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Georgia Center for Opportunity (GCO) is independent, non- partisan, and solutions-focused. Our team is 
dedicated to creating opportunities for a quality education, fulfilling work, and a healthy family life for all 
Georgians. To achieve our mission, we research ways to help remove barriers to opportunity in each of these 
pathways, promote our solutions to policymakers and the public, and help effective and innovative social 
enterprises deliver results in their communities. Our ultimate goal is to see every Georgian who is willing to 
seize the opportunities presented to them living a life that can be characterized as truly flourishing.  
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Executive Summary 

The welfare system often creates severe marriage penalties depending on wage amounts that both a mother 
and father could potentially earn. In order to take a more in-depth look at these penalties and the effects they 
are having on Georgia families, a computer model was created to calculate after-tax earnings as well as 
eligibility and benefits from major welfare programs for families with children. The model’s baseline scenario is 
defined as after-tax earnings exclusive of welfare programs administered through the tax system.  

For example, in the case of a single mom with two children who is not receiving any welfare benefits, it was 
determined that it is in her financial interest to marry the dad or boyfriend if he earns at least minimum wage 
on a part-time basis of 20 hours per week, and he does not earn less than approximately one third of mom’s 
wages.  

However, once various welfare benefits are added to the computer model, the wage combinations revealing 
financial advantages of marriage begin to dwindle, and combinations with marriage penalties increase in 
extent and in severity. Essentially, the more benefits a single mother receives, the greater chance there will be 
a penalty if she marries, and the greater chance those marriage penalties will be severe. The more children she 
has also increases the number of wage combinations that will be subject to marriage penalties. 

This paper assumes that the single parent with custody of the children is the mom, and the non-custodial 
parent is the dad, and they are referred to as such throughout the paper although the roles in specific cases 
may be reversed and the dad may also be a boyfriend who is not the biological father of the children. 

The model tested 806 wage combinations by varying mom’s and dad’s wages for each scenario. However, 144 
of those combinations received a special focus because they represent wage combinations up to the median 
wage for the state of Georgia. Within the focus area, the basic welfare package has marriage penalties for 
almost 40 percent of all wage combinations. Adding other benefits on top practically wipes out any financial 
advantages of marriage, replacing them with financial penalties, except for those combinations where mom 
has no earnings or is only working part-time.  

The welfare programs considered are as follows: Earned Income Tax Credit, Additional Child Tax Credit, 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, Supplemental Security Income, Supplemental Nutritional Assistance 
Program, National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, Women, Infants and Children program, Section 8 
Housing Choice Vouchers, Child Care and Development Block Grant Act (Georgia’s CAPS program), Medicaid, 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (Georgia’s PeachCare program), and the Affordable Care Act Health 
Insurance Exchange subsidies.  

A new metric to gauge the financial position of a family was created to determine when marriage penalties 
exist. After-tax earnings and welfare benefits received by a family are divided by the number of family 
members benefiting directly from the net earnings and for each program. The results of these per-person-
benefiting calculations were summed to give a measure of financial strength of the family. These series of 
calculations are performed twice: for when mom is single and another assuming mom is married, and then 
these totals are compared. Using this metric if mom is better off financially being single, then there is a 
marriage penalty. 
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Brief Background and Review 

In our previous study,1 we reported that Census data show a large difference in the income distribution 
of families with children headed by married couples compared to single parents. While only one in ten 
married couples with children is at or below 100 percent of the federal poverty level (FPL), one in three 
single parents is at or below the poverty level. Expanding the parameter to consider 200 percent of the 
poverty level, one in four married couples with children is at or below 200 percent of FPL, but nearly six 
out of ten single parents are at or below that level. 

Table 1: Income distributions for Georgia families with children, for married versus unmarried families 

 

Data source: IPUMS microdata extract of 2014 American Community Survey data2 

In the same study using the same 2014 American Community Survey data, we sliced the data differently 
to demonstrate another perspective. Most families with children at or below 100 percent of FPL are 
headed by unmarried parents, whether they are widowed, divorced or never married. We further 
observed that as we move up income levels relative to FPL, such as between 100 percent and 200 
percent of FPL, the percentage of families headed by unmarried parents decreases. In other words, the 
greater the level of income relative to poverty, the greater the percentage of families was comprised of 
married couples. In short, there is a direct and positive correlation between marriage and income. Or 
reversely stated, families headed by single parents have a much greater chance of being impoverished 
than do families with children headed by married couples. 

We also compared the 2014 data to 1960 Census data. The earlier year was chosen because it preceded 
the creation of almost all of today’s major welfare programs with the sole exception of the National  

                                                           
1 Erik Randolph, Disincentives for Work and Marriage in Georgia’s Welfare System, Georgia Center for 
Opportunity, September 2016; revised December 2016. 

2 Steven Ruggles, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Josiah Grover, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public 
Use Microdata Series: Version 6.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
2015. Author’s extraction and calculations. Definition of married are those who were married at the 
time of the survey and includes those with an absent parent or parents who are separated. 
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School Lunch Program.3 The difference in the data between the years is nothing short of remarkable. 
Married couples constituted the vast majority of families with children in 1960 no matter what level of 
income. Thus, the strong correlation between marriage and income found today did not exist prior to 
the creation of the modern welfare system, as measured in 1960. 

