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Introduction

The secret is getting out—North Carolina has emerged as one of the best states for families. The Tar Heel 
State is now the ninth most-populous state in the union, and boasts the third-highest population growth in 
the post-Covid period.1

What’s more, lawmakers have found bipartisan compromise to advance meaningful steps towards helping 
parents thrive in the state. On education, tech, and social spending, North Carolina lawmakers have shown a 
willingness to move the ball forward in ways that deliver for parents. While families in the state are certainly 
not immune from cultural and economic pressures that make it harder for parents to have children and raise 
them in the manner they deem best, North Carolina now boasts an impressive track record in advancing pro-
family policies. 

Continuing to orient the state in a pro-family direction will require additional bold ideas. In a new YouGov 
survey commissioned by the Institute for Family Studies (IFS) and the Ethics and Public Policy Center (EPPC), 
parents make clear that they are looking for policies that will make raising kids a little more achievable—and 
will empower parents against the cultural forces that challenge family life. And our sample of North Carolina 
residents suggests that many of these policies are popular across the political spectrum. 

This report offers five policies for North Carolina lawmakers to consider. Each of these areas don’t just 
poll well, as our survey data show, but—if constructed the right way—can meaningfully advance the goal of 
making it easier to start and raise a family. The five pro-family policy priorities highlighted in this report are: 

(1) 	Ban smartphone use during class time in public schools 

(2) 	Continue to expand early childhood and K–12 options for all parents 

(3) 	Create a state commission on the well-being of men and boys

(4) 	Support strong families and healthy childhoods 

(5) 	Reorient school curricula to focus on long-term well-being

1  U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Population Trends Return to Pre-Pandemic Norms as More States Gain Population,” Dec. 19, 2023, 
CB23-217, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2023/population-trends-return-to-pre-pandemic-norms.html

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2023/population-trends-return-to-pre-pandemic-norms.html
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Teens and young adults report rising mental health 
problems, show declining educational outcomes, 
and speak openly about the pressures caused by 
a life intermediated by social media. Lawmakers 
should act to give North Carolina’s children and 
teens a little more space from the electronic sphere 
by banning the usage of smartphones during class 
periods at public schools. This is a move that is 
widely support across the political spectrum: 83% 
of North Carolinians, including 92% of Republi-
cans and 77% of Democrats, somewhat or strongly 
agree with a hypothetical proposal to ban the use of 
smartphones during class time. 

Such a plan could include requiring schools to 
furnish a safe 
location for 
smartphones to 
be stored during 
class periods, 
or simply spec-
ifying that stu-
dents may not 
be allowed to 
use phones dur-
ing class periods 
without a teach-
er’s permission 
and empowering 
school districts 
to implement 
various strate-
gies of enforcing 

2  Senate Bill 485, “Study Cell Phone Use in School,” General Assembly of North Carolina Session 2023, https://www.ncleg.gov/
BillLookUp/2023/S485

such a ban. A bill to study these approaches, and 
their impact on student outcomes, was introduced 
in the North Carolina General Assembly last year, 
but has not been advanced out of any committee as 
of this writing.2

North Carolina’s steps to protect kids online can 
be further amplified by giving parents more tools to 
help their kids navigate the internet safely. Asking 
individual parents to be an expert on the plethora 
of user settings, filters, and options for keeping age-
inappropriate content away from their kids places 
an undue burden on families. Policymakers should 
reset the status quo around kids and tech with a 
comprehensive approach to giving parents more 
power to protect their kids online. Lawmakers could 
require that all social media platforms and oth-
er websites that allow minors to open profiles first 
obtain the explicit and verified consent of a parent 
or legal guardian. They could also require that all 
social media platforms give parents administrator-
level access to view what content their children are 
watching, and who they are communicating with.

In our survey, parents were largely split between 
prioritizing measures that would require a parent’s 
permission before children could open a social me-
dia account or requiring tech companies to give 
parents more tools to filter or limit access to certain 
content. But of the parents we polled across the five 
states, only 17%—and 12% of Republican-leaning 
parents—said the problem of helping navigate kids 
and tech use was “not a problem government should 
try to solve.”

