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Growing Diversity 

and Inequality 
in the American Family 

SARA McLANAHAN and LYNNE CASPER 

D KAM.-\ i ic changes have occurred in the American family over the last tour 
decades, as reflected in popular television shows. In the IQ.'̂ Os the typical 

family portrayed in most situation comedies consisted of a breadwinner-
husband, a homemaker-wife. and two or more children. This "ideal" American 
family was depicted in such shows as Fatlier Knows Best. Leave It to Beaver, 
and Oziie and Harriet. The Nelson family—Ozzie. Harriet, and their children 
David and Ricky—has recently received renewed fame in the press and has 
come to symbolize the typical American family of the 19.50s. It now serves as 
a baseline against which to compare current family arrangements. Although the 
Nelson family was more of an ideal than a reality for many people, even in the 
19,'i()s. Americans did share a common image of what a family should look like 
and how parents and children should liehave. which reinforced Ihe importance 
of the family and strengthened the institution of marriage. No such common 
understanding exists today, for better or for worse. 

.Since the 195()s. families like the Nelsons have become increasingly rare, as 
young men and women have delayed marriage and childbearing. as wives and 
mothers have cnlered the labor force in greater numbers, and as divoicc rates 
have soared. This does nol mean lhat families are becoming extinct, but rather 
lhal Ihcy arc taking on different forms. Along with the decline of families like 
Ihc Nefsons. new types of families and living anangements have become more 
donnnant. including childless couples with two careers, one-parent families, and 
cohabiting couples with children. Nonfamily houschold.s—defined as hou.seholds 
containing a single individual or people unrelatetl by either blood or maniage— 
have also bcconie mote prominent. Today, successful television shows, such 
as iliinv.'Oimriliiiiii. LA Law. and Miirpliy Brown, feature divoiced and never-
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married characters, employed mothers, and single mothers (defined as divorced, 
separated, never-married, or widowed mothers raising children alone), reflecting 
the diversity of families that is characteinstic of the 1990s. These "new families" 
indicate that Americans have more choices today than they did in the past about 
how to organize their private lives and intimate relationships (Goldscheider and 
Waite 1991). 

At the same time, greater diversity has meant greater economic inequality 
across hjiuM^boktw Some of the new, nontraditional families, such as dual-
earner couples, are doing very well; others, such as single-mother families, are 
doing poorly. In 1991. the typical dual-earner couple with children had an an-
ntial income of .$46,629.' In contrast, the typical mother-only family had an 
income of only $13,012. Families like that of Ozzie and Harriet (working-
husband. homemaker-wile. children) had <in~anmra1~income of $T3"3'6I. The 
iiicica.sc in single-mother families and dual-earner families during the 1970s and 
l9,SOs has led lo incieased inequality acioss households and to a feminization 
of povcny. wilh more and more of the poor being concentrated in families 
headed by unmarried mothers (Pearce 1978). In I960. 24 perceni of poor fami­
lies were headed by unmarried mothers: in 1990. the number was 53 percent. 
The diversity of lamilies has also exacerbated racial and ethnic differences in 
economic well-being. Whereas Ihe fastest growing while lamilies aie dual-
earner families, a iclatively advantaged gioup. the fastest growing black fami-
lies"ai'e iliolllOi-Oiily laiiitliL'^. a relatively disadvantaged gioup. Tmrrn 

Many people are concerned about what these changes mean for children and 
what government can (and should) do lo help families and children adjust to 
change. Since w-omen arc spending more of iheir lime wi)rkiiig outside the 
home, iheir children are spending less lime with ihem; and molhers are con-
Ironted wilh conllicting demands from the workplace and family. Despite the 
problems encountered by working iiK)lhei-s. loday very few pei)ple believe that 
mothers" employment per se is harmful lo children, except perhaps during the 
lirsi year of life. And yel we used to think so. 40 years ago. Today, the policy 
debate about molhers" employment is primarily a debate over what constiluics 
c|ualily childcare. how to make qualily care accessible and affoidable lo lami­
lies. and how lo design parental leave policies to suit the needs of paienls as 
well as employers (Da Vanzo. Rahntan. and Wadhwa 1994). 

The public is much less sanguine about the iulure implications of marilal 
disruption and single motherhood. When molheis work oulside the home, chil-
tlien may spend less lime with their parents, bul the family also gains income. 
In contrast, when patents live in separate hou.seholds. children experience a loss 
of parenlal lime (typically the lalher"s time) as well as a loss of income. Be-
cau.sc Ihc lolal loss of resources is substantial for children who live with single 
mothers, many people fear that ihis lype of anangcmcnt may be harmful lo 
children. Ami indeed Ihe empiric;il evidence supports their fears. Children who 
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grow up with only one of their parents are less successful in adulthood on 

'verage, than children w h o g r o w u p W b o t ^ 

Jrop oul of high s T g g g n o I t e E ^ ^ L i i n ^ ^ 

in young adulthood even a f t e . ^ -

S T f o T d l l e F E i ^ ^ baekgrouncTTMcEMaOnd 

L l A . , . r 1QQ4V About halt o f l H r a v a n t a g e s associated with s.ngleparerit-

hood are due to l o ^ ^ i T i n c o m e r M i ^ ^ 
i n v - ^ W i l ^ ^ S ^ T ^ J i T i ^ ^ ^ P"'"herhood' 
lie c - ^ i ^ ^ S T f T T O n h e T f o M l T a ^ ^ 
the policy debate in this area is not just about how to help children adapt o 
family change, it is about how to reverse change. We use the word s.ngl in 
this chapter to refer to adults who are not currently marr.ed and living w th a 
spouse. Many of these people were mamed m the past or will be >" t e "^re^ 

The idea that govemment should try to prevent single-mother families from 
forming is a hotly contested issue. It raises questions about the causes underly-
nu the decl.ne in marriage and the causes of single motherhood. Those who 

w.;nt government to limit the growth of single-mother amthes often claim tha 
.over^men. is responsible for the growth of such tamil.es. They argue that the 
nse in welfare benefits dunng the stxfes and early - - " f ^ . f 
to younu men and women that if ihey had ch.ldren and did not marry, the 
!!overn,Trenl would take care of .he mothers and ch.ldren. Thus, ewer couple 
marr.ed and more young women became single mothers. Charles Murray a 
lead.nu proponent of thts v.ew. argues that the only way to save fam.l.es .s to 
eHntin;te welfare entirely, forc.ng poor young women e.ther to '̂̂ P ha-"g ^^ ,1 -
dren or to place iheir newborns wilh adoption agencies (Murray 1984. 993). 

At the other end of the pol.t.cal spectrum are those who beheve that the 
decline in marr.a.e is due to the decl.ne .n job opportunit.es tor poor young 
.e. .- iobs that w^uld enable them to support a family (Wilson Neckerm n 
,986) They ar.ue that voung nten with the least education and the fewest sk II 
were the hardest hit during .he 1970s and 1980s by ihe loss ol jobs from cen^a 
cit.es and the restructuring of the workplaces that occurred. With no v.s.ble 
.,eans of support and with bleak p.ospects for the future, these young meti are 
no. seen as potential tnarnage panners by the young women they are dat.ng^ 
even when L women become pregnant. Nor are the parents ot the g.rl l.kely 
,o .rv .o arrange a "shotgun marr.age"" as they might have done .n he 1950ŝ  
when the l.kel.hood of hnding steady work was much greater tor low-skilled 
men. In shon. marnage has declined because the pool ot mamageable men 

^'Vhcse'lw^I; theories tell us .something about why man-.age m.ght have declined 
amon .̂ wt,mcn from disadvantaged backgrounds dunng ihc past few decades, 
but Ihey do nol explain why the l.end also occu.red a.nong young women Irom 
ntore advantaged backun.unds. To fully understand what has happened to 
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American families, we must look farther than welfare benefits and the loss of 
jobs for low-skilled men. 

Another theory with considerable merit is that marriage declined because 
woinen becaine more economically independent; increased education, job op­
portunities, and hourly wages during the past three decades reduced the gains 
from marriage and gave women an altemative source of income outside mar­
riage (Becker 1981). This allowed them to be more selective in choosing mates 
and it encouraged the.n to leave bad marriages. The women's independence 
theory incorporates the two previous arguments. Wellare benefits, like eamings. 
provide less-educated wotnen with an altemative source of income outside mar­
riage. .Si.nilarly. the decline in good jobs for low-skilled .nen makes marriage 
less attractive for these women, especially if the level of welfare benefits re­
mains constant. 

Finally, so.ne people blame the decline in marriage and increase in single 
motherhood on changes in American culture (Bellah et al. 1985; Leslaeghe and 
.Suikyn 1988). The cultural argument has many different facets. .Some people 
sec the sexual revolution in the 1960s as the principal engine of change. 
Changes in attitudes about premarital .sex made it easier for young men and 
women lo live together without being married and destigmatized single tnolhcr-
hiHid. And improved and accessible binh control .nethods and more widely 
available abonions facilitated intimate relationships without the responsibilities 
and commilmenls they once entailed. 

Olhcr analysts focus on the shift in values that has taken place throughout 
the iweniieth century, especially after I960. The shift in values frt)m tho.sc fa­
voring lamily coirimitment and sclf-sacrilicc to those favoring individual growth 
and personal freedom has given rise lo the so-called '•nic generation."" Many ol 
the characters in recent television shows, such as Norilieni E.xpo.siire. Seinfeld. 
and iliinvsonieiiiinii. show young people struggling with the tension arising fiom 
making peni-iancnl commitments to olhers while remaining iriie lo .heir own 
ideals and personal growth. 

i hc dcbale over the causes of lamily change has impoilanl policy implica­
tions. If welfare benelils arc Ihc major reason for ihe decline in marriage and 
the increase in single niothcihood. reducing hciieiits or icdcsigning welfare in-
ccniivcs lo be n.o.r marriage-neuiral may have meril. If the decline in men's 
opponunilies. ihe incica.se in women's eii-iploymenl opporlunilies. or value 
changes are the p.-oblciii. eliminating welfare is nol likely lo have much cffccl 
on marriage, and il will definitely make poor children worse off economically. 
Ironically, if the increase in women's economic independence is a inajor cause 
of single mothe.-ho(.>d. then cncouiaging welfare mo.hers lo eiiler ihe labor 
Iorce. which is ;i principal ihrusl o\ recent ciTorls ti.i reform welfare, may ac.ti-
:illv cxaceibaie the licnd in single molhcrhood. since il will increase Ihc eco­
nomic iiiLlcpeiKlencc ot women in Ihc long run. 
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In this chapter we examine the changes that have made the prototypical Ozzie 
and Harriet family increasingly rare in the latter half of the twent.eth century. 
We begin by focusing on four major demographic trends: the decl.ne in mar­
riage the nse in tnarital dismption, the changes in marital and nonmantal 
childbearing, and the increase in mothers' labor force participation. Certain of 
these trends, such as the rising divorce rate, are extensions ot long-term pattems 
that have been reshaping family life since the tum of the century. Others, such 
as the employment of mothers with young children, are more recent and repre­
sent a break with the past. . 

We also exannne demographic changes .n other Westem indusir.al.zed coun-
tnes in order to place the U.S. exper.ence in the broadest poss.ble context. The 
cross-national compansons help us think about the causes underly.ng the 
chan-es .n the American family, and how we .night minimize the cost of change 
lor ch.ldren Too often, commentators and political pundits in the United States 
speak as thouoh the changes affecting the American family were unique to this 
countrv As noted above, ihe growth of single-mother families is olten attributed 
,0 the'increase in wellare benefits during the 1960s and early 1970s. As we 
shall see however, the United Slales is not unique with lespect to d.vorce 
nonmantal childbearing. and women"s employment. Nor is there a simp e 1.1 
relationship between the prevalence of single parenthood and the level of wel­
fare benefits acioss different countries. Many European countries, such as 
France. Great Britain, and Sweden, are much more generous toward single 
mothers, and yel they have less single motherhood than we do. 