Table 2: Composition of Georgia families with children by income level, 2014 ACS 

 
Data source: IPUMS microdata extract of 1960 Census data and 2014 American Community Survey data4 

Usually social changes such as these are attributable to a confluence of factors. In this case, the sexual 

                                                           
3 The current major welfare programs were created as follows: Earned Income Tax Credit (1975), 
Additional Child Tax Credit (1997), Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (1996), Supplemental 
Security Income (1972), Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program, i.e., food stamps (1961 by 
executive order, 1964 by legislation), National School Lunch Program (1946), Women, Infants and 
Children program (1966), rental assistance for housing (1965) and the Housing Choice Voucher Program 
(1974), Child Care and Development Block Grant Act (1990), Medicaid (1965), Children’s Health 
Insurance Program (1997), and the Affordable Care Act (2010). Although the Housing Choice Voucher 
program and other rental assistance programs using subsidies in the private market did not exist in 
1960, public housing was available since 1937. Originally created as the Aid to Dependent Children 
program in 1935, the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program preceded the Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families program, but the earnest expansion of the AFDC began in the 1960s 
assisted by a series of lawsuits that, among other things, diminished states’ ability to address issues of 
cohabitation. Therefore, the AFDC program was relatively insignificant in 1960 compared to the level of 
welfare assistance programs today. (See Linda Gordon and Felice Batlan, The Legal History of the Aid to 
Dependent Children Program, The Social Welfare History Project, Virginia Commonwealth Universities 
Libraries, 2011. Retrieved 09/01/2016, http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/public-welfare/aid-to-
dependent-children-the-legal-history, and Office of Human Services Policy Office of the Assistant 
Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U. S. Department of Health and Human Services, Aid to Families 
with Dependent Children: The Baseline, June 1998, https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/aid-families-
dependent-children-baseline.  

4 Steven Ruggles, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Josiah Grover, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public 
Use Microdata Series: Version 6.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
2015. Author’s extraction and calculations. Definition of married are those who were married at the 
time of the survey and includes those with an absent parent or parents who are separated. 

http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/public-welfare/aid-to-dependent-children-the-legal-history/
http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/public-welfare/aid-to-dependent-children-the-legal-history/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/aid-families-dependent-children-baseline
https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/aid-families-dependent-children-baseline
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revolution and the breakdown of societal mores have been cited as major influences.5 However, these 
observations coincide with the creation of the modern welfare system and beg the question on whether 
the system itself has embedded marriage penalties. Although our previous study provided hand-
selected examples indicating marriage penalties are, in fact, imposed by the welfare system, it is 
desirable to do a more systematic analysis to see how extensive and severe those penalties are. 

Computer programming to map out the marriage penalties 

The previous study already cited revealed that the ability to use computer modeling to map out how a 
family’s finances change for an array of earning levels and the most common welfare programs. This 
enabled us to identify welfare cliffs, i.e., those areas where additional earnings can cause a family to lose 
more in benefits than it would receive in net earnings.  

The computer model, when enhanced, also allows us to see the impacts on both the single parent who 
has custody of the children (assumed here in this paper for convenience to be the mom, which is the 
statistical average), the non-custodial parent living separately (assumed here to be the dad), and the 
impact if they would marry. This feature of the model enables us to compare specific earning levels of 
the single mom and dad and whether it is financially advantageous or disadvantageous for them to 
marry. Although we assume the non-custodial parent is the dad, it could also be a boyfriend who is not 
the biological father of the children. Throughout this paper for simplification, however, we will refer to 
him as the dad. Also, the roles could be reversed, with the dad being the custodial parent. For 
consistency, we refer to the custodial parent as mom.   

For this current study, we want to explore marriage penalties to see how extensive and severe they 
might be. Toward those ends, computer programming was written to automatically input a matrix of 
possible combinations of wages for both mom and dad for any family composition. The results of the 
programming, that is, whether there is a marriage penalty or not, were recorded for further analyses.  

A marriage penalty is defined in the following manner. First, a relative metric of the financial strength of 
a family was developed. By simply subtracting this metric from when the mom is single from the metric 
of when the mom is married, it gives an indication whether there is a financial advantage to marry or a 
financial disadvantage, i.e., a marriage penalty. If the difference is positive, there is a financial advantage 
to marry. If the difference is negative, then there is a marriage penalty. If the number is zero, then there 
is neither a financial advantage nor a disadvantage.  

 

                                                           
5 W. Bradford Wilcox, Nicholas H. Wolfinger, and Charles E. Stokes, “One Divided: Culture, Civic 
Institutions, and the Marriage Divide,” The Future of Children, collaboration of The Woodrow Wilson 
School of Public and International Affairs at Princeton University and the Brookings Institution, Vol. 25, 
No. 2, Fall 2015, pp. 111-
127:  http://www.princeton.edu/futureofchildren/publications/docs/marriagedivide.pdf. 

http://www.princeton.edu/futureofchildren/publications/docs/marriagedivide.pdf
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The relative metric of financial strength is the sum of income from earnings and welfare benefits per 
each family member benefiting from those earnings and benefits. In other words, net earnings and 
welfare benefits for each program were individually divided by the number of family members 
benefiting. Specifically, net earnings, refundable tax credits, cash assistance, and food stamps are 
considered to benefit everyone in the family. Therefore, these benefits were divided by the total family 
size. Benefits from the National School Lunch Program, food packages from the Women, Infants and 
Children (WIC) program, and childcare subsidies were divided by the number of individuals directly 
benefiting from these programs and not the family size. This latter calculation prevents the artificial 
dilution of the measure simply by increasing family size. For example, if one child benefits from a free 
school lunch whether the mom is married or not, the benefit considered is the same for each case, thus 
preventing the showing of any financial disadvantage when the measure for the single mom is 
subtracted from the measure when she is married. 
 
