were funded, and several saw this as moving away from addressing 
the needs of low-income fathers. A number of providers raised the concern that 
many of the programs funded to do fatherhood and healthy marriage programming 
either were not serving low-income fathers or had no experience working with low-
income fathers even though low-income fathers were among their clients. By contrast, 
interviewees noted that numerous programs throughout the country with a lengthy 
history of serving low-income fathers did not receive funding. All of this led several 
program providers to question whether the needs of low-income fathers were being 
met by the new funding initiative. They further articulated concern that newly-funded 
programs had to “reinvent the wheel” when working with low-income fathers, rather 
than benefit from the knowledge that established fatherhood programs had gained over 
the past 10 years. 

 These program providers also highlighted what they saw as low-income fathers’ 
primary needs, including housing, employment assistance, education and training, 
and legal assistance to help them negotiate child support and other family law matters. 
These programs had extensive experience providing such services to fathers and could 
anticipate some of the barriers to success many low-income fathers experience (e.g., 
high child support debt), and they worried that these service needs were unmet on a 
national level as funding priorities changed. Several program providers expressed the 
belief that the move away from funding experienced fatherhood programs to novice 
programs was deliberate and reflected an effort to avoid anticipated resistance by 
experienced programs to implementing the new marriage promotion objectives.

Shift in Program Services

Several representatives from programs that received fatherhood funding that included 
healthy marriage activities expressed concern that there was a mismatch between the 
new services they offered and the needs of their clients. Some programs (particularly 
those that were subcontractors within larger consortia) had curtailed existing services 
in order to provide new services to clients, and several program staff expressed concern 
that their clients’ needs were no longer being met—particularly those pertaining to 
poverty reduction and to their clients’ legal challenges. Furthermore, one program 
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representative who works directly with clients stated that he was confronted by his 
superiors when he continued to provide such services and was explicitly told to stop 
doing so. Several individuals noted that as services changed, their programs lost clients 
who felt their needs were no longer being met. Ultimately the programs lost staff, as 
they were not able to recruit sufficient numbers of clients to receive the new services. 
One program representative observed that clients continued to come to his program, 
but that their objectives were different from those of the program and had little to 
do with the actual services being provided. Some of the reasons men participated 
were immediate, direct, and often anticipated (e.g., receiving stipends for attending 
program services). Other reasons were less direct and were unintended. For example, 
he suggested that his clients continued to have pressing housing needs and that some 
utilized adult relationship and family formation services in the hopes of addressing 
their housing needs.

Conflation of Low-Income Fathers  
with Higher-Income Fathers

Several program providers noted that the conflation of low-income and higher-
income fathers within the context of the new funding and overall marriage initiative 
was problematic for low-income fathers. Both in terms of the broader message 
being communicated and the specific services being provided, mixing the needs of 
low-income fathers and higher-income fathers was identified as a disservice to low-
income fathers. Program staff argued that low-income fathers have particular and 
pressing needs as a result of their economic status, and that their service needs are 
overwhelmingly related to their economic status. Consequently, to the extent that 
program messages or services were broadened and became less specific to low-income 
fathers, they became less relevant or appropriate for low-income fathers. For example, 
the representative of the state-level fatherhood initiative noted that in his state overall, 
the majority population of fathers was not low-income or African American or Latino, 
but that the vast majority of fatherhood program clients was both low-income and 
African American or Latino, and in large metropolitan areas, approximately 90 percent 
of program clients were low-income and African American or Latino. He found this 
disjuncture problematic when the state-level program faced the task of developing a 
uniform set of programming goals or a statewide message related to fatherhood that 
was intended to be equally relevant to all fathers. 
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Organizational Changes
Consortium vs. Program Objectives

Several program representatives struggled with the loss of independence as their 
programs became part of a larger consortium providing healthy marriage services 
within a particular geographic area. Although most of these same staff had been 
involved with earlier consortia or collaboratives, they noted that the current 
consortium required a greater level of dependence in terms of changes to program 
goals and services and reporting requirements. Program staff noted that they were not 
involved in setting program goals or objectives and that their programs did not have 
direct access to funders but instead communicated exclusively with the lead agency 
within the consortium. 

Data Collection vs. Service Provision

Some program staff struggled with reporting requirements, which they found to 
be excessive and unable to reflect client needs. One program representative argued 
that in light of the reduction in the kinds of services that met his clients’ needs, the 
heightened reporting requirements made him feel he was part of a data collection and 
research project about low-income families rather than a community organization 
providing services to low-income families. Other program staff valued the collection 
of information and the potential insights such information might provide. However, 
even staff who appreciated the potential research benefits questioned some of the 
information that was (or wasn’t) collected. A representative noted that for one of the 
three multi-site national demonstration projects undertaken by ACF, information was 
left out of the evaluation process that would be critical to assessing the overall impact 
of program interventions. 

Program Components
Domestic Violence

During CFFPP’s interviews, several program representatives mentioned concern 
regarding domestic violence and its integration into fatherhood programs. As ACF has 
made clear, domestic violence must be considered by fatherhood programs that receive 
healthy marriage funding or provide healthy marriage activities:

The ACF Healthy Marriage Initiative is not about coercing anyone to marry or 

remain in unhealthy relationships. From its inception the Healthy Marriage Initiative 
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required that all ACF supported grant programs develop appropriate protocols to screen 

for and address domestic violence. The Deficit Reduction Act of 2005 [the welfare 

reauthorization legislation] requires that any entity receiving funding related to healthy 

marriage promotion make a commitment to consult experts in domestic violence or 

relevant community domestic violence coalitions in developing programs and activities 

(Administration for Children and Families 2006: 2).