In the second pa.l of the chapter, we examine family diversity and .is .mph-
cal.ons for the cconom.c well-be.ng of American women. Census data allow us 
to compare the characteristics of several different types ot "new fam.l.es. .n-
cludin>. snvJc-mother tamil.es. single-father fam.l.es. and cohab.t.ng couples. 
Thev also allow us to examine the prevalence of different work and tam.ly roles 
amcMV- American women and the standard of living commensurate with these 
statuses. As .n the previous seclion. we compare the U.S. case w.th other mdus-
nializcd countries. We lind that mamed-couple famihes in w;lnch_the w.te .s 
employed have the lowest poveny rales in nearly all the coumt^iiTexaTmnedT. 
^ ^ l ^ s families headed by nonemployed s.ngle .nothers h a N k M l R M r g ^ ^ 
c n T T I i l ^ W e also find that single mothers are much woT^^otMrfTfic United 
Si;;i;;r7dalive to other tamilies with ch.ldren. than m mLgother countr.es-

^iTTTTnin-pIIFrof the chapter dnecrtracraresscs tne question oi wfiy-man'.age 
has declined dur.na the past two decades. Here we preseni new evidence based 
on our own empirical analysis of marriage market characlcnsl.es .n d.flerent 
meli-opolilan areas of the Uniled Slales. We tind that marr.age is more common 
in a.-eas where woinen"s employment opponunilies and earnings are low. where 
wellare benefits a.e low. and where men"s employment opportunities and cam-
m>'s -lie hi>'h We also lind lhal increases in women"s employmeni opponuml.es 



6 SARA MCLANAHAN AND LYNNE CASPER 

can account for a good deal of the decline in man-iage between 1970 and 1990 
amonu white women but not among blacks. Our results do not support the argu­
ment That increases in welfare benefits or declines in men's employment oppor­
tunities have led to large declines in marriage. 

FOUR DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

Four demographic changes have profoundly affected the American family in 
the past 40 years: ihe decline in marnage. the increase in mantal instability, the 
chan-e in marilal and nonmarital fertility, and the increase in mothers' labor 
lorce^^anicipalion. To understand what has happened to the family, we must 
undcrsland what has happened in each of these domains (Da Vanzo and Rah­
man 1994). 

ix 

The Delay in Marr iage 

rThroiighoiii Ihe J950s^hcjs^^^ young woman married when she was aboul 

^0 ve^ i i ^^^ jk^^ 
prevailed ihroughou. the 1950s. ByJ990. howeverMh^iedian age at first mar-
na-c—the a-e^tt winch half of the popujatjon,has.ma.Tied for the first lime— 
was 24 Tortl^i^i^?i71ii^6 for men. In just three decades, the median age at 
IirsTnTuTTrialleTncleased by 4 yeais among women and by 3 years anmng \w<zw\_\ 

Tlie posM^oneineni of marriage thai look place after 1960 led to a substantial 
mc?:^ir^7~nrthc pei-centau7"cTjTCveEm^^ .voiini' auuits. in l9/U. aPout 6 
perceni t>f wt.men and_9j2erccnl of men :.ped 30-34 ha7riV-vrrWnccL_Bv_ 
l9^>n77TieTTg'ui-es wei-el6 perceni and_27_perceni. respeclively.^ In one sense. 
theTlsJ-tnTTie aue at ti.si ma.riagc T^^IlTi^^M^ unusual as it might at first appear. 
Marilal pattems^ in the 195t)s and early 1960s were unique (Cherlin 1992). 

.Never belore m this century had so .nany pet>plc married, and never belore had 
Ihev marned so young. Thus, using 1950 or 1960 as a benchmark against which 
to evaluate leceni behavior makes ihe currenl siluation appear much more un­
usual lhan It actually is. Had we u.sed 1900 as our baseline, for example, we 
w(niid have I(.>UIKI ;t much smaller increase in the median age al Inst marriage— 
no clunme anionu men and only a 2-year increase among woinen. 

Yet. certain aspects of the lelalively high age at firsl ma.nagc loday dilter 
from Iho.se at the lum of the cenlury. In 1900 mo.sl ytuing adults lived with iheir 
parcnls or other relatives until they martied: loday they are more likely lo leave 
home and establish independent hou.seholds. Thus, the increase in the age al 
lii-si man iage after the 196(.)s led to a substanlial increase in nonfamily house-
In,Ids—households containing a single person or several unrelated adults. This 

• turiher imdcrmined the institution of marriage, since il provided young pcoplc 
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SOURCE: U.S. Burc.u ot the Cc.'sus O , ' ' . ' " / 
r.n.c,nc,us: Marcl. IWl . . ' Senes P-2(.. No. 4.S0. 

NO-rU: lX,la points . f e r 1^7 :„e plo.led lor sinf^le years. 

™ a„en,u.,vc w»y o, ,„dcpc,K,=„co ,hc,r fa,.,l.es 

" ' "'•'y'"- , nv.rriaoc was especially pronounced 
Living away from ' - ^ ,J-; ' ' X h o o -

...-oughoul the 1960s and 1970s as > - ^ b x ^^^^^^^ 

contraception techniques •7'-^^ '̂̂ - '̂". " During the 1980s, 

ually higher in 1990 than it r^^^.^^^^^^,^ ..le nsing percentage of 
The increasing median .̂̂ ^^ .̂̂  „ ,ohab.tation-two per-

never-mart.ed adults has co..tc.dcd w.th an M c ^ a ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ . ^ . ^ ^ ^ 
sons of the opposite sex living logether ' V ^ ^ ; ^ ^ ^ ^ . " ' ^ 3 ^ . abo-Iir2 
and 1970. the e a r h e s ^ ^ 

ceased rap.dly• B e u v e e ^ ^ ^ ^ 

- - t was grcates. . ^ , 3 : ^ . - ^ - - ^ 

iwenlies and earjy-lhirtics. 
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TABLE 1.1 Percentage of unmarried males and females 
cohabiting: 1980 and 1990.° 

Males Females 

ly.so 1990 1980 1990 

1,^-24 2.}% . v 4 % 4.0% 5.6% 

2.s^.14 1 1.4 I.V 1 1 1 .9 16.2 

.v^-44 10.9 I.'i.9 5.1 10.1 

4.'S-64 7.S 9.7 ."̂ .2 4.8 

(\S ;inil (.)ver 4.(1 4..S 1.4 0.8 

Tola! 7.9 A.} (1.6 

SOUKCI-S- u s Bureau ol" ihe Census. I W I . Cum; , ! I'opuUiii-u Krport^-
••M;,riL,l Sl.tns :,.ul Liv,,,-; Ar,;„,ge„,enls: NL„el, |W() . - Ser,es P-2U. No. 4.M1, 
U S Hiiiem, ol ,he Census. Curicxt I'optilaiii.n W,7.om. • Mi,nUil Si;,lL,s ;„ul 
l.ivin,: ..\,T.„ge,.>e.,is: Maiel, IWII. • .Series \'-2iK No. .V>S, IJ.S Hiiie.a ot the 
Census. Un|Hihr,slie<.l I;ilHil;,lio„s. 

••-n,c leiin eol,;,hilin.i; relers lo .iclulis livnii; in ,nin,MrrieJ eonple liouseliolds. 

Alihouoh some analvsis argue lhal cohab.lation reinl.Mces the insliluiion ol 
m u-naoe by allowinu people to -try tnil"" potential marriage partners, thereby 
ehoosino iheir males more caietully. ihcrc arc .several reasons tor bei.eving o.h-
erwise Firsl cohabilino unions are less stable than legal inartiages and ol 
much shorter duration (Bumpass. Sweet, and Cherlin 1991). Second, a sizable 
nroportuMi o i cohabitoi-s (10 percent) intend lo conlinue living togeiher. but 
do nt>. intend to inar.-v ther cu.Tcn. partner (Casper 1992). For these ctu.ples. 
eohabilalion is clearly an aliemalive ralher than a ptccursor lo marriage. Iheie 
IS another subset of cohabitors (7 percent) who plan to many eveniually bul 
who do nol plan to marrv the person they arc currently living with (Sweet a.id 
Bumpass 1992). And linallv. rcgaidless of how people view their relationship. 
Ihe riohts and obligations thai go with legal martiage are much more ditficult to 
enlorce amonu cohabiting couples than among martied couples. To lake just 
one example: an unmarticd woman who becomes a molher has a much weaker 
clam, on the resources of the child"s falher lhan a women who is martied lo the 
falher Only aboul 30 pe.cenl of child.-en bon. oulside martiage have a legally 
dcsionalcd Valhcr (Garfinkel 1992). Allhough ihe courts have been moving in 
Ihe direction of extending -mantal rights and obligations"" to cohabiting couples, 
iheie continues lo be a large disparity belween these two lypes ot partnerships. 

The increase in Marital Instability 

A second maior lacKM- affecling families is the increase in divorce. Whereas 
m 1950. most people martied once and remained martied unlil ihcy (or their 
spouses) died, as Oz/.ie and l-lainel presumably did. today over half of all cou-
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FIGURE 1.2 Ratio Of divorced persons per 1,000 married persons, 
by race and year. 

, . , ^ . 7 ; ; : ; r 7 ^ " H<-ro,-t.s. -Man.a l Status ancl L , u n . Ar 
SOUKCI-: U.S. Bureau ot H K Census ! ' 
„„ ,e„ ,e , i i s : Marel, IWO. ' Ser,es P-211. No. 4.M.. 

-I ThP .livorce rate—Ihe number of divorces 
pies end their inartiages v<.lunlarily. ^ ,,,, ^rst half of the 
each year per 1.000 married Over half of all mar-
uventielh century and increased drantatically : ' " ^ j , ^ , ^ ^ , , (Castro-

- - r r " ' ^ s ' ^ S ^ r T ^ r : : ^ ; : ^ e d J d ^ n g the I980s but 

^ ; r ; : : ~ : r t i ; a ^ i ^ o f greater in.^^^ 

pected such a leveling off. ^ ^ - ^ - ^ ^ ^ i ^ i ^ ^ ^ ĥe m-
the couples who do - - ^ > ' ; ^ ^ ^ f , , , „ e n the fact that the large baby 
erease in the average age at lust n artiag.. a ^̂ .̂̂ ^ 
bot.n ct.horts have reached middle age and passed ' l ^ / 989a) 
lives when they were most likely ' ^ ^ X ' ^ m ^ ^ r t ^ e ^ ^ ^ ^ nse in the 

-l-he increase in divorce and the delay/d.cline m nwr.a 
a.v(,rced 10 ma.-,.ed l-opic <Figu. F J ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

;:ji::';Sa::';h::;-:^^^^ 

1 
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Although the ratio was higher for blacks than for whites, the percentage increase 
over time was the same for both races. The increase in the divorce ratio is likely 
to have a feedback effect on marriage. By increasing the chance that married 
and single people will interact with people who have ended their marriages 
Ihrough divorce, a high divorce ratio makes divorce more acceptable and mar­
riage more uncertain. In addition, legal changes since the 1950s have made 
divorce easier and more accessible. For example, until the 1960s, divorce was 
permissible in New York State only if one partner proved the other had comnnl-
letl adultery. 

The Shift in Marital and Nonmarital Fertility 

A third change affecting the American family is the shill in marital and non-
mariial tcrtilily rales. Between I960 and 1990. marilal "fertility rates—births^tc) 

'TnTiTi'ied'̂ wonTen Ixnween the ages (if_l5 and 44—declined sharply, \vhile non­
marital fertility nites—births to unmarried women of similar ages—mciea.sed 
oradiiallv. To'jcthcr. these two trends represented a rediiciion in overall fertility 
w'Inle incieasmg tlie proportion of c~hildren born outside of marriage. 