Benefits from Medicaid, PeachCare, and Affordable Care Act (ACA) subsidies are considered together. 
Although Medicaid and PeachCare separate children from adults in the family for the purpose of 
healthcare coverage, the metric considers the total healthcare benefit from all programs on a per capita 
basis. Finally, housing assistance is split into two components: shelter cost and utility costs using data 
from the Fair Market Rent Documentation System of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) .6 The benefit to help pay for utility costs was divided by family size because all 
members benefit. The shelter cost component, however, was divided by the family size when mom is 
single for both cases. The assumption is that dad will share a bedroom with mom, and the family will not 
need a larger apartment size, thus not requiring a higher shelter cost.  

Because the computer model allows a seemingly infinite number of family compositions, it is necessary 
to select a basic composition for analysis. The 
same composition selected was the one used 
in the previous study not only for consistency 
but  also because, as explained in the previous 
study, that composition represents the 
statistical average. Therefore, the 
assumptions are a single mom, 30 years old, 
not pregnant, and not married. She has two 
children: a ten-year old girl in school, who 
would be placed in a “family” child care 
setting when not in school and if the family is 
receiving a child care subsidy or an informal 
child care setting if the family is not receiving a child care subsidy, and a two-year-old boy, not in school 
and who would be placed in a center for a child care setting when the family is receiving a child care 
subsidy or an informal setting when the family is not receiving a child care subsidy. The dad is 32 years 
old.  

                                                           
6 Office of Research and Policy Development of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, 2017 Fair Market Rent Documentation System, accessed November 2, 2016: 
https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/fmrs/docsys.html?data=fmr17.  

Family Composition Assumptions: 

• Mom, 30 years old, not pregnant, not married 
• First child, 10-year-old girl, in school, placed in a 

“family” child care setting when not in school and 
the family is receiving a subsidy for child care 
services or an informal setting if the family is not 
receiving a child care subsidy 

• Second child, 2-year-old boy, not in school, placed 
in a center for a child care setting when receiving a 
child care subsidy or an informal setting if the 
family is not receiving a child care subsidy 

• Dad, 32 years old 

https://www.huduser.gov/portal/datasets/fmr/fmrs/docsys.html?data=fmr17
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Setting up the basis for analysis 

The data results are tables of single values based on two factors that require three axes to plot, which is 
a true three-dimensional graph as opposed to a two-dimensional graph displayed with a third dimension 
for special effects. As shown in Chart 1, the 
horizontal axis running from left to right 
represents mom’s potential wages, starting 
with $0, minimum wage, or $7.25 per hour for 
20 hours per week, $7.25 for 40 hours per 
week, $8 for 40 hours, increasing by $1 per 
hour up to $30 per hour. Dad’s wages are 
found on the second horizontal axis that runs front to back, also known as the depth. His wages considered 
are the same as mom’s, starting with $0, $7.25 per hour for 20 hours per week, $7.25 for 40 hours per 
week, $8 for 40 hours, increasing by $1 per hour up to $35 per hour. Because there are 26 variations 
considered for mom’s wages and 31 variations for dad’s wages, there are 806 possible wage combinations 
being displayed for each scenario. The data being graphed can be found in the appendix to this report. 

The size of the plotted area—up to $30 per hour for mom and up to $35 per hour for dad—was chosen 
for empirical and perspective reasons. First, the results of the modeling showed that in order to fully 
display the extent of the penalties, it was necessary to plot points up to $35 per hour for dad’s wages. 
For mom’s wages, plotting up to $30 has been shown to be sufficient to gain a broad enough 
perspective on the impact. These wages are significant. A wage of $35 per hour on a full-time basis 
results in $72,899 in gross earnings. A wage of $30 per hour would likewise generate $62,400.  

Because these wages are far above impoverished levels, the analysis in this paper will also examine a 
subset of the data, which will be highlighted in the appendix and discussed throughout the remainder of 
the paper. This subset will be referred to as the focus area, consisting of 144 wage combinations for 
both mom and dad earning up to $16 per hour. The wage was chosen because it is the median wage 
from all occupations in the state of Georgia.7 Therefore, the focus area represents the segment of 
society at the bottom half of wages and therefore the population most likely to be impacted by welfare 
policies. 

  

                                                           
7 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, State Occupational Employment and Wage Estimates, May 2015, 
accessed December 11, 2016: http://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_ga.htm#00-0000.  

Focus area: 

• The analysis will focus on 144 wage combinations 
up to wages of $16 for both mom and dad. 

• $16 per hour was chosen because it is the median 
wage from all occupations in Georgia.  

http://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes_ga.htm#00-0000
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Chart 1: How the graph looks if there are no financial incentives or disincentives to marry  

 

The third axis is the vertical axis that plots the marital advantage, i.e., whether there is a penalty or not. 
If the financial-strength metric difference, explained above, is zero, then there is no penalty or financial 
advantage to marry, and it is shown as a light blue flat plane that cuts through the vertical axis at the 
origin, as shown in the Chart 1. If the value is positive, then there is a financial incentive to marry, and it 
is plotted as a blue point above the same plane just described. The deeper the hue of the blue the 
greater the financial advantage for marrying.  If the difference is negative, indicating a marriage penalty, 
it is plotted as a red point below the plane. The deeper the hue of red, the larger the marriage penalty. 
Chart 2 shows how it would look if the only financial incentive were a $6,000 difference if mom and dad 
each earned $7.25 per hour for 40 hours per week and the only financial disincentive were a negative 
$6,000 difference if each earned $9 per hour. 