Ban Smartphones During Class  
Time in Public Schools

83% of North Carolinians support restricting phone use during classes 

https://www.ncleg.gov/BillLookUp/2023/S485
https://www.ncleg.gov/BillLookUp/2023/S485
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Last year, North Carolina became one of the largest 
states in the country to pass universal school choice 
for K–12 students. That principle deserves to be ap-
plauded and expanded. Building on that success, 
North Carolina can ensure that “choice” is mean-
ingful for children of all ages. Prioritizing a wide 
array of options for parents, along with new grant 
aimed at helping organizations launch or expand 
operations, could ensure a diversity of early child-
hood and K–12 options across the state. 

The recent so-called “child care cliff ” has driven 
additional attention to the needs of families with all 
parents in the household working. And North Car-
olina can improve the functioning of the child care 

3  North Carolina Department of Commerce, “Child Care in Focus as First in Talent Strategic Plan Enters Next Stage of Imple-
mentation,” Dec. 20, 2023, https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/press-releases/2023/12/20/child-care-focus-first-talent-stra-
tegic-plan-enters-next-stage-implementation

4  https://www.niskanencenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Child-Care-Pluralism.pdf

market in the state; one recent start was in creat-
ing the position of a liaison focusing on the child 
care market in the Department of Commerce.3 But 
addressing child care in isolation can lead to some 
skewed policy approaches. Our poll found that 
while a strong majority of North Carolina residents 
wanted policymakers to help improve child care 
affordability, there was a partisan gap on whether 
it should be considered a major problem: 26% of 
Republicans, as opposed to 9% of Democrats, said 
policymakers shouldn’t make legislation on child 
care a priority.

More importantly, in early childhood, parents’ 
preferences vary widely; some prefer to have a par-
ent at home full-time, others prefer to have a rela-
tive or neighbor watch their children while parents 
work full- or part-time, still others prefer a faith-
based or for-profit child care center. To the greatest 
extent possible, policymakers should try to expand 
parents’ options in early childhood, rather than as-
suming a one-size-fits-all approach.

According to a national poll conducted in late 2020 
by the Bipartisan Policy Center, 31% of working-
parent households used center-based care, and of 
those 53% used one that was affiliated with a faith 
organization. One-third of parents participating in 
center-based care said the religious orientation of the 
facility was “somewhat” or “very” important in their 
decision, according to a government survey.4 There-
fore, any discussion of child care in North Carolina 
should include a focus on ensuring faith-based pro-
viders an essential part of the delivery system.

Continue to expand early childhood  
and K–12 options for all parents 

84% of North Carolinians say child care affordability is a problem

https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/press-releases/2023/12/20/child-care-focus-first-talent-strategic-plan-enters-next-stage-implementation
https://www.commerce.nc.gov/news/press-releases/2023/12/20/child-care-focus-first-talent-strategic-plan-enters-next-stage-implementation
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Additional grants to non-profit and religious or-
ganizations get a child care program off the ground 
or technical assistance to ensure compliance with 
regulations and requirements could help them 
build out enough capacity to break even.5 Simi-
larly, churches or community groups interested in 
expanding K–12 education could benefit from a 
start-up grant or technical assistance for ensuring 
that true choice is available to more families. This 
attempt at capacity building would help ensure a 
pluralistic landscape for North Carolina parents 
to find the early childhood and K–12 option that is 
right for them, without putting a thumb on the scale 
of center-based child care or other options. 

An early childhood and primary education 

5  New York, Utah, Texas, and Rhode Island have all offered similar grants to help new child care facilities with start-up and 
licensing costs: https://www.americanprogress.org/article/increasing-americas-child-care-supply/

capital expansion grant would grant non-profit and 
community organizations a three-year, partially-
forgivable grant aimed at retrofitting or expanding 
existing physical spaces (not new construction), 
covering teacher training or certification, acquir-
ing technology or other approved capital expens-
es. They would not be intended to cover normal 
operating expenses, but to provide religious and 
non-profit providers access to capital to help launch 
their new or expanded early childhood, elemen-
tary, middle, or high school educational offerings. 
The grant should be made available to facilities that 
serve children across all age groups, though a por-
tion of funds could be allocated specifically to child 
care if desired.
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Young men are now less likely to graduate from high 
school or college than women.6 Men, especially sin-
gle or divorced men, are more likely to die from 
suicide or opioid-related causes.7 And these social 
dynamics contribute to delayed marriage, deferred 
parenthood, lower labor force participation,8 and a 
rising share of young men9 who are categorized as 
neither working, nor in education or training.