The r.ipid rise in the illegitimacy ratio—the proportion of all birtlTs'each year 
occurring to unmarried women—has recently attracted considerable atleniion. 
as Ihe public has become increasingly concerned about the economic and social 
cosls ol in)nmariial childbearing for children, molheis. and ihc country al large.^ 
What is olien missing ln)in such discussions, however, is the recognition lhal 

'̂ ^mariTal"" lertilily has a signilicani efteci on Ihe trend in the illegitimacy ratitV 
.Slnci. l l l . l l l i c d womenJlCCouni f o r a nnu-h l:iroer pmp iMl ion ot al l births than do 

niimarned women, a change in the lertililv behavior of married women can 
have a large iiiipacl on this measure. In addition, an increase in the proportion 
(̂ 1 \voiiien_ w'htPare single can a[sohave a large ettect on the propoilion ~ol 
cTiTlclreiTTHini oulside marriage." To undcrslanti why the illegitimacy i-atK)'has 
gimtnTjTso" fast in i-eoJnr\'ears. we musl undcrsland what is happening to bolh 
Ihe marilal and nonmarital birthrates as well as lo the changing marital slalus 
composilion ol women, thai is, Ihe proportions of women who are marrietl and 

_ui)niari-ictt. 
The 19.5()s were an unusual decade. Nol only did men and wo.nen marry al 

relatively voiing ages, ihey also Ix-came paienls when ihey were quite young, 
and ihcy gave birth to nio.e children than in the previous decade. This increase 
in marilal fertility cau.sed what demographers called a baby boom from the mid-
1940s lo the early 1960s. 

However, married women began lo change their behavior in the early 1960s. 
iVIarilal lertilily rales declined by more lhan 40 percent between I960 and 1975. 
Irom 157 births per 1.000 .narried women to 92 births per 1.000 married 
^1 , F - - . . . . l > M ' M i ' : ' h i i ^ ' t M > | - T->fM-iMfl I U W1 I 1 1 " I f > t " I 1 IV ' f , 1 1 1 | \ ' I l ( 1 \.'( ' T", V 1 O , " ' , , , , ! , ! - ^ ' 1 
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FIGURE 1.3 Birthrates tor women a g e d 1 5 - 4 4 ^ b ^ ^ ^ 

:' 

TT ~ r ,1, . n <; /g.V.S Vol l. Natality. National 
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unmartied childbearing, but it does suggest that the relationship is much weaker 
and more complex than many people think. Clearly, the rise in the percentage 
of births occurring to unmarried women is not the simple consequence of more 
welfare benefits. And curtailing welfare benefits now will probably not reduce 
the illegitimacy ratio. 

Changes in marital and nonmantal fertility altered family life in two major 
ways: they reduced the prevalence of parenthood overall, and they increased the 
proportion of families headed by single mothers. In 1960, 44 percent of Ameri­
can households contained a man-ied couple with a minor child. Recall that a 
iKHischold includes all the persons who share a dwelling unit, while a lamily 
includes two or more persons who share a dwell.ng unit and are related to each 
other by blood, martiage. or adoption. A person living alone is counted as a 
hou.schold but not a fa.nily. An additional 4 percent of households contained a 
child and either a single parent or neither parent (Wetzel 1990). Thus, nearly 
half of all households included children, and nearly 90 percent of the households 
with children contained two parents. But by 1990, only about 35 percent of all 
households contained children, and an increasing proportion of households wilh 
children did nol contain two parents. Between 1960 and 1990. the proportion 
of children living m single-parent families grew fio.n 9 percent to 25 percent.' 
A..d this number understates the proportion of children lhal will ever experience 
single parenthood. Demographers estimate that over half of all children born in 
Ihe late 1970s will live in a single-parenl fannly al some poinl before reaching 
age IS (Bumpass and Sweet 1989a). 

The orowih of single-parenl families is ct)vered in more detail in the next 
seclion. (Il is also ircatcd in Chapter 3 in this volume.) For now. wc simply 
noie lhat single-parent fannlies are very ditf'crenl from two-parent fannlies in 
terms of their economic slalus. and this difference has important implications 
l\)r the future wcll-bciniz of children. 

FIGURE 1.4 

GROWING DIVERSITY AND INEQUALllY IIN mc « V , U M ^ ^ . ^. 

Labor torce participation rates f o r m o t t i e r s ^ ^ 
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only -. inmon.v of mothers now tii a large majoriiy of inolhe.s. and this was 

m.rncd mt,thcrs with picscho.^l children were in ihe labor tot c. whereas Dy 
99 e cn, were employed. By 1990. cuncnlly martied ntothers were 

V kely 10 be in ihc labor force as tornterly martied single -cMhers (64 
p^lvcltU. I l L y were more likely ,o be employed than never-mart.ed mothers 
(49 percent).^ 

The Increase in Mothers' Employment 

The linal. and perhaps most fundamental, change allecling the American 
lamily is the increase in mothers" cinpltwinenl_Womcn"s labor force parlicipa-
ijiin—the percentage of women who arc working or looking for work—has been 
going up since the beginning of the iwenlielh century. In the early part ot the 
century the increase occurred primarily among young unmarried wome.i. .Mlcr 
1940. married women began entering the labor torce in greater numbers, and 
after I960, married molheis with children al home fi>llowed suit. (See Bianchi, 
Chapter 3 in Volume 1 for a more ihoiougli descriplion of ihese trends.) 

In the early 1950s, only about 30 percent of married mothers with school-
aged children were working tuitside the home. By 1990. this numf->er had risen 
to over 73 perceni. In jusl four short decades, a behavior lhal once described 

Race Differences 

Racial and ethnic groups dif.ered considerably m 1990 with ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 
ptevalencc of marriage. pai-cn.ho(Kl. and employinent among -"^^ --s^The 
t end however, wc.x- consistent tor all of the groups w.̂  exannned^ White 

m n e,- ihe most likely u. be n.artied in 1990: black wonten l e lej.s 
H^ely: and H.span.c women fell ,n between. ''-ee gmups cxpencnced a 
decline in ihc prevalence of marnage between 9S0 ̂ '"d 

The ir.tiern tor sin-le parenthood was .|usl ihc opposite. Black women were 
, „ : ^ m ^ : r i i ^ l y . . . . . . .o be smgle n.,.hers-28 ,.rc.nt ^ r sus^ 
pei-ccnt-and Hispanic women, again, were in .he middle. -Singl. n cludcs 
'^m^cn who reported they had never n.arricd or were divorced, sepaiated. or 
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TABLE 1.2 Percentage of women aged 18-55 who are married, single parents," 
and employed mothers, by race: 1980 and 1990. 

Percent all Mothers Who 
Percent Married Percent S ingle Mothers Are Employed'' 

1980 1990 %A 1980 1990 %A 1980 1990 %A 

Whiles 66% 64% - 2 7% 7% 0 53% 69% + 16 
Blacks 38 - 4 26 28 -1-2 60 68 -1-8 
Hispanics 60 ."15 - 5 13 14 + 1 51 .s8 -t-7 

.SOUKCl£: I'ulilie Use Microdalu $a,nple. i>)S(i and I99(». 

"Single; ineliides divorced, separated, widowed, and never-n,arricd niolhers. 
' Usually winked 20 or more hours per week (luiside of Ihe home last vear. 

witlowed al the time of the census. The prevalence of single motherhood, as a 
percentage of all women, did not increa.se among white women durinc the 
1980s, and increased by only 2 and I percentage points among blacks and His­
panics, respeclively. (Single motherhood grew much more rapidly in ihe 1960s 
and 1970s than in the 1980s.) With respect to mothers" employment, all ihiec 
racial and ethnic groups expenenced an increase in mothers" labor force partici­
pation (mothers wi)rking al least 20 hours per week) between 1980 and 1990. 
White nu.iiheis weie ihe most likely to be workmg outside the home in 1990. 
and flispanic mothers were the least likely. 

dy country lo have experienced significant 

Cross-Nationat Comparisons 

The Uniled Slates is nol the onl 
^ - - _ . . i w , i i i i i i - i i i n 

demographic changes during the past lhree~decadcs. Declin~es in mairiagerTn-
cieases in divorce. gn)w-lh in the proportion of childien bom oulside inaniagc. 
and iiicreases in thejabor force participation of woinen have affeclcd family irfc~ 
in mosi Fui-i.inean coiinirics well as in Canada "aruTIhe Uni(ecrSlates.^fh7 
average age al maniage has risen since ihe beginning oi the~l970s~Tirmost 
Wesierii countries as il has in the United Slales. Europeans who were bom in 
the 1950s and who came of age during the ••frce-love generation"" of the 1960s 
mitialcii the lelreal l'i-om maniage characterized by both later and less frec|ueni 
iiKirnage (Sonenlino 1990). Indeed, the age al lirsi marnage is actually lower 
in ihe Uniled Slales lhan in most of ihe Furopean countries. 

Divorce rates have also increased throughout the Weslern world. While ihe 
Umted Stales had by tar the highest rate of divorce in 1990. the incrca.se over 
Ihc pasi several decades was dramatic in nearly all of the Western countries. In 
Canatla and the Uniled Kingdom, the divorce rale grew from aboul 2 divtMces 
per I.OOO marned women in 1960 lo 12 per 1.000 in 1990: in France il grew 
lr,im .1 [o ,S per 1.000 married women: and in ihc Netherlands from 2 lo 8 per 
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TABLE 1.3 International comparisons: divorce rotes, illegitimacy ratios, 
single parents and employed women. 

15 

Illegitimacy Employed 

Divorce Rate" Ratio h Single Parents'-

1960 1988 

Women 1 

I 9 6 0 ' 1990^ I960 1990 

Single Parents'-

1960 1988 1970" 1988 

United States 9 21 5 28 9 23 45 73 

Canada 2 12 4 24 9 \5 41 7,5 

Denmark 6 13 8 46 17 20 NA 90 

France 3 8 6 30 9 12 ,•̂2 75 

Ccni iany ' ' 4 8 6 1 1 8 14 48 62 

l laly 1 -) 2 6 NA NA 44 61 

Netherlands 2 8 1 1 1 9 15 24 55 

Sweden 5 12 1 1 47 9 13 61 89 

United Kingdon 2 12 5 28 6 13 43 66 

SOURCES: U.S. Bureau of the Census. Slalislieal Absiraci of Ihe Uniied Slales. I'WV Sonenlino 1990. 

NA = Nol Available. 
"IJivoiee rate per LOCK) n,arried women. 
' I'ereenla^e of all binhs bom 10 unmarried won,en. 
• Pereenlaee of all family households lhal are sinde-parenl. 1971 and 19X6 for Canada. 1976 and 19XS lor Dcnn,ark. 
I96X and 198,S for Franee. 1972 and 1988 for German.v. 1961 and I9S.'S for Netherlands. 1960 and 19S.-. for Sweden. 
1961 and 19X7 for ihc Uniled Kingdom. Age restrieiions for ehiklren differ by country. 
''I'eieenlage of women aged l ^ - M (2.'i-?9 in llaly) in ihe lahor force. 
'1970 for llaly. 
'19X9 for France; I9XX for Uniled Kingdom. 
••-1977 for llaly. 
''For fonner West Cennany. 

1,0(X). Italy was the only European country that did nol experience a sharp ri.se 
in divorce between 1960 and the mid-1980s. 

The illegitimacy ratio also rose dramatically in nearly all of the Western 
countries. Sweden and Denmark experienced the largest percentage point in­
creases (from I I to 47 percent and from 8 lo 46 percent for these two countnes. 
respectively). While some countries had much higher illegitimacy ratios than 
the United States, they did not have a higher percentage of single-mother fann­
lies. Nearly 23 percent of all fannlies with children in the United States were 
headed by a single mother in the late 1980s, whereas the percentages were 20 
and 13 percent in Denmark and Sweden, respectively^J^iehigh^^ 
single motherhood in the United States is due in pari to lHelact that d.vorce i-r 
more c()mmon_m the United States than in other countries and in part because 

-rTuTcTreirborn outside of martiage are less likely lo live with both parents injhe^ 
UmtecT States than in other countriesTln the United States about 25 percent of" 
nrtTTmanta! births dunng the 1970s and 1980s were to cohabiting couples, 
whereas in Denmark and Sweden nearly all nonmarital births were to cohabiting 
couples (Bumpass and Sweet 1989a: Sorrcntino 1990). 