Chart 2: Example showing positive incentive of $6,000 at $7.25 wages/40 hours per week for both mom 
and dad and a -$6,000 disincentive at $9 wages for both mom and dad 
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Graph Color Key: 

Financial Incentives in blue  

Marriage Penalties in red  
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Baseline scenario: Statewide average: net earnings and no welfare 
benefits 

The baseline scenario is established by determining the financial benefits and penalties for marriage 
without allowing for any welfare benefits. As already explained, the financial advantage or disadvantage 
is measured by the difference in a new metric comparing if the single mom were single and if she were 
married. The metric itself is the sum of all per-person benefiting calculations for net earnings and each 
welfare benefit considered. For the baseline scenario, no welfare benefits are considered, including 
those distributed through the tax system. Thus, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), the Additional 
Child Tax Credit (ACTC), and the Premium Tax Credit are all excluded. Therefore, the metrics become 
simply the after-tax advantage or disadvantage from earnings on a per-capita basis.  

The baseline is simple to display and understand. First, quite logically the dad must earn at least 
something on a part-time basis, defined here as 20 hours per week, to make it financially advantageous 
for mom to marry him. Second, the more mom earns in wages, the more dad must earn to make it 
worth her while to marry him. For example, if the dad is only earning minimum wage for up to 20 hours 
per week, it is advantageous for the mom to marry him only if she earns less than $11 per hour working 
full-time. However, if she earns $11 per hour or more, there is no longer a financial advantage for 
marriage. In fact, there is a marriage penalty.  

If the dad earns minimum wage for 40 hours per week and the mom earns less than $21 per hour, it is 
financially advantageous for her to marry him. If dad earns $8 per hour, it is advantageous for the mom 
to marry only if she earns less than $23 per hour. Thus, the pattern holds: the financial advantage for 
marriage disappears when mom’s earnings significantly exceeds the earnings of dad. In general, based 
on the results of the computer analysis specific to this family composition, mom cannot earn more than 
three times dad’s earnings to preserve the financial advantage for marriage. 

This analysis is more important for low-income families. Naturally, if one parent earns a substantial 
wage where the family can live comfortably without further income, it greatly diminishes the need for 
the other spouse to work. Under these circumstances, the financial calculations on marriage may be 
easily disregarded in favor of one spouse earning all the income for the family, normally the one who 
can command the higher earnings, allowing the other to stay home.  
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Chart 3a: Baseline scenario: no welfare benefits. Only after-tax income, excluding tax-based welfare 
programs (statewide average) 

 

For the focus area of the analysis in chart 3b below, which is the likely range of combinations for the 
focus population, as explained earlier, only 11.8 percent of wage combinations have a marriage penalty 
for the baseline scenario. All these combinations are when dad has no earnings or earns less than a third 
of mom’s wage. On the flip side, 88 percent of the wage combinations have a financial advantage if they 
would marry.  

Expanding beyond the focus area for the entire plotted range in chart 3a shown above, the pattern is 
the same. Only 8.9 percent of wage combinations—72 combinations out of 806 combinations—have a 
marriage penalty, and all those combinations are when the dad earns nothing or significantly less than 
mom.  
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Chart 3b: Focus Area of Chart 
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Scenario 2: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 

The second scenario shown in chart 4a changes the inputs to consider the impact of the refundable tax 
credits consisting of the Earned Income Tax Credit and the Additional Child Tax Credit. The results are 
similar to the last scenario. That is, it is advantageous for the mom to marry dad only if dad is earning 
income, and, as before, the more she earns, the more dad needs to earn to make it financially 
advantageous. However, chart 4b shows the advantage to marriage for a small subset of wage 
combinations within the focus area–6 to be precise—has been lost.  

 

 

Chart 4a: Scenario 2: Baseline + EITC + ACTC (statewide average) 
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For that subset, there was an advantage, there is now a penalty. For example, without the refundable 
tax credits, it is financially advantageous for mom to marry if dad works 20 hours per week for minimum 
wage and if mom earns less than $11 per hour. With the refundable tax credits, that all but disappears. 
It is only advantageous for mom to marry if she has no earnings or is working herself at minimum wage. 
Therefore, adding in refundable tax credits means increasing the wage combinations with marriage 
penalties within the focus area from 11.8 percent to 16 percent of the focus area.  

Chart 4b: Focus Area of Chart 4a 
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Additionally, for most wage combinations, the effect of refundable tax credits is to reduce the size of the 
financial advantage for marriage where there remains an advantage, and if there is a marriage penalty, 
to increase the size of the marriage penalty. This can be seen graphically by comparing the charts 
because the height of blue surface area is lower than with the baseline and the depth of the red areas 
are deeper. There is an area where the opposite is true, which is found on the left side of the chart when 
mom’s earnings are zero and for most of the cases where mom is working just part-time at minimum 
wage. In those cases, the refundable tax credits increase the financial advantage for mom to marry. 