The cultural and economic factors driving these 
trends can’t be 
solved overnight. 
But a state Com-
mission on Men 
and Boys would 
offer a focused, se-
rious effort to reju-
venate policy and 
cultural efforts 
aimed at helping 
at-risk young men 
mature into their 
place in society.

In general, 
there was broad 
support for this 
kind of concerted 
action. Roughly 

6  “The Male College Crisis is Not Just in Enrollment, but Completion,” Richard V. Reeves and Ember Smith, Oct. 8, 2021, The 
Brookings Institution, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2021/10/08/the-male-college-crisis-is-not-just-in-enroll-
ment-but-completion/

7  “Opioids and the Unattached Male”, Patrick T. Brown, City Journal, Jan. 14, 2022, https://www.city-journal.org/article/opi-
oids-and-the-unattached-male

8  Male Labor Force Participation: Patterns and Trends, Laura Dawson Ullrich, Federal Reserve Bank of Richmond, 2021, 
https://www.richmondfed.org/media/RichmondFedOrg/publications/research/econ_focus/2021/q1/district_digest.pdf

9  “Inactive, Disconnected, and Ailing: A Portrait of Prime-Age Men Out of the Labor Force,” Social Capital Project, Joint Econom-
ic Committee, Sept. 2018, https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/4a929c09-9936-47eb-89e3-a77fd3fcd139/3-18-jec-re-
port-inactive-disconnected.pdf

four-fifths of North Carolina adults somewhat or 
strongly supported the proposal of a new “state com-
mission that would study the well-being of boys and 
men, and promote policies that encourage healthy 
masculinity and responsible fatherhood.” Notably, 
there was very little difference in support across the 
political spectrum, and support was equally strong 
among college graduates and those without a four-
year degree.

The Commission would look across the lifespan 
but focus on young and middle-aged adults who are 
struggling the most today. It would focus on cultural, 
educational, job, and social supports, and address 
policy issues such as reforming child support and 
alimony. Its efforts would include programs to re-
duce the number of absentee fathers, working with 
religious and non-profit organizations to develop 
outreach efforts to ensure dads have a relationship 
with their children. It would also be tasked with 
identifying opportunities to realign and re-envision 
career and technical education, often referred to 
as vocational ed, to ensure that all high school stu-
dents, even those who don’t attend college or uni-
versity, are given the tools they need to build a path-
way to the middle class.

Part of this commission’s work would include a 
focus on the declining state of marriage in North 

Create a state commission on  
the well-being of men and boys 

83% of North Carolinians support a state panel on the crisis facing men

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2021/10/08/the-male-college-crisis-is-not-just-in-enrollment-but-completion/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2021/10/08/the-male-college-crisis-is-not-just-in-enrollment-but-completion/
https://www.city-journal.org/article/opioids-and-the-unattached-male
https://www.city-journal.org/article/opioids-and-the-unattached-male
https://www.richmondfed.org/media/RichmondFedOrg/publications/research/econ_focus/2021/q1/district_digest.pdf
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/4a929c09-9936-47eb-89e3-a77fd3fcd139/3-18-jec-report-inactive-disconnected.pdf
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/4a929c09-9936-47eb-89e3-a77fd3fcd139/3-18-jec-report-inactive-disconnected.pdf
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Carolina. This has long-term ramifications, par-
ticularly for young men who are more likely to grow 
up without a positive male role model in the home. 
Kids who grow up without two parents present are 
at risk for higher rates of academic struggles, health 
complications, involvement with the justice system, 
poverty, and other factors associated with social 
breakdown.10

Part of the commission could also be tasked with 
evaluating the extent to which marriage penalties in 
state safety-net programs are discouraging young 