Finally, women's labor force participation rates have been going up in nearly 
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, u 1 t„ IQSOQ Denmark and Sweden had the highest per-
all the countnes. In the late 1980 Den^m^^*^^" p^^„ , , the United 
centage of employed women, followed ĥe Nether-
States. The increase in employment g-^^^J^^J^^^^^^.e than doubled, 
lands. The labor force part.cpat.on °* ,,so experienced 

Sir.^eS::^t - -
T l a b o r force partic.pat.on rate of mothers I T ^ ^ . r T - ^ c l ^ ^ 

.,o,t,cn .n the late 1980s, but a - ' ' " 7 , , , ; ; ^ : ^ ^ e n yTo ntrt^ .n wh.ch 
H,,me m .nost countr.es. '̂̂ •""^.^"y ^"^ e ^L-198 Comparable 

less than half of .nothers were .n the labo ' ' y ^ ; ^ ; ^ , ';,,,,,,es indicate 

nnmbeis for the Netherlands ate ^ ' ' ^ ^ ' ' : - ^ ^ ^ ^ Z ^ ^ c . for mothers of 
,H„ Ht.lland has one of the lowest ^ ^ ^ ' ^ ^ ^ ' ' ^ ^ " " ^ ^ s . . ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ iorth-
all the Westem Furopean countries (McLanahan. Caspci. 

coming). 

DIVERSITY AND INEQUALITY 

„,.,y :0 ,,0,-cc,,, of all lan,i,;cs ,U ' ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ J ' Z ^ t ^ . J o, all 

;;;rr:,:r;a:,£:cri:t.̂ i:-'»̂  —-
eenl lo around 23 percent (Hayghe 1990). 

Diversity In Women's Work and Family Status 

• I " ' I I - . - - - " w ; " : - : 
Uises between I9S0 and 1 JA). wc u^h-ivior and family status. 

;;;;.'r.sr:H,i:;;;:"....c ,i....... or 
a:r;i: S:,:;:,:;:. • ..n.. „, .e,«ccn ,„o a.e. 
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of 18 and 55 because this is the age range during which women are most likely 

to be raising children. 
Women who were married and not employed were classified as occupying 

traditional family statuses. Employed martied women and unmartied women 
raising children were classified as occupying nontraditional family statuses. We 
recognize that dual-earner couples and single-parent families are nontraditional 
in very different ways. In the first ca.se. the traditional family form is violated 
by the wife's working outside the home. In the second, it is violated by the fact 
that one parent is not living in the household. 

Women who were neither marrtcd nor raising children were classified as oc­
cupying nonfamily statu.ses, even though some of these women were living with 
parents or related adults. They occupy nonfamily .statu.ses in the sense that they 
have not yel started their own fannlies. either by manying or having a child. 
Given their high levels of labor force participation, we expect most of these 
women to move into nonlradilional family statuses once ihey marty or have 
children. 

In 1980, 29 percent of white women of childrearing age were martied home-
makers (Table 1.4). By 1990. the (igure was only 18 percent. (We assumed that 
most homeniakers without children were either anticipating an Ozzie and Hartiet 
tannly or had experienced such a family in the past.) In just one decade, the 
percenlage of white women in traditional family statuses declined by 11 points. 

Mono W i t h the decline of women in tiadilional family statuses came an in­
crease in nonlradilional statuses. By 1990. over half of all white women occu­
pied nonlradilional fannly roles, and recent trends suggest lhat this percentage 
will continue to grow in the future. For whites, the increase of woinen in non-
traditional statuses was duc entiiely lo increases in working wives.'' There was 
no increase in single motherhood among while women during the 1980s. 

Some readers niay be surprised to tind lhal such a small percentage of white 
women (of childrearing age) we.e si.igle mothers in 1990, given the consider­
able press coverage these women attract. The apparent contradiction between 
Ihe public perception and ihe reality can be explained in part by the fact that 
the numbers in Table 1.4 refer lo all women, whe.eas the numbers most fre­
quently quoted in the press refer lo all inothers or all children. The percentage 
of all while mothers who were single (unmarried) in 1990 was 16 percent", 
wha^easjli'-- percenTaue ol white women vvTuTwei-e single inothersjtvas_only 
74Tercent. 

The difference between the two figures illusliatcs a veiy important point: the 
prevalence of single-mother families (and the growth of such tamilies) looks 
much more dramatic when Ihe base is all mothers as opposed lo all women. If 
wc are concerned about Ihc conditions under which children are being raised, 
molheis (or children) a.e the coriect pt>pulalion lo locus on. If we are concerned 
about Ihc ctindilion of woinen. however, or if we arc trying lo understand the 



TABLE 1.4 Women's employment and family status, by race: 1980 and 1990. 
Percentage 

Percent in 1980 Perceni in 1990 Point Change 

Whites 

rradi l ional fani i ly 

Marr ied, ch i ld , hi inicmaker 

MaiTicd. no ch i ld , hdiiicn-iakcr 

Noi i l iad i l io i ia l family 

Mar i i c t l . ch i k l . cniployct l 

Marr ied. ii(i ch i ld , employed 

.SinLilc. ch i l l i , employed 

.Single, ch i ld , homemaker 

Nonfami ly 

Si i i i ;k ' . no ch i ld , employed 

Sinulc. no ch i ld , nol cm| ' loycd 

Blacks 
Tiadil ional l ami ly 

Marr ied, c l i i l d . homemaker 

Marr ied, no ch i ld , homemaker 

Nonlradi l ional family 

Marr ied, ch i ld , employed 

Marr ied, no ch i ld , employed 

Single, ch i ld , employed 

.Siii.Lilc. ch i ld , homemaker 

Nonlami ly 

.Sim;lc. no c l i i k i . c inployci l 

Single, no ch i ld , nol employed 

Hispanics 

I radil ional I'amily 

Marr ied, ch i ld , homemaker 

Marr ied, no ch i ld , hinnemakcr 

Nonli-.-,diiioi,al Family 

Marr ied, ch i ld , employed 

Marr ied, no ch i ld , employed 

Sii i i j le. ch i ld , employed 

.Si,ii;le. ch i ld , homemaker 

No i i iami ly 

.Smule. no c l i i k l . employed 

•Siiiizle. no ch i ld , nol employed 
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reasons behind the changes in women's behavior, we should focus on all 
women rather than mothers. 

Focusing only on women with children can be misleading, since it ignores 
the fact that women are less likely to be mothers today than they were in the 
past. In 1980, 49 percent of white women were l iving with a minor chi ld, as 
compared to 45 percent in 1990. (Add rows I , 3, 5, and 6 from Table 1.4.) If 
motherhood declines among martied women and remains the same among single 
women, the proportion of children being raised by single mothers wi l l necessar­
ily increase, even though the proportion of single women who are mothers 
does not. 

Another reason why the percentage of single mothers appears to be low is 
that the census provides us with only a snapshot of the population in 1990. It 
does not count women who have been single inothers in the past but are no 
longer in this status, either because their children moved away or because they 
married or remartied. Nor does il identify women who wil l be single mothers 
at some point in the future. The snapshot tells us only how widespread the 
phenomenon is at a point in time. 

A final indicator of the decline of the traditional Ozzie and Harriet family is 
the increase in women who were neither married nor raising children—women 
in nonfamily statu.ses. Nearly 30 percent of white women between the ages of 
18 and 55 occupied this status in 1990. The percentage grew by 2 percentage 
points (net) belween 1980 and 1990. These increases reflect the delays in mar­
riage and increases in employment among recent cohorts of women. 

Black woinen were less likely lhan while woinen lo occupy traditional family 
roles in both 1980 and 1990. Like their white counterparts, black women also 
experienced a decline in traditional statuses and an increase in nontraditional 
statu.ses during the 1980s. Black and white women differed primarily in lerms 
of ihe tv/>e of nontraditional family roles they occupied: whereas white women 
were predominantly in dual-earner families, black woinen were predominantly 
in single-mother families. This difference increa.sed during the 1980s. 

Perhaps the most striking conlrasl belween black and white women was the 
difference in the prevalence of marriage: nearly two-lhirds (64 percent) of white 
women were married in 1990 as compared to only a third (34 percent) of black 
women (percentages calculated fron-i Table 1.4). Furthermore, the marriage gap 
between whiles and blacks was just as striking among women without children 
(47 perceni versus 24 perceni) as it was among women with children (S4 percent 
versus 43 percent). Regardless of parental status, while women were twice as 
likely as black women to be niarried. 

The fact that the marriage differential belween while anil black women was 
ihe same for nonmothers as for inothers means that whatever is causing black 
\s'omeii lo foreeo marriage is affccliiio all women, noi Just mothers. This finding 

J 
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contradicts the argument that welfare benelits are a major cause of the racial 
difference in mamage. Although welfare might explain why women with chil­
dren might forego martiage. it does not explain why childless women are behav-

ino in a similar fashion. ,-, • . 
^Hispanic woinen were the most traditional of all women-the most likely o 

be martied homemakers and the least likely to occupy nontraditional family 
sfttnses m 1990 They expenenced the smallest decline (in relative tenns) in 
tr-.dit.onal roles durinu the 1980s. What is most striking about Hispanic wonien 
IS the.r .-elatively low levels of labor force participat.on. Regardless ol whether 
Ihey were married or sinele or were raising children. Hispanic women were 
more likelv to be homemakers than were black or white women. The contrast 
between flispanic and white women was especially striking in 1990. Whereas 
the ratio of employed women to homemakers was 3:1 among whites, it was 
only I 61 amono Hispanic women. 

ihc only area m which Hispanic women were less traditional than white 
women was m the prevalence of smgle molhcrhood. Fourteen perceni ot His­
panic women were smote mothers in 1990, as compared with only 7 percent o 
white women. While the prevalence of smgle molhcrhood among H.spa.nes d.d 
no. increase smn.licantlv as a percenlage of all women between 1980 and 1990 
,t did increase as a percentage of all molheis. In 1990. over 27 percent . . I 
Hispanic molhers were raising a child alone, up f.om 23 perceni m 1980. 

Increasing Disparities in Standards of Living 

(irowmo divei-sitv m lamilv lolcs has given Amencans more freedom aboul 
how thev oroani-/x their personal lives and. al ihe same lime, has crcaied grealcr 
disparity in^slandards of living. In 1990. ihere were large dillerences in the 
econonnc slalus and poverty rales associated with the different work and lamily 
sftiuses Women who were married and employed had relatively high house­
hold incomes and low poverty rales m 1990. In contrast, smgle mothers tared 
poorly especially molhers who were nol employed. Single woinen without chil­
dren were doinu -aboul ihe same as women in iradilional lamilies. Wc do not 
report povertv mtcs for the last calegory of women-s.nglc. childless, and not 
workino-sincc wc do not believe the tannly income for these women accu­
rately .-cHecls their standard of living (some were students and others were living 
wilh roonnnalcs). 

Reoardless ol nice or clhniciiy. marriage and employment were clearly asso-
cnlc.l wilh a hiohcr standard of living for women in 1990. whereas motherhood 
w-i. associated wilh a Imver standard of living. Hi^lding other laclo.s conslani. 
women who we.e livini: wilh child.-en had higher poverty rales lhan women 
who were nol livmo with children, employed women were belter oil lhan homc-
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TABLE 1.5 Total hiousehold income and poverty rate of women, 

Household Income ($)* Poverty Rate (%)' 

White Black Hispanic White Black Hispanic 

Married. Child. Homemaker $45,900 $31,400 $29,600 \Q% 26% 27% 

Married, No Child. Homemaker .SO.OOO 29.900 36.000 8 23 22 

Married. Child. Employed 52,100 44,300 42,600 3 6 13 

Married. No Child. Employed 57,500 49.000 48.800 2 3 6 

Single. Child, Employed 29,100 26,000 26,700 16 27 26 

Single, Child, Hoinemaker 16,500 13.000 15,400 63 73 71 

Single, No Child. Employed 43,800 36.000 41,300 8 10 15 

Single, No Child, Not Employed 41 ,(X10 25,-WO 30,8(10 NA NA NA 

SOURCE: Public U.sc Microdaia Sample, 1990. 

"Family lypes delined hy ihe woman's slams. 
''Incomes rounded lo neaiesl hundred dol 
' Povertv rale is based on family ineon,e 
NA = iNol .Applicable. 

lars Kcfeis lo i„co],,e leeeived in I9!<9. 
idjusled for size. 

makers, and married woinen were belter off than single women (holding moth­
erhood conslani). 