Scenario 3: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance 

The third scenario in charts 5a and 5b below adds the following benefits to those considered under the 
second scenario: Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) cash, food stamps, free and reduced-
cost school lunches and breakfasts, and the supplemental meal packages from the WIC program. The 
combinations of wages now subject to a marriage penalty have spread to become more numerous as 
illustrated by the larger red area. There are now 122 wage combinations—or 15.1 percent of the plotted 
range—with marriage penalties, more than fifty percent more than under the baseline scenario.  

Instead of the data giving us smooth surface areas, as with the prior two scenarios, the addition of the 
TANF cash and food assistance programs introduces ripples in the surface illustrating an inconsistent 
treatment. These anomalies can be explained by the eligibility rules of the programs. The first ripple, 
which appears as a stepped plateau corresponds to the welfare cliff for mom when single and when she 
would earn $13 per hour. The second step up appears when she would earn $18. The first step-up 
occurs when the single mom loses food stamps, and the second when both her WIC food packages and 
her child’s school lunch benefits disappear. 
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Chart 5a: Scenario 3: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance (statewide average) 
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Adding TANF and food benefits more than tripled the number of wage combinations with marriage 
penalties in the focus area. There are now marriage penalties for 39.6 percent of wage combinations. 
This is visible in Chart 5b and appears as a red valley. The red area in the chart spreads significantly 
compared to the last scenario displayed in Chart 4b. The penalties are spread over a larger range of 
dad’s earnings when mom’s earnings are between $8 per hour and $12 per hour. Dad must now earn 
even more money for marriage to be financially advantageous. For example, if mom earns $8 or $9, dad 
must earn at least $11 per hour for there to be no marriage penalty, and if mom earns $10, $11, or $12, 
dad must earn at least $13 per hour, or $27,040 for there to be no marriage penalty.  

Chart 5b: Focus Area of Chart 5a 

 

Scenario 4: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance 

For the fourth scenario in charts 6a and 6b we add medical assistance, defined in this case as Medicaid, 
PeachCare and the premium tax credit of the Affordable Care Act. This new scenario may be considered 
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Chart 6a: Scenario 4: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance 
(statewide average) 
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Although there are slightly more wage combinations in the plotted area with marriage penalties, the 
number of combinations with marriage penalties remains the same in the focus area in chart 6b. 
However, they are spread out differently across the focus area. The valley has become more narrow but 
runs longer. At mom’s wages of $8.00 and $9.00, the marriage penalty disappears except for when dad 
earns nothing. The reason for this is that the peculiar way that ACA subsidies work in Georgia. At $8 and 
$9 per hour, a single mom earns too much to qualify for Medicaid but does not earn enough to qualify 
for ACA subsidies. If she would marry, however, then she and her husband would qualify for the ACA 
subsidies. Other than the ACA subsidies, there would be a marriage penalty at this level. However, if 
mom earns $10 per hour, she would earn enough to qualify for the ACA subsidies and the marriage 
penalty returns. This problem with the ACA will appear in all subsequent scenarios. Dad must now earn 
at least $15 or $31,200 in annual earnings for there to be no marriage penalty, and if mom earns $11 
and $12 per hour, then dad must earn $16 per hour or $33,280 in annual earnings to avoid the marriage 
penalty.  

For this scenario, regional differences within Georgia will likely be modest. The EITC, ACTC, TANF cash, 
food stamps, school lunch program, WIC food packages, Medicaid and PeachCare do not vary by area 
within Georgia. However, not all schools participate in the school breakfast program, and the premium 
tax credit of the Affordable Care Act vary per premium differences among Georgia’s sixteen Health 
Insurance Exchange (HIX) rating areas, which can deepen or lessen the penalty.   
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Chart 6b: Focus Area of Chart 6A 

 

 

Scenario 5: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus SSI 

The fifth scenario in charts 7a or 7b is the same as the fourth except now we add Supplemental Security 
Income as a cash benefit assuming one child is disabled. The change is significant. The red valley widens 
so much so that 71.5% of the focus area in chart 7b is in the red. Not only that, but the marry penalty 
has spread over 17.5 percent of the wage combinations in the plotted area.  

The width of the valley was between $10 per hour and $12 per hour in mom’s wages for the prior 
scenario, but now it stretches beyond $16 per hour or the limit of the focus area.  Additionally, the 
valley runs far deeper, illustrated by darker shades of red with penalties nearly twice as much as under 
the prior scenario. At $10 per hour in mom’s wages, dad must earn $24 per hour or $49,920 before the 
marriage penalty disappears. At mom’s wage of $16 per hour, dad must earn $23 per hour or $47,840 
before the marriage penalty disappears. 
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Chart 7a: Scenario 5: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + cash assistance + food assistance + medical assistance + 
SSI (statewide average) 
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Chart 7b: Focus Area of Chart 7a 

 
 

Scenario 6: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 

The sixth scenario shown in charts 8a and 8b is the same as the fourth scenario, but we no longer 
assume that a child is disabled as with the fifth scenario. Now we add Housing Choice Vouchers (HCVs) 
as a potential benefit. The result is a deeper and wider red valley. The surface area with marriage 
penalties now covers 37.3 percent of all plotted data points, or 301 wage combinations. Additionally, 
the penalties are generally more severe and widespread.  
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Chart 8a: Scenario 6: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + HCVs 
(statewide average) 

 

 

In the focus area in chart 8b, 84.7 percent of all wage combinations have a marriage penalty. Essentially, 
if mom is working full-time, there is a marriage penalty. If mom earns minimum wage, $8 an hour or $9 
an hour, dad must earn $24 per hour or $49,920 in annual earnings to avoid a marriage penalty. If mom 
earns $10 an hour, dad must earn even more: $27 per hour or $56,160 in annual earnings to avoid a 
penalty.  

