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Removing the Marriage Disincentive for Families on MFIP

Overview of the Bill
The Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP) provides work support and temporary cash assistance for children and their parents - often low wage workers between jobs.  Under current law, when single parents on MFIP marry, their household income is adjusted to include the income of their new spouse.  Although the family may still be struggling economically, they would become ineligible if the additional income puts them over the federal poverty guidelines (currently $20,160 for a family of three, $24,300 for a family of four).  This creates an unintended marriage disincentive for these low income Minnesotans.  

Under HF 1453, families participating in MFIP would be eligible to continue their participation in MFIP for 18 months after they marry, without regard to the new spouse's income (with some limitations).  The family would not receive any bonus payment for marrying.

Why wouldn't a family automatically be better off with income from two parents?
Long-term, MFIP helps all families move toward economic stability, but in some cases, the combination of income results in less actual money available to meet expenses. This may be particularly true when a couple has just had or is about to have a child; they risk losing their MFIP benefits at the same time a parent may be out of work due to the birth of their child. 

Does this bill create an incentive to get married?
No.  A family will not get more MFIP cash assistance if they get married, other than any increase attributable to the larger family size.  However, the current system creates a disincentive for some couples to marry, as the minimal funds available to the single parent with their MFIP grant may be greater than the combined spouses' income.  The federal program funding MFIP, Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), specifically states that two goals of the federal legislation are to promote marriage and to reduce the number of children born out of wedlock.  Unfortunately, our current system does not support these goals.  HF 1453 would allow couples to marry and give the new family 18 months to adjust to their new financial situation.

Do we know that money is the reason these couples aren't getting married?
When the American Enterprise Institute and the Los Angeles Times asked people in poverty "How often do you think unmarried adults chose not to get married in order to avoid losing welfare benefits?”,   24% of respondents answered "almost always" and an additional 23% answered “often” (2016).  A 2009 study of the effects of participation in the federal TANF program on marriage found that participation in the program had a negative effect on the probability of marriage and that this effect was limited to the time actually on the TANF program.  After exiting the program, there appeared to be no difference in marriage rates between single parents who had been on TANF and those who had not.  The study showed that financial disincentives, rather than an eroding of values favoring marriage, created the difference.  There are likely many reasons why couples choose to marry or not marry.  

Would all income from a new spouse be excluded?  What if the new spouse is wealthy?
As amended, the bill would exclude the income of the new spouse for 18 months unless the combined income in the new family exceeded 275% of the Federal Poverty Guidelines, which matches the federal government’s standard to determine whether pregnant women and children are eligible for Medicaid.  

Do any other states have laws to address a marriage disincentive or actively promote marriage?
Yes.  A 2009 federal study reported that Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee and Texas provide a financial benefit to newly married couples participating in the state's TANF program (the equivalent of our MFIP program).  Idaho, North Dakota, Oklahoma and Wyoming provide a financial benefit to all married couples.  We are unaware of any state law that addresses the marriage disincentive without expressly providing more funding to married families.   For more information, see Cohabitation and Marriage Rules in State TANF Programs, presented in fulfillment of HHS-100-02-001.

For more information, please contact Anne Krisnik, Executive Director of JRLC at akrisnik@jrlc.org or (651) 276-8148.
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