A notable difference between white and minority women was the income gap 
between traditional homemakers (with children) and employed single inothers. 
Among whiles, the former were n-iuch better off than the latter, whereas among 
blacks and Hispanics, the two statuses weic very similar. The total household 
income of married homemakers was slightly higher than the income of em­
ployed, single mothers, but the poverty rates were virtually the same. This un­
derscores the fact lhal black and Hispanic women have much less to gain eco­
nomically from marriage than do while women. 

It is tempting to conclude from these coinpari.sons lhat if all women were 
marned and employed, poverty rates would be quite low in the United States: 
2-3 perceni for whites, 3-6 perceni for blacks, and 6-13 percent for Hispanics, 
Such a conclusion would be misleading, however, since people sort themselves 
into different lypes of families, depending on what they earn or expect to earn 
and what their potential partners earn or expect to earn. Women are less likely 
lo marry if their polenlial partners have low earnings capacity, and they are less 
likely to be in the labor torce if their own earnings capacity is low. Thus, if all 
single woinen were married and employed, the average household inconie of all 
women would not be as high as Ihe income of the women who are currently 
mairied and employed (and the poverty rates would nol be as low). 

Yet il would be wrong lo conclude lhal marriage and employment have no 
cffccl on a pcrson"s econonnc slalus. Regardless of inilial earnings capacity, 
on-the-job experience usually increases skills and earnings. Therefore, women 
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„ „ l „ v „ l are more Ukely Co experience increases in iheir earnings 
who are employed are " l o ^ 1'̂ = > P ,„ similarly, 

; r : ^ : : : ; r r w l " " a n ™ „ l , us„a,iy .aas ,o . higher standard ot Irving 

^ ' 7 : ; , s ^ ^ T T h : : ' a : : 7 r ' : o ° ; : : ' fa,n.ly ^ . h ,wo chUdren, If lire paren,s 

.hare": a t u ^ h o l d and pooled resonrces. ' " " - f , ^ o 
live above the poverty line was approximately $14,000 in I W l , 3^'^°'^'""^ 

" o m c al U s' poverty thresholds." If the parents lived apart and both chU-
"ed vvMth the mother (or father), the same family members needed approx-
y SI (̂ 0(̂  to live above the poverty line. $11,000 lor the parent and two 

I dren and $7,000 for the parent living alone. Thus, the parents decis,c.i o 
hve lolether reduces the amount of money required to keep the lamily above 

making any assumptions about causality, il is clear that the divensi-
neation in woinen"s n.lcs and lamily statuses that oceurtcd du,-m^ t c 1 ^ s 

. . ioi^fl with -i orowinii polartzation ot woinen into high- and low 
i : : , : : ; : : : ( : . d ^ i ; ; i ^ : . smc^ they almos, a.ways uve w,th t l . , r nothers. 

we Im.k Tt Ihe poverty n.tes associated with each ol the work and lami y 
uses we see th. ' while women in iradilional statuses have moderate poverty 

^ rt^la^c to other while wonten). while women in dual-earner have 
l ; : ; : piwcrtv rates, and while smgle mothers have high^poverty rales, hinploycd 
women in nonfamily staluses fall m the middle range. -

Assumino thai the ptn'Crty rates for d.tterenl slalu.ses weic similar in 19^) 
. J m l c can sec lhal ihc changes in ihc composilion ot while wonten s 

1 oies rcsulied ,n more wonten concentrated in high-mcomc statuses an 
: conccntialed m middlc-inconte statuses, -fhe 1. 1 — ^ ^ ^ ^ ' ^ 

L- lme m traditional homcmakeis-a moderate-income grou,>-was oftset by a 
; ; " I ,a.e poinl mc.-ease ,n emplt,yed w,ves-a high-.ncome g - H - ^ - d a 2 

J mau^ point (nen .ncrease ,n wo.nen nol living in tamilies-a miu^. le^ 
Kome urotlp (see "fable 1,5,. Since the proportion of wonten in the lo.v- n 

ea.c^.oi-; remained con.stanl. the overall effect ot the .econl.guralion ot white 
wontcn's .olcs dur.ng the 19S0s was toward inote polari-/.alion. 

-,-He story is .somewhat difterenl for black and Hispamc wonten. allhough 
Here. UH,. dianues in composilu^n lesullcd ,n ntorc wonten in ; , 
nscs Amono black women, the decline of women in the role ot traditional 

: : ; n ^ k r ;as of.sel by an increase m entployed single mother^a gn3up 
wi t a moderate cconom.c stalus-and employed smgle women w„h no chi -

1̂  :1a omup with a high economic status. Among Hispanic wonten. the cle-
e I f U-adHional honranakeis was oftset prnnanly by an .ncease in em-

1 we im.le women with no children. What is especially noteworthy abou 
hffer in racial patterns in Tables 1.4 and 1.5 is lhal while women iinpro ed 

, ai-d of l i l ' i n . by moving mlo dual-earner tamilies. including lamilies 
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with children, whereas black and Hispanic women improved their position by 
moving into nonfamily statuses. This means that black and Hispanic children 
did not benefit from the gains in status experienced by black and Hispanic 
women since the latter occurted mostly to women without children. 

Not only did the shifts in family roles lead to greater inequality among 
women of the same race and ethnic backgrounds, they also led to greater dispar­
ities in economic status among white, black, and Hispanic women. In 1990, the 
poverty rate of women (aged 18-55) was 7,3 percent among whites, 19.7 per­
cent among blacks, and 20,3 percent among Hispanics, It black and Hispanic 
women had occupied the same family statuses as white wo.nen (and the poverty 
rate associated with each status for each group had remained the same), black 
women's poverty rate would have been about 12.5 percent, and H.span.c 
women's poverty rate would have been 15,9 percent. The difference in 
women's family statuses accounts for about 58 percent ot the poverty gap 
between black and white women and for about 34 percent ot the gap be­
tween Hispanic and white women. The most important family status differ­
ence between white and black women is single motherhood, whereas the most 
important difference between white and Hispanic women is women's em­
ployment. 

A Closer Look at Three Nontroditlonol Families 

Because of its lariie ,sample size, the census allows us to examine relatively 
uncommon lamily artanoements in detail, and we took advantage ot this oppor­
tunity to compare the characteristics of different types of single-parent families 
in 1980 and 1990 (including families headed by single inothers and single fa­
thers). We also compared ctjhabiting couples with martied couples in 1990, 

Single Mothers. In 1990, single mothers, as a whole, did not appear to 
be particularly disadvantaged, in terms of their human capital characteristics-
education and work cxpenencc (Table 1.6). Recall that single mothers include 
women with a child or children who had never martied or were separated, wid­
owed or divorced at the time of the census. The typical white single mother 
W IS in her early thirties, had some college education, and was employed. Only 
7 percent of white single mothers were less than 20 years old. only 19 percent 
had tailed to complete hieh .school, and only 23 percent were neither working 
nor looking for work. The typical black single mother was also in her early 
thirties a high school graduate, and in the labor force, Only_4 percent ot black 
sinole mothers were teenagers, less than a d i i r d U ^ h i g h school d ro j2Qu t s^ 
ô nl'v 37 percent wcr^noUJLlk '-'hor lorcE^mHWiTsm^le mothers were simi­
lar to black and while mc^hers with respect to age. They were different, how­
ever, with respect to education and employment status. Hispanic^notheis were 



TABLE 1.6 Characteristics of single nnothers," by marital status and race: 

Whites 
F i l i i c a t i i i i i 

I'crcoiil liigh ,scl,ool tiropout 
Fciccnl high school grad 
I'crccMl at least some college 

FniploYiiicnl 
I'crcciit employed 
I'erceiil looking lor job 

Living Airaiigemcnis 
I'crccnl rclaled adult 
I'crcciu siihl'amiiy 
I'erccnl eohahiling'' 

A.i;c 
I'crccnl under 25 years 

HIacks 
IMiicalion 

I'erceiil high school dropoiii 
I'ciceni high school grad 
I'eiceiu al least some college 

Finployiiieni 
IVrcenI cmployeil 
I'erceni looking I'oi job 

I .ivini: Anan.iicmenis 
I'eiceiil rclaled adiili 
I'erceiil subfamily 
I'crccnl cohabiting 

Age 
I'erceiil under 25 yeais 

I lispanics 
lidncalion 

I'crcciu high school dro|-ioul 
I'erccnl high school grad 
I'eiecnl al least smue college 

I •jnploymeni 

FcrcenI employed 
I'crcciu looking lor ji,b 

I .iving .'\rrangemenls 
I'erceni related adiili 

All Single 1 
Mother.s 1990 1 

1 Never Divorced/ 3 
J 

Married Separated Widowed ] 

1980 1990 Mothers Mothers Mothers ' 

—. 5 

25% 19% 25% 17% 25% 

4.̂  33 22 

32 47 36 50 53 

{)7 52 72 bS 

( i 10 lb S 10 

19 1 1 12 29 

1 1 IX 40 12 13 

NA 7 b 7 2 

M 14 9 0 

41 .(2 3X 24 43 

.̂ (> 33 33 33 

2.̂  .vS 2') A.\ 24 

4') 52 42 b(> 44 

0 12 14 S 13 

2(1 17 1 1 23 4(1 

14 2.1 32 12 5 

NA 5 (, 4 4 

) T 21 .Vi 5 1 

(ll) .SI 59 44 ( i9 

24 2.S •'"s 27 20 

U> 24 IS 30 1 1 

4b AH 3H 5b 34 

t, II) 1 1 10 () 

20 13 2.< 3b 
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All Single 
Mothers 1990 

1980 1990 

Never 
Married 
Mothers 

Divorced/ 
Separated 
Mothers 

Widowed 
Mothers 

Percent subfamily 

Percent cohabiting 

Age 
Perceni under 25 years 

1 1 
NA 

18 

24 
7 

20 

41 
8 

41 

15 
7 

10 

14 
7 

0 

S0URC1-- fiil'hc Use Microilala Sample, 1980 and 199(1. 

:sr':;j;i;r::™S rsi;:'iri:,:":!™,»~ c ,» 
diUcreni delinilions would be misleading; those eslimales are no, rncluded m tins lahle. 
N.A = Nol Available. 

much less educ;atcd—over half had not Itnished hmh school—and much less 
likely to be employed lhan white or black single mothers, 
-D^prThFTKth;^positive prohle ol the typical singi^mother in 1990, there 

was considerable diversity within this populalion. Some molhers. divorced or 
separaled had a considerable amouni of education and work experience, 
whereas others, such as never-martied mothers, were much more vulnerable-
younger, less educated, and less likely lo be employed, 

In''l990 only 21 percent of white single mothers were never-marrted. which 
means that only a tifth of white mothers were in the 'Mnost vulnerable"" category. 
The percenlaees were much hiuhcr among blacks and Hispanics—56 and 37 
perceni respectively. The high percenlage of black never-martied mothers ac­
counted for a uood deal of ihe educalion and employment differences between 
black and white sinule molhers. If we compare black and white single mothers 
wiilnn marilal status catcuories. the differences in education and employment are 
much smaller. In contrast, Hispanic single inothers have much less education and 
work experience lhan white and black mothers, regardless ol their marital status. 

Between 1980 and 1990, the education and employment status of single 
mothers increased. This occuned tor whiles, blacks, and Hispanics, and it oc­
curred despite the fact thai the proportion of single mothers who were never 
martied also ro.se between 1980 and 1990. In 1990. 13 percent of white never-
married molhers had colleue degrees and 68 perceni were m the labor force, up 
from 6 perceni and 59 percent, respectively, in 1980. The fact that more single 
mothers had college decrees in 1990 lhan in 1980 does not necessanly mean 
lhat colleoe-educated women were more likely lo become single inothers in 
1990 ihairin 1980. The level of educalion increased among all women during the 
198()s and the mcrea.sc in education among single mothers relkcts this more gen­
eral trend (See Chapter 4 in Volume 1.) In fad. Ihc percentage ol white women 
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with college degrees who were single mothers actually declined during the 1980s 
(numbers not reported in Table 1,6), But since education levels increased very 
rapidly, more single mothers had college degrees in 1990 than in 1980. The pic­
ture for blacks was different. Black women with college degrees were more likely 
to be sinule mothers in 1990 than in 1980, and the increase (in percentage terms) 
in single motherhood was greater among women with college degrees than among 
women with less education (numbers not reported in Table 1,6),'" 

r Perhaps the most unexpected change affecting single mothers during the 
* 198()s was the shift in living arrangemems. After World War 11 and up until 

lySO sinule inothers had increasingly established their own households as op­
posed to hvine as subfamilies, dehned as living within the household of another 
lamily such as a mother-child family living wilh the woman"s parents (Wojtkic-
wic-/ McLanahan, and Garfinkel 1990). By 1980. only a small percentage ol 
sinulc molhci-s were living in sublamilies. After 1980. however, the trend le-
veiscd. and by the end of ihe decade the percentage in subfamilies was almost 
twice as hioh'as it had been in 1980. Much of the reversal was due to the tact 
lhal Ihe p.-oportion of never-martied mothers increased, and ncver-martied 
mothers have always been more likely to live in subfamilies—typically with 
Iheir own parents (')r their own mothers-than are other single mothers. Even 
so. the irend toward subfamilies appears among single mothers who were tor-
merlv married as well as those who were never married. 