The next four scenarios will assume the same benefit package but for four different counties. 
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Chart 8b: Focus Area of Chart 8a 
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Scenario 7: Fulton County: net earnings plus refundable tax credits plus 
TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 

The seventh scenario in charts 9a and 9b is the basic package of benefits along with HCVs for Fulton 
County, the most urban county in the state. Beyond the focus area, the marriage penalty in Fulton 
County is more extensive, covering 43.1 percent of all plotted points, compared to 37.3 percent under 
the statewide scenario.  

If mom were working full-time at minimum wage or at $8 per hour or $9 per hour, dad would need to 
earn $27 per hour with annual earnings of $56,160 before there is no longer a marriage penalty. At $10 
per hour, dad must earn $29 per hour or $60,320 before the marriage penalty disappears. At mom’s 
wage of $16 per hour, dad must earn $22 per hour or $45,760, before the marriage penalty disappears.  

The next three scenarios will examine less urban counties assuming the same mix of welfare benefits.   

Chart 9a: Scenario 7: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + cash assistance + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs (Fulton County) 
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essentially the same, covering 84 percent of all wage combinations However, the average severity of the 
penalty increases from a negative $1,772 difference in the per person-benefiting metric to a negative 
$1,995. 

Chart 9b: Focus Area of Chart 9a 
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Chart 10a: Scenario 8: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs (Gwinnett County) 
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Chart 10b: Focus Area of Chart 10a 

 

  

$0

$7.25/20Hrs

$7.25

$8

$9

$10
$11
$12
$13
$14
$15
$16

-$8,000
-$7,000
-$6,000
-$5,000
-$4,000
-$3,000
-$2,000

-$1,000

$0

$1,000

$2,000

$3,000

$4,000

$5,000

$6,000

$7,000

$8,000

$9,000

$10,000

$9,000-$10,000

$8,000-$9,000

$7,000-$8,000

$6,000-$7,000

$5,000-$6,000

$4,000-$5,000

$3,000-$4,000

$2,000-$3,000

$1,000-$2,000

$0-$1,000

-$1,000-$0

-$2,000--$1,000

-$3,000--$2,000

-$4,000--$3,000

-$5,000--$4,000

-$6,000--$5,000

-$7,000--$6,000

-$8,000--$7,000



 28 
 

Scenario 9: Hall County: net earnings plus refundable tax credits plus 
TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 

The ninth scenario in charts 11a and 11b is the basic package with HCVs for Hall County. At $10 per hour 
for mom’s wage, dad must earn $26 per hour or $54,080 before the marriage penalty disappears. At 
mom’s wage of $16 per hour, dad must earn $19 per hour or $39,520 before the marriage penalty 
disappears. 

The extent of the marriage penalties in the focus area of chart 11b is the same as statewide average but 
the severity is less by an average of $271 but still significantly severe at negative $1,665. Beyond the 
focus area, the extent of the marriage penalty is less than the statewide average: 33.7 percent versus 
43.3 percent.  

Chart 11a: Scenario 9: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + cash assistance + food assistance + medical assistance 
+ HCVs (Hall County)
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Chart 11b: Focus Area of Chart 11a 
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Scenario 10: Peach County: net earnings plus refundable tax credits plus 
TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 

The tenth scenario in charts 12a and 12b is basic package plus HCVs for Peach County, the most rural of 
the counties considered. While the extent and depth of the valley is still there, they are less extensive 
and not as deep.  

At $10 per hour, dad must earn $21 per hour or $43,680 before the marriage penalty disappears. At 
mom’s wage of $16 per hour, dad must earn $15 per hour or $31,200 before the marriage penalty 
disappears. 

In the focus area, 81.1 percent of the wage combinations have marriage penalties, compared to 84.7 
percent for the statewide average. The average severity is negative $1,286 as opposed to negative 
$1,772 for the statewide average. For the entire plotted range, 22.7 percent of wage combinations have 
marriage penalties compared to 37.3 percent for the statewide average.  

Chart 12a: Scenario 10: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs (Peach County) 
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Chart 12b: Focus Area of Chart 12a 
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Scenario 11: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus 
subsidized child care 

The eleventh scenario in charts 13a and 13b builds off the fourth scenario or the basic package that 
includes refundable tax credits, TANF cash, food assistance and medical assistance. Except now, instead 
of adding housing assistance like the last five scenarios, we add subsidized child care through Georgia’s 
Childcare and Parent Services (CAPS) program. The result appears similar to the result from when we 
added housing assistance because a deep red valley appears. Now, however, the valley is more narrow. 
It is less extensive than adding HCVs for the most rural county considered under Scenario 10. However, 
the average penalty is more severe than Peach County but less severe than the more urban counties. If 
mom earns $8 or $9 per hour, dad must earn $17 per hour or $35,360 before there is no marriage 
penalty. However, if mom’s wages were $10, $11, or $12 per hour, dad would need to earn $23 per hour 
with annual earnings of $47,840 before the marriage penalty disappears.  

