First Things First

Responding to Chattanooga’s Greatest Needs

with Value-Based Solutions

The Place
The greater Chattanooga area is a community of 295,000 people in Hamilton County, Tennessee.  Another 55,000 people live in north Georgia.  The greater Chattanooga area is located in a strategic part of the Southeast, commanding rail, water, and interstate traffic for a 100-mile area.  Chattanooga itself has 153,154 people and is expected to grow at a rate of 3.2 percent annually for the next 15 years. The gross domestic product of Hamilton County is $5,520,609,000.

Established in 1834, the Chattanooga area was originally part of the Cherokee nation.  Rapid growth occurred after the Civil War as the city exploited its resources and location and became a thriving industrial city.  Early leaders came from families that had built businesses here.  This strong manufacturing base continued until the 1970’s when foreign competition forced many manufacturers out of business. A period of stagnation followed.

The area began to turn around economically in the 1980’s, and by 1996 per capita income had increased to $22,334, which is higher than both the state and national averages.  Chattanooga continues to have low taxes (third lowest per capita rate in Tennessee) and according to the 1995 ACCRA Cost of Living Index Chattanooga has the 49th lowest cost of living of 311 cities surveyed in the United States.  Unemployment is at 4.6 percent, which is below the national average. Chattanooga maintains a strong tourist trade, which greatly enhances the area’s economic health.

The Problem

While the city has prospered both in terms of diversification and economic growth in recent years, families in the Chattanooga area have not likewise prospered.  Divorce and out-of-wedlock births are compromising the future prosperity of Chattanooga’s children.

Chattanooga is a city looking for leadership to help anchor its most basic beliefs.  Illustrative of this point is that while 94 percent of Hamilton county residents agree that the family is the main building block of a healthy society, 33 percent of the population have been divorced. The national average is 22 percent.  Divorce effects 21,000 households in Hamilton County. According to a survey conducted by the Barna Research Group in March 1997, 84 percent of the Hamilton County residents surveyed agree that sex outside marriage is not a good idea. However, 50.4 percent of all births in 1994 in Chattanooga were to unwed mothers – the 5th highest unwed birth rate of 128 cities in the nation.  Moreover, 44 percent of the community surveyed did not find illegitimacy troubling. (21.4 percent is the Anglo-American rate and 74.6 percent is the African-American unwed birth rate.)

The basic non-economic problems in the Chattanooga area orbit around one concern: the family. 

There are 118,937 households in Hamilton County. 39,357 have children under 18; 9,689 households (24 percent) are female-headed; 1,477 (3.7 percent) are male-headed; and 27,878 (70 percent) are two-parent households.

Social scientists have demonstrated conclusively that divorce, illegitimacy, and lack of fathering contribute to poverty, poor achievement in school and throughout life, greater crime, greater drug abuse, lower mortality, poorer health, and a litany of social ills. Truly four out of five children will not grow up with an intact family by the year 2010. The poverty rate for a child in a single-parent home is six times above that of a child in a married, two-parent home. Typically, the household income of a divorced family declines 37 percent. 

Marriage, Divorce, and Unwed Births
Tennessee ranks 4th in the nation in divorce, with a rate of 6.8 per 1,000.

According to Allan Carlson and Bryce Christensen, “Children, whether white, black, Hispanic, or Oriental, who grow up with natural parents permanently married are likely to learn the logic of gender roles, the importance of personal sacrifice, the ability to love, lawfulness, the limits of liberty, and the need for industry and hope.”

Deborah Dawson reports that in a national survey of over 47,000 households, “school performance was strongly associated with family structure. . . .The propensity of children who had ever repeated a grade of school was two to three times as high for children living with mothers only or with mothers and stepfathers, as for those living with both biological parents.” Also, “children living with a formerly married mother were more than three times as likely as those living with both biological parents to have received treatment for emotional or behavioral problems in the preceding twelve months for all children” (age 3-17 years).
  

For years, no-fault divorce has been seen as a solution to marriage and family problems.  It is not.  In 90 percent of the divorces, the father is gone from the children’s lives in five years.
  According to Jean Bethke Elshtain “the strongest predictors of domestic violence are single parent households, unmarried couples, and unsupervised or under supervised foster care situations.

Researcher Patrick Fagan observes that:

The absence of marriage, not race, is the major factor in explaining crime rates and poverty.  The rise in crime is tied to the disintegration of marriage.  The impact on the child is significant and can be permanent. Out-of-wedlock birth and growing up in a single-parent family means that the child is more likely to suffer from poorer health as a newborn (if a very young mother), an increased chance of dying, retarded cognitive and verbal development, lower educational achievements, lower job attainment, increased behavior and emotional problems, lower impulse control, retarded social development, etc.  The root cause of these ills lie not in poverty, but in the lack of married parents.

“Without a female and male who consider themselves responsible for children, the social features of social continuity are absent... [Illegitimate children] are undercapitalized with human resources. Without legitimated families, societies fragment. Marriage ties whole families together into mutually supportive social and political relationships.”

Divorce, out-of-wedlock births, and fatherlessness are wounds in the social structure of Chattanooga that must be addressed.  Leadership once again must make the case for marriage. Not only must the community make this case, it must provide effective avenues for affecting change.

Inadequate Fathering\Fatherlessness
1996 Gallup Poll reports that 79.1 percent of Americans agree that “The most significant family, or social problem facing America is the physical absence of the father from the family.” That is up from 69.9 percent in a 1992 Gallup Poll.  But is the father all that important?