Wc susiK-cl that this reversal was a response lo the worsening economic con­
dition during the 198(~)s for those at the bollom end of the income distnbution 
and Ihc increase in the cost of housing ihroughoul most of ihe country. As 
Bianchi and Levy poinl out in their chapters in Volume 1. men and women 
with only a hiuh school education expenenced substanlial declines in wages 
and employment opportunities during the I98()s. as jobs lor low-skilled workers 
disappeared or were shipped overseas. Single molhers. like oiher low-skilled 
workeis. were strongly affected by these ccontiniic dislocations. Thus, il is logi­
cal lhal single molhers would have moved in wilh iheir parenis or oiher relatives 
as a way of coping wilh economic insccuiily. 

IX-spitc the tendency to double up wiih relalivcs during ihe 1980s, and de­
spite the increase in eohabilalion among young adults, single molhers .still had 
relatively low levels of cohabitation in 1990. as compared with single mothers 
in Olhcr countries. In 1990. only 7 percent of while and Hispanic single mothers 
and onlv 5 percent of black inothers were cohabiting. As we noled al the bcgin-
nino of' this chapter, a substantial percentage of unmarried mothers in olhcr 
Wcslei-n counM-ies. particularly llic Scandinavian countries, live with the fathers 
of their children, even though ihey arc nol legally martied (Sonenlino 1990). 

Single Futheis. Single lathers (unnuuricd men living wilh their own or 
.1 ', , . iiibb-.-ii-i m- ,,111,-h less riMiiiiion lhan sinole ninlhcrs. In 1990 
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TABLE 1,7 Characteristics of single-father" families, by race: 1980 and 1990. 

Whites Black.s Hispanics 

Marital Status'' 
Perceni never married 
Percent divorced/separated 
Perceni widowed 

Education 
Perceni high school dropoiii 
Perceni high school grad 
Percent al least some college 

l-iiiployiiieni 
Perceni employed 
Percent looking lor job 

Living .Arrangemenis 
Perceni icialed adult 
Perceni sublamily 
Peicent cohabitini;'-

Asic 

Perceni under 25 

1980 1990 1980 1990 1980 1990 

13% 19% 36% 52% 34% 52% 

70 72 50 42 55 43 

17 9 14 6 1 1 5 

29 28 43 32 53 54 

39 35 31 37 22 24 

1,-1 37 2b 31 25 •>2 

84 84 65 65 72 75 

9 7 1 1 12 10 12 

PI 1 1 21 1 1 21 15 

7 10 13 40 7 19 

NA .lO NA 2'-) NA 45 

17 8 15 12 15 18 

SOIJKCI-; Public Use Miciodala Sample. l''Sii and 

•'Unmarried lalhcrs livin-j wilh naluial, adi.pied. or sle|Kl,ild,vn under I.S 
' A mo,v delaile.l lable hv marilal .slalus (sec I able I .(>) is nol possible due lo ll,e siuall .saniple size. 
' l-hc response -unmarried parmer- was no, added as a ,vl:,„onship code iinul ihc I'I'il) census Con,par,sons based on 
dincreni delinilions would be misleading; ihese eslimales are nol meluiled ,n ihis lahle. 
NA = Nol Available. 

only aboul 13 percent of children in single-parent families were living with 
sin-de fathers." The percentage was somewhat higher among whiles (16 per-
cenU and lower among Hispanics (10 pe.cenl) and blacks (6 percent). The num-
bcr of childien living in singlc-lalher tamilies grew from 748.000 in 1970 to 
nearly 2 million m 1990. and the pmportion of children in one-parent families 
who were living wilh their fathers increased from 9 percent lo nearly 13 percent 
over ihis 20-ycar period. 

In 1990, Ihc typical single father was somcwhal older and less educated than 
Ihe typical single mother. He was also more likely to be in the labor lorcc. The 
most' striking difference between single inothers and single fathers was their 
livino arrangements. A much larger percentage of single fathers than single 
molhei-s were cohabiting or living with relatives. Thirty percent of white single 
lathers were cohabiling. and anolher 21 percent were living in a subfamily 
or with a related adult, such as a brolher or sister. The numbers for black and 
Hispanic fathers were even higher—approximately 80 percent. In short, most 
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single lathers were sharing their childrearing responsibilities with another 

adult. 

Cohabiting Couples. In our previous discussion of women's roles and sta­
luses (Table 1.4), cohabiting women were treated as occupying a nonfamily 
status, unless they were single mothers. Many people argue, however, that co­
habitation represents another form of family, t(.) be treated on a equal basis with 
marriage. Indeed, in producing their family statistics, France, Denmark, Swe­
den, and Canada sometimes treat cohabiting unions and legal martiages the 
same (Sorrcntino 1990). In the United States there is considerable debate over 
whether cohabitation is a precursor of martiage. a substitute for martiage. or 
simply a moie serious boyfriend-girlfriend type of relationship.''^ Sweet and 
Bumpass (1989a) have shown lhal in the United States, adulis who have cohab-

TABLE 18 C o m p a h s o n of m a r r i e d a n d c o h a b i f i n g c o u p l e s a g e d 3 0 - 3 4 , 

While Black Hispanic 

Married Cohabiling Manieil Cohabiling Married Cohabiling 

I'erceni Willi (.'hildien'' 81 35% 85'.»> (ITA 88% 70'>;. 

I'erccnl l-eiiiale 1 Ic.'id' S 4 1 14 55 S 37 

luliicalion'' 

I'erceni male higher 2'* 28 2 ^ 25 23 23 

I'crccnl sai,ic 47 12 46 42 55 48 

I'erccnl iciualc liighci 24 30 31 s -) 29 

Number ol' 1 huirs 

Usually Worked-

Perceni male higher 4(1 23 27 24 45 33 

PcicciU same 51 (i8 ( i ( , (i4 50 5'> 

I'erccnl Iciiialc highci 0 7 12 5 8 

,\gc' 

I'crccnl male higher 37 4') 36 A') 4 1 4(1 

Pcicciil same 52 28 .SO 29 46 31 

Percent lenKile biglier 1 i 23 14 22 13 23 

Si )I.IRC-I.:. I'ulilie Use Micodala San,pie. I'J'.MI. 

" The ,ace ol ll,e eoU|ile is delined hy the laec ol' llie hou.sebold head. 
' Childien are naui,al. adopted, or sle|iel,ildren under age I.S ol ihe hou.seholil head. 
' ' Ihe eeiisus lor,,, allows couples lo repoi'l whom ihey consider lo be Ihe hou.seliold head. Peieeui le,,,ale head is ihe 
peieeulage ot couples who loporieil liie woman as llie household head. 
•'l-diiealioiial allainnieni ,s divided inlo live iiroiips; less lhan lu.i;h school, high school degree, compleled some college. 
H.. '\ . OI U.S. degree, and advanced degiee. Cou|iles who have compleled ihc sai,,e level ol education aeci>iding lo Ihis 
classilicalion aie i i , ihe --sa,,ie- caiegors'. 

I.alio, Toice pailicipalion is divided inlo lour groups: nol in lahor b>,ee, low pan-lime (lewer lhan hi hou,s per week)', 
high |,a,i-iii,,c (20-34 houis |KM week), and iiill-limc (35 I l,oii,s per week). (Touples who woiked the same amoi,,il ol 
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ited in the past are more likely to have egalitarian sex role attitudes than adults 
who have not cohabited. They are also more likely to approve of mothers of 
preschool children working full-time. 

Given the differences in attitudes, we were not surprised to find that cohabit­
ing couples had less traditional relationships than married couples. Among 
whites, cohabitors were more likely to report that the woman was the head of 
the household, suggesting a more egalitarian organization of roles within the 
household. They were also less likely to mimic the traditional gender roles of 
breadwinner-husband and homemaker-wife. In cohabiting couples, the woman 
was more likely to be the primary breadwinner in the family—defined as the 
partner who works more hours outside the home—and she was more likely to 
have more educalion than her partner, as compared with the woman in a mar­
ried-couple family. Women in cohabiting relationships also were more likely to 
be older than their partners. These hndings indicate that, relative to their part­
ners, women in cohabiting couples have more human capital and are more eco­
nomically independent than women in married-couple families. 

The same pattern exists among black and Hispanic couples. As was true of 
whites, minority woinen in cohabiting rclalionships were more likely than mar­
ried woinen to have more education lhan their partners, and they were more 
likely lo be the primary breadwinners and household heads. 

Minority cohabiting couples were mote likely to have children than white 
cohabiling couples. Furthermore, the marital status difference in parenthood was 
much smaller among minority couples than a.nong white couples. Cohabiting 
minority couples were aboul 80 perceni as likely as .narried .ninority couples to 
be living wilh children, whereas cohabiting white couples were less than half as 
likely as married white couples to be raising children. This is consistent with 
the high percentage of never-married black and Hispanic single fathers and with 
Ihe high levels of cohabitation among single fathers of these groups. The fact 
that parenthood was common among cohabiting minority couples suggests that 
cohabitation has become more of a substitute lor martiage in mi.iority co.nmuni-
lies tha.i in while coinmunilies. 

Cross-Nat ional C o m p a r i s o n s 

The trends affecting American lamilies have touched families in nearly all 
the Western industrialized countries. And the changes in families and living 
arrangemenis have also occurred in nearly all countries. As shown in Table 1.3, 
divorce rates, illegitimacy .alios, single motherhood, and women"s employment 
increased in nearly all Western industrialized countries between I960 and 1990, 
although some countries slarted from a much sinaller base lhan olhers, and some 
countries experienced much faster growth rates than others. 

We used information from the Luxembouro Income Study (LIS) to examine 
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TABLE 1.9 International comparisons of women's employment and family status.' 

SWE 
1987 

NET 
1987 

GER 
1984 

ITL 
1986 

CAN 
1987 

UK 
1986 

US" 
1985 

Tradilional l-aiiiily 
Perceni married, child, homemaker 4% 29% 21% 26% 15% 18% 16% 

I'erceni married, no child, homemaker 3 10 12 30 7 7 7 

Nonlradilional Pamily 
I'erceni mairied, child, employed 35 13 17 20 25 24 21 

I'crcciu married, no child, eiiiployed 24 10 16 14 17 20 14 

I'crccnl single, child, cniployed 6 -) 3 4 4 8 

Perceni single, child, homemaker 1 5 1 3 5 6 

Nonlamily 
Perceni single, no child, employed 22 18 20 5 21 16 21 

Perceni single, no child, nol cniployed 5 1 1 9 d 8 4 7 

S( 11 IKC i ; : Mel..ii,al,an. (Vaspei. and Sorensei, 1 rorlheomiug 

• I'lM- woiiie,, aued lS-.s7. riie lamily lypes do noi simi lo lOII'X. lor ill counlries hecause ol missiuL labor t'oice daU 

,uid ,(>,,,idiug. 
' '-| 'ahulalions a,e l'",- ;il l laci's 

irics, including ihc Uniled Slales."' Sweden had ihe lowest prevalence of 
women occupying traditional family roles, which is what we would expccl. 
given il.e high labor fti.ce participalion rales of woinen in that country. In con-
tiasl. Italy, ihe Nelherlaiids, and Germany had ihe highcsl percentage of woinen 
in tiadilional staluses—similar lo /Xmcrican women in the 1950s. Again, ihis 
was nol surprising, given lhat divorce rales, illegitimacy ratios, and labor torce 
participation rales were below average in these countries. Women in Canada 
and Greal Britain were similar lo women in ihc Uniled Slales,''' 

In ihc I98()s. women in the United Slales were more likely lo lie single 
mothers lhan women in the other countries we studied. Bven in Sweden, which 
had a low percentage of women in uadilional work and family roles and a high 
percenlage ot" women in nonlradilional roles, women were much less likely lo 
be single molhers lhan ihey were in the Uniled Slates. In Sweden a woman with 
children was counted as l iving in a marricd-couplc family if she was cohabiting, 
whereas in ihe Uniled Slales she was classilied as a single-mother. Since only 
a small proportion of single wonien were cohabiling in the United Slales (sec 
Table 1.6). this practice docs not have much eftcct on the prevalence of single 
mothers in the United States. In contrast, if wc counted cohabiling mothers in 
Sweden as single mothers, the pievalcnce of ihis status would have been much 
higher in the mid 1980s, aboul as high as the prevalence in the United Stales. 
Il would be inappropriate lo count cohabiling women in Sweden as single molh­
ers. however, since most of these wnmen were livino with the falhers ol their 
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TABLE 1.10 International comparisons of poverty rates for 
different family statuses: mid-1980s. 