For the focus area, 64.6 percent of wage combinations have marriage penalties with an average penalty 
of negative $1,619. For the plotted area, the marriage penalties are more extensive than for Scenario 
10: 23.6 percent versus 22.8 percent.  

Scenario 11 is the statewide average. Georgia is divided into three CAPS zones. The greatest marriage 
penalties associated with subsidized childcare are found among the more urban counties because the 
subsidies are greater in more urbanized zones.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8 For further elaboration on how childcare subsidies vary, see our prior study Disincentives for Work and 
Marriage in Georgia’s Welfare System. 

http://georgiaopportunity.org/welfarecliff/
http://georgiaopportunity.org/welfarecliff/
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Chart 13a: Scenario 11: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
subsidized child care (statewide average) 
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Chart 13b: Focus Area of Chart 13a 

 

 

Scenario 12: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 
plus subsidized child care 

The twelfth scenario in charts 14a and 14b builds off the fourth scenario, but adds both housing 
assistance and subsidized child care. Not surprisingly given the results of the prior scenarios, the results 
are more severe.  
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penalty to disappear, which is thus far the worst result of any prior scenario.  

For the focus area, the extent of the marriage penalties is the same: 84.7 percent of all wage 
combinations have a marriage penalty. However, the severity of the penalty increases significantly: a 
negative $2,514. These penalties are the most severe of any yet considered with a maximum penalty 
equal to almost -$6,000. 
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Chart 14a: Scenario 12: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs + subsidized child care (statewide average) 
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Chart 14b: Focus Area of Chart 13a 

 

 

Scenario 13: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 
plus subsidized child care plus SSI 

The thirteenth scenario in charts 15a and 15b builds off the prior scenario, which is the full package of 
benefits. However, now we add the parameter that one child is disabled and give the family cash 
benefits from the Supplemental Security Income program. The results are the most extensive and severe 
of any scenario considered.  

If mom were working full-time and earning minimum wage, $8 or $9 per hour, dad would need a wage 
of $32 per hour or $66,560 annually before the marriage penalty would disappear. At $10 per hour, dad 
would need to earn $35 per hour or $72,800. 

In the focus area, 88.9 percent of all wage combinations have marriage penalties, and the penalties 
exceed on average negative $3,280, a level not matched by any of the other scenarios. For the plotted 
area, 48.4 percent of all wage combinations have marriage penalties.  
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Chart 15a: Scenario 13: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs + subsidized child care + SSI (statewide average) 
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Chart 15b: Focus Area of Chart 15a 

 

Scenario 14: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 
plus subsidized child care for a single mom with one child. 
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children in the focus area. However, for the entire plotted area, the penalty is not as extensive: 36 
percent versus 37.3 percent.  

Chart 16a: Scenario 14: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs + subsidized child care (statewide average) for a single mom with one child 
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Chart 16b: Focus Area of Chart 16a 

 

Scenario 15: Statewide average: net earnings plus refundable tax credits 
plus TANF cash plus food assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs 
plus subsidized child care for a single mom with three children. 
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Chart 17a: Scenario 15: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical assistance + 
HCVs + subsidized child care (statewide average) for a single mom with three children 
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$16 per hour, dad would need to earn $27 per hour or $56,160 annually for the marriage penalty to 
disappear. 

Chart 17b: Focus Area of Chart 17a 

 

 

 

$0

$7.25/20Hrs

$7.25

$8

$9

$10
$11
$12
$13
$14
$15
$16

-$8,000
-$7,000
-$6,000
-$5,000
-$4,000
-$3,000
-$2,000

-$1,000

$0

$1,000

$2,000

$3,000

$4,000

$5,000

$6,000

$7,000

$8,000

$9,000

$10,000

$9,000-$10,000

$8,000-$9,000

$7,000-$8,000

$6,000-$7,000

$5,000-$6,000

$4,000-$5,000

$3,000-$4,000

$2,000-$3,000

$1,000-$2,000

$0-$1,000

-$1,000-$0

-$2,000--$1,000

-$3,000--$2,000

-$4,000--$3,000

-$5,000--$4,000

-$6,000--$5,000

-$7,000--$6,000

-$8,000--$7,000



 43 
 

Conclusion from the computational evidence and lessons learned 

The computational evidence could not be clearer. When no benefits are considered, the marriage 
penalty only exists if dad is not working full-time or earning significantly less than mom, roughly one 
third of her wage for the family compositions considered. However, the more welfare benefits received, 
the greater the extent and severity of marriage penalties. The basic package of benefits—refundable tax 
credits, TANF cash, food assistance, and medical assistance—reduces the financial advantage for 
marriage and increases the severity of penalties, and for a significant subset of wage combinations, the 
financial advantages flip to become penalties.  

We defined a focus area that represents the median wage from all occupations in the state of Georgia. 
For the wage combinations up to the median wage for both mom and dad, the basic welfare package 
creates marriage penalties for nearly 40 percent of a wage combinations, especially between $10 per 
hour and $12 per hour in mom’s earnings if she has two children. Adding subsidized child care increases 
the extent of the penalties to nearly 65 percent of the wage penalties and significantly increases the 
severity of the penalties. Adding housing choice vouchers—whether the family received subsidized 
childcare or not—subjects wage combinations to marriage penalties for nearly 85% of all combinations 
in the focus area.  The only combinations that escape the penalty are when mom earns nothing or works 
part-time. Adding SSI benefits exacerbates the financial penalties both in terms of the extent of wage 
combinations subject to marriage penalties and the severity of the penalties.  

