
QUESTIONS POLICYMAKERS CAN ASK TO 
BRING THE FAMILY IMPACT LENS TO POLICY 
DECISIONS:

• How are families a�ected by the issue?

• In what ways, if any, do families contribute to the issue? 

• Would involving families result in more e�ective policies and programs?

• Most policymakers would not think of passing a bill without asking, “What’s the economic impact?”

• This guide encourages policymakers to ask, “What is the impact of this policy on families?” “Would
involving families result in more e�ective and e�cient policies?”

When economic questions arise, economists are routinely consulted for economic data and forecasts. When 
family questions arise, policymakers can turn to family scientists for data and forecasts to make evidence-
informed decisions. The Family Impact Seminars developed this guide to highlight the importance of family 
impact and to bring the family impact lens to policy decisions. 

WHY FAMILY IMPACT IS IMPORTANT TO POLICYMAKERS
Families are the most humane and economical way known for raising the next generation. Families financially 
support their members, and care for those who cannot always care for themselves—the elderly, frail, ill, and 
disabled. Yet families can be harmed by stressful conditions—the inability to find a job, a�ord health insurance, 
secure quality child care, and send their kids to good schools. Innovative policymakers use research evidence 
to invest in family policies and programs that work, and to cut those that don’t. Keeping the family foundation 
strong today pays o� tomorrow. Families are a cornerstone for raising responsible children who become 
caring, committed contributors in a strong democracy, and competent workers in a sound economy.
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In polls, state legislative leaders endorsed families as a sure-fire vote winner.
2
 Except for two weeks, 

family-oriented words appeared every week Congress was in session for over a decade; these mentions of 
family cut across gender and political party.

3
 The symbol of family appeals to common values that rise 

above politics and hold the potential to provide common ground. However, family considerations are not 
systematically addressed in the normal routines of policymaking.

HOW THE FAMILY IMPACT LENS HAS BENEFITED POLICY DECISIONS
• In one Midwestern state, using the family impact lens revealed differences in program eligibility 

depending upon marital status. For example, seniors were less likely to be eligible for the state’s 
prescription drug program if they were married than if they were unmarried but living together.

• In a rigorous cost-benefit analysis of 571 criminal justice programs, those most cost-beneficial
in reducing future crime were targeted at juveniles. Of these, the five most cost-beneficial rehabilitation 
programs and the single most cost-beneficial prevention program were family-focused approaches.
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• For youth substance use prevention, programs that changed family dynamics were found to be, on 
average, over nine times more effective than programs that focused only on youth.
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ASK FOR A FULL FAMILY IMPACT ANALYSIS
Some issues warrant a full family impact analysis to more deeply examine the intended and unintended 
consequences of policies on family well-being. To conduct an analysis, use the expertise of (1) family 
scientists who understand families and (2) policy analysts who understand the specifics of the issue. 

• Family scientists in your state can be found at http://purdue.edu/hhs/hdfs/fii/

• Policy analysts can be found on your sta, in the legislature’s nonpartisan service agencies, 
at university policy schools, etc.

APPLY THE RESULTS
Viewing issues through the family impact lens rarely results in overwhelming support for or opposition to a 
policy or program. Instead, it can identify how specific family types and particular family functions are aected. 
These results raise considerations that policymakers can use to make policy decisions that strengthen the many 
contributions families make for the benefit of their members and the good of society.

Additional Resources 
Several family impact tools and procedures are available on the Wisconsin Family Impact Seminars website at 
http://www.wisfamilyimpact.org.
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HOW POLICYMAKERS CAN EXAMINE FAMILY IMPACTS OF POLICY DECISIONS
Nearly all policy decisions have some eect on family life. Some decisions aect families directly (e.g., child 
support or long-term care), and some indirectly (e.g., corrections or jobs). The family impact discussion 
starters below can help policymakers figure out what those family impacts are and how family considerations 
can be taken into account, particularly as policies are being developed. 

FAMILY IMPACT DISCUSSION 
STARTERS
How will the policy, program, or practice:

• support rather than substitute for family members’ 
responsibilities to one another?

• reinforce family members’ commitment to each other and to the 
stability of the family unit? 

• recognize the power and persistence of family ties, and promote healthy 
couple, marital, and parental relationships?

• acknowledge and respect the diversity of family life (e.g., dierent cultural, 
ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds; various geographic locations and 
socioeconomic statuses; families with members who have special needs; 
and families at dierent stages of the life cycle)? 

• engage and work in partnership with families?
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