Poverty Rates (%)" 

Married Couple Family Single-Mother Family 

Employed Nonemployed Employed Noneinployed 

Mother Mother Molher Molher 

Netherlands 6% 4% 7% 10% 

Germany 2 6 13 44 

Sweden -> 8 3 20 

Canada 6 19 21 63 

llaly 4 17 9 41 

Uniled Stales'' 10 19 30 69 

United Kingdom 8 17 15 21 

S O U R C l i : McLanahan. Casper, and Soreiisen i ro r lheoming , . 

"Predieled povenv rales eon l ro l l i i ig lor age and educal ion. Poveny is delined as having a total l am i l y income 

less lhan fii)'7i: o t the median income for each counlry (adjusled lor lami ly s i /e) . 

' 'Predicted rales lor all races. 

countries were occupying nonfamily statu.ses. The low percentage of Italian 
woinen in this calegory underscores once again the continuing importance of 
traditional family roles in that counlry. 

What are the relationships between fannly diversity and economic status in 
other countries? Are single molhers Just as disadvantaged elsewhere as they are 
in the Uniled States'.'' The answer lo this question is both "'yes'" and "no"'; "yes" 
in the sense lhal single-mother families (especially families with a nonemployed 
mother) have the highest poverty rates of all families in every country; "no"' in 
the sense lhat the disparity between single-mother families and other tamilies 
with children is much larger in the United Slates lhan in mosl other countries. 
(Canada is an exception.) In the Netherlands, for example, the difference in 
poverty rates between nonemployed single mothers and married homemakers 
wilh children was only 6 percentage points in the mid-1980s (Table 1.10). In 
Sweden, the difference between these two groups was 18 percentage points, and 
in the United Stales it was a striking 60 percentage points! Thus, while single-
mother families had the highest poverty nites in all countries, they were much 
worse off. relatively speaking, in the Uniled Slates lhan in the European coun­
tries. 

t he cross-nalional variation in the economic position of single molhers is due 
partly to differences in women's demographic characteristics and partly to dif­
ferent social welfare policies (and to the economic, political, and cultural differ­
ences that gave ri.se lo Ihese policies).'" Some countries, such as the Netherlands 
and Sweden, have highly developed wellare stales wilh very generous incomc-
iransfer programs (and high lax rales). Poverty rates arc relatively low among 
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such as the United States and Canada, have a more "free-market" approach to 
income redistribution, and single mothers receive rather meager benefits that are 
income-tested. Poverty rates are high in these countries because the government 
does not provide much of a safety net for families with a nonemployed parent 
or parents. 

The cross-national contrast is instructive for several reasons. Not only does 
it show that most other countries (except Canada) do a better job than the United 
States in lowering poverty rates among single-mother families, it also shows 
lhat other countries reduce poverty without creating a high prevalence of single 
mothers and. in some instances, without creating a class of welfare-dependent 
mothers. In the United States, the debate over how best to help single-mother 
families is often pcsed as a dilemma over whether to provide generous benefits, 
thereby minimizing the poverty of single inothers. or meager benehts. hoping 
lo minimize the prevalence and welfare dependence of single mothers (Garfinkel 
and McLanahan 1994). 

The Swedish and Dulub cxaniples suggest that it is possible lo circumvent 
these apparent tiade-offs. Bolh countries do much more lo reduce poverty 
among singlc-molhcr families, and yet the prevalence of single-parent families 
in ihcse couniries is half of whal il is in ihc Uniied Slates. This alone should 
tell us lhat reducing poverty Ihrough generous income transfers and social poli­
cies docs not automatically lead lo a high prevalence of single-mother families, 
liven more intriguing. Sweden has found a way lo reduce poverty without en­
couraging welfare dependence. Single mothers in Sweden are more likely to be 
employed than single mothers in the United Stales ;iie. which means lhal they 
are nol dependeni on govcrnincnt for mosl of their income. Sweden miniimzcs 
bolh poverty and dependence by providing assistance in a way that promotes 
molhers" emi^loymcnl. The Swedish welfare state provides women with low-
cost childcare. Ilexible u-ork schedules, and well-paying jobs. While these poli­
cies are very expensive, ihcy keep poverty rales and welfare dependence low 
by encouraging mothers to enicr ihc labor torce. 

•fhe Netherlands" and Great Briiain"s approaches are difterenl. These couii-
liies provide generous benefits, bul they do not expect single mothers to work 
oulside the home, just as married mothers are nol expected lo work. Conse-
(.|uenlly, single mothers in the Nclhcrlands and Great Britain arc nol poor, bul 
Ihey arc more dependent on governmenl transfers than ihey a.e in Sweden. 

WHY HAS f^ARRIAGE DECLINED? 

Maiiv explanations have been given for ihe decline in marriage over the past 
lour decades. One of ihe major argumenls focuses on womcn"s growing eco­
nomic indepen(.lenec (Becker I9S1). Acco.-ding lo ihis view, the rises in 
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women's employment opportunities and eaming power have reduced the bene­
fits of marriage and made divorce and single life more attractive. While mar­
riage still offers women the benefits associated with sharing income and house­
hold costs with spouses, for some women these benefits do not outweigh other 
costs, whatever these may be. 

There is no doubt that women's eamings have increased since the 1950s. For 
a while, much of the gain was due to increases in the number of hours women 
worked. During the 1980s, however, women's wages increased relative to 
men's (see Chapter I in Volume I ) , A large body of evidence suggests that 
women's economic independence—measured as increases in wages as well as 
increases in labor force participation—is related to declines in martiage and 
increases in marital disruption,''^ 

Another component of women's economic independence is the welfare bene­
fit that is available to poor woinen raising children. Along with the increase in 
women's eamings, the value of the welfare benefit (AFDC plus food stamps) 
ro.se during the 1960s and early 1970s, which further contnbuted to the eco­
nomic independence of women, especially poorly educated women whose eam­
ing prospects were l imited. Since the mid-1970s, however, the value of welfare 
benehts has declined. Between 1970 and 1980. the average maximum annual 
welfare benefit across all states for a family of four went from $9,595 (in 
1990 $) to $7,723, Between 1980 and 1990. it dropped to $7,142. '" In other 
words, the average maximum welfare benefit for a mother with two children 
fell by 26 percent in 20 years. 

Much has been written about the role of welfare in undermining martiage 
and encouraging single motherhood in the United States, and many of the pro­
posals for reforming welfare that are currently being proposed at the state and 
federal levels are aimed at correcting the so-called martiage disincentives in the 
existing welfare system. Indeed, conservatives such as Murtay (1984) often 
blame welfare for all of the growth of single-mother families during this pertod. 
Although welfare makes women at the bottom end of the income distribution 
more economically independent of the n-icn they might marty, it is less obvious 
that the growth of welfare benefits can account for very much of the decline in 
marriage during the past two decades. We say this for several reasons. First, 
welfare benefits actually declined between 1970 and 1990, Second, the decline 
in martiage has occurred throughout the population and extends far beyond the 
group of woinen potentially eligible for welfare, Il is hard to argue that middle-
class and upper-iniddle-class women are inlluenced by the prospect of receiving 
welfare. Finally, empirical research indicales that wellare is only weakly related 
lo marriage."' 

A second set of explanations for the decline in marriage I'ocuses on the avail­
ability, or lack of availability, of potential marnage partners for women. Avai l ­
ability is detined both in terms ol the quantity and quality of potential mates,--



34 SARA McLANAHAN AND LYNNE CASPER 

The quantity problem is believed to have originated with the baby boom, which 
created a surplus of young women (relative to young men 2 or 3 years older) in 
the late sixties and eariy seventies. Many more women were bom in 1947 than 
men in 1945. so when these women reached man-iageable ages, they found a 
small pool of appropriately aged men. This phenomenon, which demographers 
call the "martiage squeeze." may have contributed to the delay in martiage 
during the late 1960s and eariy 1970s, but it cannot account for the continuing 
declines during the 198()s. Indeed, if cohort size were all that mattered, we 
would have seen a decline in age at first martiage beginning in the late 1970s, 
when theie was a surplus of young men. The quantity of available males is also 
aftcctcd becau.se young men have higher mortality rates than young woinen. 
duc lo homicide and accident rates, and also because young men are much more 
hkcly lo be incarceiated than young woinen. Incarceration rates increased dur-
ino Ihc 1980s, especially among young black men. While not very many men 
aie in jail al any point in time, a jail record may affect a man's chances ot 
marriage bv making il harder tor him lo find a steady job later on. 

fhe quality ot potential marriage partners is a function of men's job opportu­
nities. Wilson and Neckennan (1986) define the Martiagcable Male Pool Index 
(MMPI) as the number of employed men per 100 women of the same race and 
a'jc uiDup. They argue that deindustrialization and economic restructuring, 
which occurred during the 1970s and 1980s, led to a loss of jobs in the central 
cities ol the Midwest and Northeast which, in turn, reduced the employment 
prospects tor men, especially black men. In addition, ccononnsls have recently 
shown lhal during the 1980s there was a shift in the demand from unskilled lo 
skilled workers, which further undernnned the economic position of low-sk.lled 
men. Many of the jobs created during the 1980s were jobs for men wilh a 
colleoe education. Men with only a high school degree did not benefit so much 
rrom llie expansion during the 1980s; he.icc. the pool of marriageable males did 
noi always impi-ovc dcspile ihe improveincnl in the economy overall. (Levy 
discusses lliis mismaich belween skill and jtjbs in Chapler 1 in Volume I.) The 
major problem wiih ihc lack of marriageable males argumcnl is lhat it docs 
not accouni lor ihc decline in marriage among men wilh a college education, 
Picsumably, these men would be seen as attractive maniage partners, and yel 
ihey too have experienced a decline in marriage (Lerman 1989). 

The hvpolhcsis aboul the decline in marriageable males is .cally an extension 
of the women's economic independence argument, since wiMncn"s independence 
is a tunciion of women"s ea.ning power relative lo men's earning power. 
Women's independence can increase cither because womcn"s earning power 
goes up taster than mcn"s or because il goes down more slowly than men"s. 
Similarly, increases m wellare benefits make women more independent it the 
earning power of their potential mates does nol increase as last as wellare. 

I 
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Welfare can also make women more independent i f men's eamings are declin­

ing faster than welfare benefits (McLanahan 1994). 
When we look at the data on men's and women's eaming power together, 

we see that since 1970 women have become more economically independent 
relative to men. For educated women, this has occurted because women have 
done better both absolutely and relative to men. For poor women, it has oc­
curred because women have not done as poorly as low-skilled men. Thus, while 
the source of independence is different for woinen with different educational 
backgrounds, the trend in independence is the same for all women. In principal, 
the independence argument can account for declines in martiage among men 
and wo.nen at all points in the income distribution. 