The marriage penalties spillover beyond the focus area. Without welfare programs, dad typically only 
needs to earn a full-time wage to ensure that marrying is financially advantageous, unless dad makes 
less than one third of mom’s wages. However, with welfare benefits, dad must earn much higher wages 
to avoid a marriage penalty depending on the scenario, county, and welfare package. For the basic 
welfare package, and if mom with two children earns $10 per hour, dad must earn $16 per hour or 
$33,280 as opposed to only minimum wage to avoid the marriage penalty under the statewide scenario. 
With the complete welfare package, including HCVs, subsidized childcare and SSI for one child with a 
disability, the required wage for dad to avoid the penalty jumps radically to $35 per hour or $72,800 
annually if mom were earning $10 per hour.  

Urban counties typically have richer and more generous benefit packages. As demonstrated here, these 
benefit packages increase the severity of marriage penalties and make it difficult for moms earning low 
wages to justify marrying. These valleys, in combination with the cliffs that discourage mom from 
earning more money, box mom into a low-income lifestyle in contrast to what normally would have 
been financial advantages to marry. When mom receives welfare benefits and wants to marry, she 
needs to marry someone who earns substantively more than her, which would be an unlikely scenario 
for most moms. As shown, adding more children to the family composition increases the extent of the 
marriage penalties.  

The computational evidence supports the hypothesis that the welfare system itself, with its severe and 
extensive marriage penalties, must be a contributing factor to the statistical discrepancy found between 
households with children headed by single parents who are typically more impoverished than those 
households headed by married couples discussed in the beginning of this paper. 
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The reasons why the welfare system exacts marriage penalties is not fully explored, but the problem is 
inherent with the eligibility rules and systems. Many welfare programs base benefits on calculations that 
start with a percentage of income relative to FPL. As family size increases, the poverty level income does 
not increase proportionally. This methodology of making benefit determinations is a top suspect for 
being a significant factor on why the welfare system penalizes marriage.  

Forthcoming papers will address solutions to both the welfare cliff and marriage penalties.  
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Sources 

A more complete list of sources used in the development of the computer model can be found in the 
prior report: Disincentives for Work and Marriage in Georgia’s Welfare System cited below.  
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http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/public-welfare/aid-to-dependent-children-the-legal-history, 

Office of Human Services Policy Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U. S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, Aid to Families with Dependent Children: The Baseline, June 
1998, https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/aid-families-dependent-children-baseline. 

 

Randolph, Erik, Disincentives for Work and Marriage in Georgia’s Welfare System, Georgia Center for 
Opportunity, September 2016; revised December  2016. 

 

Ruggles, Steven; Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Josiah Grover, and Matthew Sobek. Integrated Public 
Use Microdata Series: Version 6.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 
2015. Author extracted data from this microdata series. 

 

http://georgiaopportunity.org/welfarecliff/
http://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/public-welfare/aid-to-dependent-children-the-legal-history/
https://aspe.hhs.gov/pdf-report/aid-families-dependent-children-baseline
http://georgiaopportunity.org/welfarecliff/
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Appendix: Tables 

The first table in this appendix provides measurements on the extent and severity of the marriage 
penalties by scenario. The remaining fifteen tables give the data for each scenario as generated by the 
computer model. A positive value represents the annual benefit for a single mom to marry using the per 
persons-benefiting metric as explained in the paper. A negative number (in red) shows a marriage 
penalty. Each cell in these fifteen tables represents a combination of earnings from mom and dad. The 
highlighted areas are the focus areas, i.e., up to $16 per hour or the median wage for Georgia. Mom’s 
earnings run horizontally and dad’s vertically. To determine the total annual gross earnings for any cell, 
simply add the “annual” amounts for mom and dad corresponding to the cell.  

Table A-1: Extent and severity of marriage penalties by scenario as measured by the per-
person benefiting metric 
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Table A-2: Baseline scenario 
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Table A-3: Scenario 2: Baseline + EITC + ACTC (statewide average) 
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Table A-4: Scenario 3: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance (statewide 
average) 
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Table A-5: Scenario 4: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance (statewide average) 
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Table A-6: Scenario 5: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + SSI (statewide average) 
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Table A-7: Scenario 6: Net earnings plus refundable tax credits plus TANF cash plus food 
assistance plus medical assistance plus HCVs (statewide average) 
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Table A-8: Scenario 7: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs (Fulton County) 
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Table A-9: Scenario 8: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs (Gwinnett County) 
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Table A-10: Scenario 9: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs (Hall County) 
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Table A-11: Scenario 10: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs (Peach County) 

  



 57 
 

 
Table A-12: Scenario 11: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + subsidized child care (statewide average) 
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Table A-13: Scenario 12: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs + subsidized child care (statewide average) 
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Table A-14: Scenario 13: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs + subsidized child care + SSI (statewide average) 
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Table A-15: Scenario 14: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + medical 
assistance + HCVs + subsidized child care (statewide average) for a single mom with one 
child 
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Table A-16: Scenario 15: Baseline + EITC + ACTC + TANF cash + food assistance + 
medical assistance + HCVs + subsidized child care (statewide average) for a single mom 
with three children 
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