10  The Two-Parent Privilege: How Americans Stopped Getting Married and Started Falling Behind, Melissa S. Kearney, Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 2023

men from marrying. Fully solving marriage penal-
ties is expensive, and best pursued at the federal lev-
el. But the state could explore taking steps towards 
reducing the impact of marriage penalties on low-
income households by, where possible, easing the 
sharp cliffs that makes getting married a financial 
loser for too many parents. Offering a honeymoon 
period, where newly-married couples are able to 
maintain safety-net program eligibility for a year or 
two after marriage, could also help families adjust 
without abruptly cutting them off of benefits.
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Everyone should want children born in the state of 
North Carolina to have a healthy start in life, par-
ticularly in the context of the recently-passed Care 
for Women, Children, and Families Act. Children 
who grow up to unmarried parents are much more 
likely to grow up in poverty. Restoring a culture of 
marriage, particularly for working-class North Car-
olinians, would be the most important way to wel-
come more children and ensure they are supported 
with the resources they need to thrive. 

Over the past decade and a half, the share of North 
Carolina babies born to married parents fluctuated 
around 60%, roughly the same as the national aver-
age. Ever since 2011, the number of births to unmar-
ried women has remained relatively constant, even 

as the state’s popu-
lation has grown. 
Births to married 
women jumped 
upwards in 2021, 
indicating the in-
flux of families to 
North Carolina 
post-Covid and 
the flexibility ac-
corded by remote 
work policies.

Some states 
have adopted a 
straightfor ward 
way of helping 
families ensure a 
healthy start via 

11  “Five Pro-Family Priorities for the 118th Congress and Beyond: Policies and Public Opinion on Putting Families First,” 
Patrick T. Brown, Institute for Family Studies and the Ethics and Public Policy Center, February 2023, https://ifstudies.org/

a state Child Tax Credit (CTC). Idaho, Oklaho-
ma, and Utah offer non-refundable CTCs (i.e., the 
amount of the credit cannot exceed a households’ 
tax liability), and 11 states have made the credit 
fully refundable, with various eligibility thresholds 
and credit amounts. For example, the state of Ver-
mont offers taxpayers with incomes below $125,000 
a $1,000 per child CTC under the age of 5. An ap-
proach similar to Vermont’s, that targeted meaning-
ful assistance to working-class families with young 
children, would likely require a fiscal commitment 
of roughly $730 million per year. In our survey, over 
two-thirds of respondents somewhat or strongly 
supported a state level Child Tax Credit. 

A universal, or near-universal, state child tax 
credit could support new parents to a broad de-
gree. Multiple polls have found plurality of new 
moms say that their “ideal” situation would be to 
work have one parent part-time or stay home, es-
pecially when their children are young.11 Paid leave 

Support Strong Families and  
Healthy Childhoods 

Two-thirds of North Carolinians support Child Tax  
Credit for working-class families

https://ifstudies.org/ifs-admin/resources/reports/ifs-congress-familypriorities-final.pdf
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programs tied to work leave out those moms, just as 
expanded child care subsidies leave out those fami-
lies who prefer to have a relative or neighbor watch 
their child. A state CTC, or child benefit, would give 
parents more money in their pocket to determine 
the work-life balance that is best for them, and more 
time to ensure their young children have a healthy 
start to life.

Another proposal that some states have explored 
is universal school lunches, in which all students, 
regardless of income, are considered eligible for free 
lunches and/or breakfast at schools. Some states 
have designed their program to allow non-public 
schools, such as parochial schools, to participate 
in the program. Universal school lunches received 
largely favorable responses from our respondents 
in North Carolina, with four in five respondents 
somewhat or strongly supporting the idea. Among 
parents in the state, 96% strongly or somewhat 

ifs-admin/resources/reports/ifs-congress-familypriorities-final.pdf

supported the proposal.
We also surveyed whether Medicaid coverage 

should be expanded to cover a larger share of preg-
nant women. North Carolina’s recent expansion of 
Medicaid has allowed more low-income individuals 
and families access to health coverage, but pregnan-
cy and postpartum care remain significant stressors 
for many young parents. Currently, pregnant wom-
en in households up to 201% of the federal poverty 
line are eligible to have their pregnant, childbirth 
and postpartum costs covered by Medicaid; thanks 
to recent action by North Carolina’s legislature, new 
moms are now eligible to remain on Medicaid up to 
a year after birth. When we asked whether eligibil-
ity should be expanded to households making the 
equivalent of 300% of the federal poverty line, there 
was a visible partisan divide in “strong” support, 
but overall support remained above three-quarters 
of respondents across political identification.