Nicholi Armand Jr. of Harvard Medical School writes, 

A father absent for long periods of time contributes to (a) lower motivation for achievement; (b) inability to defer gratification for later rewards; (c) low self-esteem; and (d) susceptibility to group influence and juvenile delinquency.  The absent father family tends to have passive, effeminate, dependent sons lacking in achievement, motivation and independence. 

· Research has shown that children need more economic security to thrive, and that father involvement contributes to children’s development in unique and different ways.  (Biler, 1994; Golant 1992; Lamb, 1981; Snary, 1993)
· Students in two parent families performed better academically and had less problematic school behavior than their counterparts in either single-parent families or stepfamilies. (Kurdek & Sinclair, 1988)
· Sons of involved fathers perform a year above their expected age level on achievement tests. (Biller, 1993)
· The number of years the father is in the home is also predictive of high school completion.  (Biller, 1993)
· Several studies have suggested that father involvement in childcare is the strongest parent-related predictor in the development of empathy. (Koestner, Franz & Weinberger, 1990; Miedzian, 1991; Sage, 1982)
· Involved fathering is related to other pro-social behaviors such as generosity, altruism and helpfulness. (Mussen & Eisenberg-Berg, 1977)
· Involved fathering was associated with the development of problem solving behavior (Easterbrooks & Goldenberg, 1984) and reduced sibling conflict and aggression (Volling & Belsky, 1992)
· Children living with both biological parents are significantly less likely to suffer health problems than children raised in a single parent home. (Dawson, 1991)
· Research suggests a connection between positive fathering during childhood and maintaining long-term marriages and close friendships during adulthood. (Franz, McLelland & Weinberger, 1991)
· A white female growing up fatherless is 2½ times more likely to have a child out of wedlock. 40 percent of the fatherless white females do not finish high school.

· 70 percent of the African-American males without fathers do not finish high school.

However, in Chattanooga, 74 percent of those polled agreed that “in most cases, children raised in a home with both natural parents grow up more stable emotionally than do children with one parent.”  Only 18 percent strongly agreed that “most fathers in Chattanooga are sufficiently involved in raising their children,” while 24 percent agree somewhat. 

Crime
Overall crime has been dropping in the 1990’s, but juvenile crime has skyrocketed. Firearm death among juveniles has increased 152 percent since 1984. Expulsions from school for carrying firearms have increased 4,600 percent since 1982. Fighting has increased 4,000 percent.  Overall expulsions have increased 1171 percent.

The top five areas for juvenile crime in 1996 were, in order: Highland Park, Hixson, East Chattanooga, East Brainerd, and East Ridge. In Tennessee 10 percent of the prison population were responsible for more than 600 crimes, and most of those started as juveniles. .  Research has also shown that a small number of repeat offenders commit large portions of the crime.

In addition crimes against children now account for 20 percent of the 65,000 incarcerated prisoners in Tennessee.

Unstable family life is the leading contributor to crime.  Race, education levels and poverty have little effect on the level of crime as compared with illegitimacy and family intactness.
  Tennessee is no exception.  In 1994, only 22.6 percent of the children referred to juvenile court were from two-parent homes.  For African- Americans, only 9.8 percent of these children were from families with both parents at home

· Over the past 30 years, the rise in violent crime parallels the rise in families abandoned by fathers.

· High-crime neighborhoods are characterized by high concentrations of fatherless families.

· A 10 percent increase in the percentage of children living in single parent homes leads typically to a 17 percent increase in juvenile crime.

· Even in high-crime, inner-city neighborhoods, well over 90 percent of the children from safe stable homes do not become delinquents.  In contrast, only 10 percent of children from unsafe, unstable homes in these neighborhoods do not become delinquents.

The Strategy
First Things First will emphasize four strategic actions.

1. To identify, through credible research and study, significant problems facing Chattanooga, with emphasis on the problems of families and youth, and to deal with problems in a way that promotes racial reconciliation.

2. To identify solutions to the problems of families that are based on traditional and spiritual values and principles, to measure the effectiveness of these solutions based on credible, empirical data, and to evaluate the impact of these potential solutions on Chattanooga.

3. To build broad public support for values-based solutions through advocacy and communication.

4. To empower local leaders who are also promoting values-based solutions complementary to First Things First, and provide support that advances their effectiveness.

If we are to strengthen families, we must discourage divorce, discourage illegitimacy, strengthen existing marriages, and equip.  This will require a community-wide assault involving government, churches and synagogues, social service agencies, the private sector, and media.

Strategic Goals
First Things First has three strategic goals:

1. Reduce the number of divorces filed in Hamilton County by 30 percent (2,230 couples filed for divorce in 1996).

2. Reduce out-of-wedlock births in Hamilton County by 30 percent (from 38 percent to 29 percent).

3. Increase sufficient involvement of fathers in raising children by 30 percent (from 42 percent to 63 percent).

First Things First is a new not-for-profit 501(c)3 organization established to encourage, provide information for and accountability of reaching the above goals.  A Steering Committee of community leaders will define goals based on research, monitor progress, and encourage support for worthwhile programs.  First Things First will publicize the problem and the solutions, encourage new or existing structures to provide the programs, and report back to the community at regular intervals.

Conclusion
This is an ambitious project.  We know of no other community in America that has set measurable goals to reverse family decline.  Chattanooga has a largely untapped reservoir of concern and resources to accomplish these goals.  The risk of not acting is great.  The benefits of strategic action include greater health, greater prosperity, a more educated populace, less crime, reduced social spending, slower tax growth and a significantly greater quality of life.

	A city that engages these ideas and proves them successful would clearly be the best, most livable city in America.
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