Several programs whose representatives CFFPP interviewed have had many years 
of experience addressing domestic violence and fatherhood. Representatives from 
these programs were very clear about the types of domestic violence protocols their 
program had in place and expressed that it is an important facet of their program 
responsibilities. Representatives from other programs were less clear and/or 
uncomfortable with addressing the issue of domestic violence. For one representative, 
the complications entailed in addressing domestic violence were significant enough 
to avoid undertaking healthy marriage activities. For other representatives, domestic 
violence was not an issue that their program addressed specifically. For example, 
one representative noted that since his program is part of a consortium, clients were 
referred to different programs for different services; concerns about domestic violence 
were addressed through other programs, and he was not fully aware of the protocol in 
specific cases. Although it was his understanding that domestic violence was addressed 
within the larger context of the consortium, it was not necessarily integrated in a way 
that involved fatherhood program staff, nor were they necessarily aware of the process 
or how concerns were being addressed. Other interviewees felt that their consortium’s 
approach to domestic violence interfered with their ability to provide services to 
fatherhood program clients. For example, one fatherhood program was directed to 
include a screening tool that the program representative felt was too broad and would 
screen out most of their clients and prevent them from receiving much-needed services 
in areas such as employment support. Thus, while programs did appear to have 
methods in place to address domestic violence in accordance with ACF requirements, 
there was little consistency across programs. Moreover, many of the fatherhood 
program staff CFFPP interviewed had little or no input on how domestic violence 
would be addressed in their programs and showed limited awareness of its ultimate 
implications for programs and families.

Marriage Services

In most cases, the services pertaining to marriage promotion consisted of individual 
and group meetings centered on completing a specific curriculum, as well as, in many 
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cases, case management services. Programs used a variety of different curricula, 
including several of those listed above. While some curricula focused on individuals, 
others were intended to be completed by couples. Several programs undertook 
additional couple-focused activities as well—for example, one of the Building Strong 
Families sites provided clients with social opportunities and other events to attend. 

 When asked to assess these services, several program representatives stated that 
they provided important benefits to their clients and were valuable, positive program 
services. They felt that their clients’ marital or otherwise intimate relationships 
with other adults were important to their long-term well-being and relevant to their 
relationships with their children, and thus appropriately addressed within their 
program. By contrast, other program representatives viewed these services as irrelevant 
to meeting their clients’ needs and saw them as displacing other, more critically needed 
services. They argued that marriage and intimate relationships were not issues their 
program should address, and that their clients did not come to them for such services 
given that their program was intended to address other client concerns. While it 
would appear that program representatives diverged significantly on this point, it is 
important to acknowledge that the availability of resources appeared to play a role in 
these assessments—even those program representatives who valued marriage services 
stated that such services would be “in vain” if offered in the absence of services that 
meet other pressing client needs. Several of the program staff representatives who most 
supported healthy marriage promotion activities were associated with programs that 
provide a broad and comprehensive array of services to low-income fathers. Offering 
marriage/relationship services was seen as an important, even critical, enhancement, 
but not a replacement to these services. By contrast, several program representatives 
had seen other services they viewed as critical to their clients’ well-being curtailed or 
eliminated in order to provide marriage or relationship services that they felt were less 
essential.

Healthy Marriage Promotion vs. Poverty Reduction

Taken as a whole, the interviews with program representatives appear to mirror much 
of the national discussion regarding fatherhood, marriage, and social services for low-
income families. None of the program representatives CFFPP interviewed suggested 
that marriage education services were inherently negative. However, for most of the 
interviewees, the context within which such services are provided was considered to be 
critical and affected their assessment of these services for low-income families.
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 Interviewees who discussed marriage and relationship education services that 
were either provided as a part of comprehensive social service programming for low-
income families or as a logical and related extension of existing program services 
(e.g., programs that addressed other relationships of fathers and now included their 
relationships with adult partners) were deeply appreciative of such services. They were 
regarded as positive for men and women, critical to communities, and important for 
programs that hoped to foster and enhance the personal relationships of their clients in 
addition to addressing their basic needs. These representatives viewed both the ability 
to meet clients’ basic needs and to nurture relationships as important elements in 
supporting individuals, families, and the larger community. 

 By contrast, program representatives who saw marriage education services 
interfere with or displace other needed services for low-income clients viewed marriage 
services as irrelevant at best and, more commonly, as harmful to their clients. As one 
representative noted, his program’s clients had such overriding and pressing needs 
that “marriage doesn’t enter in conversations with the men we work with.” While he 
speculated that this could change over time, the provision of such services was not 
currently of interest to the program or to the fathers.

 While these responses are largely consistent with the overall tenor of the national 
discussion and in that sense are not surprising, it was notable the extent to which 
numerous program representatives underscored the harm that is done to low-income 
clients and families by removing the focus on poverty reduction. They did not merely 
argue that marriage and relationship education services are irrelevant to low-income 
fathers and their families if other needs are not being met (although some of them did 
express this view). More importantly for the development of both policy and direct 
social services, they argued that failing to address and focus attention on the particular 
concerns and service needs of low-income families, and conflating them with those of 
higher-income individuals and families, was specifically detrimental to low-income 
families. Several program representatives suggested that doing so had undermined 
earlier work that was centered on supporting low-income fathers and on providing 
them with a measure of economic and social stability as they worked to be involved 
with and supportive of their children.
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Footnotes

1. See, for example, Ahrons & Miller 1993, Amato 1993, 
Furstenberg & Cherlin 1991, Furstenberg, Sherwood, & 
Sullivan 1992, Johnson, Levine, & Doolittle 1999, Lerman 
& Ooms 1993, Marsiglio 1995, McLanahan & Sandefur 
1994, Popenoe 1993, Seltzer & Meyer 1995, as well as 
writings from CLASP, the Institute for Research on Poverty, 
and the Urban Institute during this period.
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