https://ifstudies.org/ifs-admin/resources/reports/ifs-congress-familypriorities-final.pdf
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As young people increasingly delay, defer, and opt 
out of marriage, studies find commensurably lower 
levels of happiness, and higher rates of loneliness, 
depression, and suicide. Marriage rates in North 
Carolina are now largely paralleling the United 
States, with an influx of college-aged residents help-
ing keep it from falling below the national average.

As social scientists have pointed out, certain 
habits and decisions are associated with long-term 
flourishing. Specifically, young adults are “60% 
less likely to be poor if they put marriage before 
the baby carriage.” Likewise, “97% of young adults 
who get at least a high school degree, work full 
time, and marry before having children avoid pov-

erty in their late 
20s and early 
30s.”12 To help its 
citizens flourish, 
the state of North 
Carolina should 
embrace its re-
sponsibility to in-
form young peo-
ple about these 
statistics, and en-
courage them to 
think about the 
long-term trajec-
tory of their lives 
in ways that go 
beyond just ca-
reer readiness.

12  “The Utah Family Miracle: Five Policy Ideas to Keep Utah Families Strong and Stable,” Patrick T. Brown, Jenet Erickson, and 
Brad Wilcox, Summer 2023, Sutherland Institute and Institute for Family Studies, https://sutherlandinstitute.org/wp- con-
tent/uploads/2023/03/DOWNLOAD-Utah-Family-Miracle.pdf

Preparing young Tar Heel State residents for the 
economy of the twenty-first century is important—
but it is even more important to equip them to think 
about building strong families and healthy futures 
in an environment which increasingly hostile to 
family life.

This approach is broadly popular. We asked 
North Carolinians in our survey their opinion of a 
“proposed requirement that all public schools teach 
the ‘Success Sequence,’ the idea that young people 
who graduate from high school, work full-time, 
and marry before having children are more likely 
to avoid poverty and be financially successful later 
in life.” Three-quarters of respondents, across the 
political spectrum, somewhat or strongly supported 
the idea. 

To accomplish this fuller vision of education—as 
about more than just test scores, but equipping stu-
dents to live a rich and meaningful life—the North 

Reorient school curricula to  
focus on long-term well-being 

3 in 4 North Carolina respondents favor teaching  
the ‘Success Sequence’ in public schools

https://sutherlandinstitute.org/wp- content/uploads/2023/03/DOWNLOAD-Utah-Family-Miracle.pdf
https://sutherlandinstitute.org/wp- content/uploads/2023/03/DOWNLOAD-Utah-Family-Miracle.pdf
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Carolina Department of Public Instruction could 
be directed to require that state educational incor-
porate a family life standard into curriculum stand-
ards that would teach that:

•	 A high school graduation, full-time work, 
and having children after marriage are 
linked to less poverty and greater prosper-
ity for adults.

•	 Sequencing marriage before parenthood is 
associated with greater family (and thus fi-
nancial) stability

•	 A stable, married family is linked to bet-
ter educational, social and emotional out-
comes for parents and children, many of 
which are associated with more positive 
financial outcomes.

It could also include basic facts about fertility, 

work-life balance, home economics, happiness, and 
human flourishing. These would prepare students 
to think about their long-term goals, including pre-
paring to form families as well as seek out mean-
ingful work. And informing students in high school 
about fetal development, such as when a heartbeat 
is detectable or when a fetus’ fingerprints form, 
could help provide richer and better-informed de-
bates around abortion in the state.

These topics could be incorporated into its 
recently-introduced half-credit high school grad-
uation requirement in personal financial literacy, 
or used to supplement the required units of career-
focused electives. 

School districts could also be directed to collect 
student academic data by family structure, in addi-
tion to race and other demographic characteristics, 
to give researchers better insights into the value of a 
stable home environment on student achievement.
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