A final set of explanations for why martiage has become less co.nmon em­
phasizes changes in culture, nor.ns. and attitudes.--' According to this view, a 
"revolution"' in social nonns occurred during the l96(Js. transforming people's 
ideas about the importance of martiage and families. The new ideology encour­
aged people to put personal freedom and sclf-fulli l lment above family commit-
inents. It also encouraged people to expect more from their martiages and to 
leave "bad " marriages if their expectations were not fulfi l led. One example of 
the change in attitudes aboul t^amily responsibility is refiecled in the response to 
the statement. "When there are children in the family, parenis should stay to-
ucther even if they don't get along," In the early 1960s, over half of all women 
agreed with this siatemenl: by ihc 1980s, only 20 percent agreed (Thornton 
1985). 

Revolutions in sexual behavior and methods of contraception also occurted 
during the 1960s, reducing the sligina associated with nonmarital sexual inter­
course and childbearing and making cohabitation an attractive option to mar-
riai-c. The increase in cohabitation lhat occurred during the 1970s and 1980s, 
among both never-martied and formerly married adults, would not have been 
possible in a time when sex outside marriage was seen as sinful and deviant. 

Although some analysts who have studied these questions conclude that 
chanees in social norms and values followed ralher than preceded increases in 
divorce and delays in marriage, cultural phenomena are likely to have important 
feedback effects once ihey gel slarted, Moieover. once woinen have achieved a 
certain level of independence—once they can support themselves outside mar­
nage—norms and values may become increasingly important in determining 
iheir choices about marriage and childbearing. 

To see if differences in women's and men's employment opportunities were 
related to differences in the prevalence of marriage in the United States in 1990. 
wc selected the 100 largest metropolitan areas and created indices of men"s and 
women's characteristics in each of the areas. We looked al the characteristics 
of blacks and whites separately, since the two races appear to have separate 
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marriage markets. To measure the level of marriage in a particular area, we 
u.sed the percentage of women in their late twenties (aged 25-29) who were 
married. Ideally, we would have liked to have counted only women who had 
married during the past year—this would be the best indicator of current mar­
riage rates—but the 1990 census does not provide information on date of mar­
riage, and so we used women in their late twenties as a proxy for recent martiages, 

Wc measured women's employment opportunities by the percentage ot 
woinen in each area with college degrees and the percentage of women who 
worked full-lime, year-round. We also looked at the median earnings of full-
lime women workers. These three measures were based on women in their late 
twenties. To measure the quality of potential male marriage partners, we took 
Ihc percentage of men working full-time, year-round, the percentage unem­
ployed, and Ihe median eartnngs of all men. We included men with zero earn­
ings in our measure of men's economic status so that we could measu.-e the 
Slalus (.<f all men. as opposed to cmly men with jobs. Wc ba.sed our nieasures 
on men aged 28-33. 

Each meliopoliian area was assigned the maximum AFDC-food stamp guar-
aiiiec (or a family of lour in lhat state. In the few cases where a metropolitan 
area included counties from two stales, wc u.sed the higher of the two state 
benelils. We also created measures of the sex ratio—the nuinber of men aged 
28-33 over the number of woinen aged 25-29. population size, and the per­
cenlage of Ihc populalion lhal was black in each area. We included population 
size in order lo measure urbanizalion. and wc included the percentage of blacks 
to measure racial concentration. The lalier variable also measures regional dil­
lerences. The marriage markel characierisiics lor the 100 largest meliopoliian 
areas are available from ihc aulhors. 

In 1990. the Mobile. Alabama, and Tulsa. Oklahoma, melropolilan areas had 
the highest marriage levels (percentage of woinen married) among white 
women. Over 75 percent of young white women living in these areas were 
married in I9^H). The Boston and San Francisco areas had the lowest nntiriage lev­
els: less lhan 45 percent of white women aged 25-29 in these areas were married. 

'fhe metropolitan areas encompassing San Diego. California. New Bruns-
wick-Pcilh Ambov. New Jersey, and San Anionio. Texas, had the highesl mar­
riage levels lor black woinen. Nearly 50 percent of the young women in these 
three areas were married. New Haven. Connecticut, had the lowest marriage 
level—only 9 peicen.. After New Haven, which is an outlier. Rochester and 
Buttalo. New York, and Milwaukee. Wisconsin, had the lowest levels of mar­
nage—around 15 percent. Once again we are conl'ronlcd with the huge disparity 
in marriage belween while and black women. 

There was considerable variation across the different metropolitan areas with 
respect lo women s full-time employment and educalion in 1990. In contrast. 
Ihe r:in.;:i- in ihe ineilian earninos ol I'lili-lime women workers was nol very 

GROWING DIVERSITY AND INEQUALITY IN THE AMERICAN FAMILY 

TABLE 1.11 Marriage market ctiaracteristics in 100 largest MAs: 
1970,1980, 1990. 
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1970 1980 

Whites 
Woi-nen'.s characteristics" 

Percent married 
Percent employed full time 
Median earnings'' 
Percent college graduate 

Men's characierisiics' 
Percent employed full time 
Median earnings'' 
Percent unemployed 

,Sex ratio'-
A F D C 
Percent black 
Populalion size 

Blacks 
Women's characierisiics" 

Percent married 
Perceni employed full lime 
Median earnings'' 
Percent college graduale 

Men's characteristics' 
Perceni employed full lime 
Median earnings'' 
Percent iinemployeil 

.Sex ratio'' 
A F D C 
Percent black 
Population size 

81% 

SOURCF: Public U.'ic Mieroilala Sample 

•'-fhe.se eliaraelcrislies arc for women aged 2.'i-24. 
''WoTiicn s eaniines are median full-iinie earnings. 
' The-se eharaeterislies arc lor men aged iS-.l.-?. 
''Men's earnings are for all men. 
' Se.x ratio compares men aged 2i'.-??> lo women aged 
'AFDC is the slate gnaranlcc. 

1970. I'JXl). and WO. 

-29. 

67% 

1990 

60% 

18 37 48 

.S17,270 $16,557 $19,034 

16 26 27 

69 72 72 

$26,.W $23,-309 $23,907 
2 4 4 

.87 .96 1.06 

.S9.595 $7,724 $7,143 

1 1 12 13 

304,572 .365,783 502,264 

56 42 30 

22 37 38 

,S 15,766 $15,653 SI 6.093 

9 14 14 

51 53 52 

•SI 7,62.3 $15,676 $13,516 

6 9 11 

.7.3 .78 .88 

$9..308 $7,379 $6,971 

15 16 15 

459.129 467,602 624.100 

wide: S14,000-$26,000 among whites atid $12,000-521,522 among blacks. 
Welfare benefits ranged from a low of $4,621 to a high of $9,513. The avail­
ability of qualily male martiage partners al.so differed dra.natically across metro­
politan areas. Median earnings for all males, including those not in the labor 
force, ranged from $ 13.888-$32.000 among whiles and from S2.200-$22.000 
among black .nen. 

In 1990. the employment picture was much wor.se for black men lhan for 
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white men, especially at the low end of the range. In at least one metropolitan 
area, the median earnings of all black men—$2,200—was lower than the maxi­
mum welfare benefit in that state—$4,600, This was not the ease for whites. 
The median income of men in the lowest income area—$13,888—was over 
.$4.0(.)() higher than the maximum welfare benefit. 

Accounting for Areowide Differences in Marriage: 1990 

To deternnne which of the martiage market characteristics were important 
pretliciors of martiage. we estimated multiple regression equations, using the 
MAs as our units of analysis.-^ .Starting with the 100 largest MAs in 1990, 
we created variables for each characteristic in each area in 1990. 1980. and 
1970. For intormation on Ihe means and coefficients from these regressions. 

Whites Blacks 

Coef 1 Coef 1 

Wl •men's (.-|iaraclei-islics" 
I'ropoiiioii employed full-lime 
Median earnings'' 
I'eieeiii college .iiiadiiale 

•.3S9 
-.009 
. - | g i ) 

-6.181 
-4.241 
-3 . 'M8 

-.003 
-.004 
-.086 

-0.037 
-0.848 
-0.801 

Men's C liaracleiislies' 
I'rnporiioii employed full-lime 
Mi.'iliaii e.iriiiiigs '' 
I'eieeiil unemployed 

.234 

.0(17 
- .4(i8 

3 929 
4.(i62 

- 2 . 9 ( i f i 

135 
(106 

-.146 

1.733 
2.907 

- 1 .2(16 

.Sev katio .115 3.3.S3 .212 5.715 

AFDC'- -.0(17 -3.366 -.015 -3.2'-;7 

1'ropoiiion lilaek .(I'M 2 308 .107 1.112 

Populalion .Si/1.- - .002 -3.213 - .1100 -0.044 

Year -.004 -4.281 -.014 12.606 

( ' o i i s t a i i l .976 12.905 1.417 1 1.874 

SOUI<( i : : I ' l i i i l ie ll.'ce M ienn la la Sample. l ' )7( l . PWO. and I W O . 

N t v r i : : ( oc l l ie ion ls are based on pooled daia I rom PHO. PJSll. and 

"WiiMicM .'. eliaraelcrislies arc hascd on women aged 2>-2'>. 

' 'Mcd i . in eain i i i ' j s . .M-IW" ( in ll ioii.saiids). Women 's earnings arc based on rn l l - t imc earners. Men s earnings 

aic based on al! n ic i i . 

' Mcn'-^ chaiaclcri'. i ic.s arc ba.sed on men aged 2S- .^^ . 
' ' I ' c i i n l a l i ' . p s i / c o i l MI I I .OOOi 
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see Tables 1.11 and 1.12. We estimated separate equations for whites and 

blocks 

We found that all of the indicators of women's eaming potential—high 

education, full-t ime employment, and high median eamings—were strongly 

(and negatively) associated with maniage among white women. Mamage was 

less common in areas where women were well educated and where women's 

employment opportunities were good. Similariy, all of the indicators of men's 

eaming power—full-t ime employment, low unemployment, and high median 

eamings—were positively associated with martiage, A high sex ratio (more 

men than women) and a low AFDC-food stamp benefit also increa.sed mar­

riage. 
The results for blacks were similar to those for whites, with one important 

exception: none of the indicators of women"s earning power were significantly 
related to martiaee. although the signs of the coefficients were in the right direc­
tion. The effect^of men"s unemployment was also much weaker. Otherwise, 
martiaae markets appear to operate the same for blacks and whites. 

To ^et an idea of the relative importance of the different characteristics, we 
asked:""What if all the metropolitan areas had the same women's charactertstics 
as the area with the most independent women'?" "What if all the areas had the 
same characteristics as the area with the least independent women'?" "What if 
all the areas had the same characteristics as the area with the least and most 
marriageable men?" 

By lakino the maximum and minimum values for women's education, lu l l -
lime employmeni, and median eamings. and multiplying these values by the 
coefticicnts'froin our multiple regression equation, wc came up with predicted 
martiage levels ranaino from 41-76 percent among white women and ranging 
from 26-32 percent among black women. In short, differences in women's 
independence had a lot to do with differences in martiage among white women 
in 1990 and very little to do with difterenccs in martiage among black woinen. 
The latter tinding is nol surprising, given that black women"s characteristics 
were not iiood predictors of marriage to begin with. 

Usinu the maximum and minimum values for men's earning power, we came 
up with^ predicted martiage levels ranging from 45-68 percent among whites 
and from 15-40 percent among blacks. Differences in men"s earning power 
have a lot lo do with differences in martiage lor bolh blacks and whites. Finally, 
substitutinij the low and high values of the AFDC-food stamp benefit yielded 
martiaee levels ranennz from 57-61 percent among whites and from 26-33 
percent among blacks. Tn general, welfare is less important in determining mar­
riage levels than men's and womcn"s earning power, and it is more important 
in dctcrtnininu martiage levels among blacks lhan among whites.--

To sec how much ("̂ f the race difference m martiage levels in 1990 could be 
accounted for by difterenccs in marriage market characteristics, we substituted 
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the means of the black marriage market characteristics into the white equation 
and calculated predicted percent married among white women 25-29. We per­
formed a similar exercise using the white means and the black equation. This 
resulted in an 8 percentage point decline in marriage levels for whites and an 
1 I percentage point increase in marriage levels for blacks. About one-third of 
the race difference in marriage in 1990 was due to differences in martiage mar­
ket characteristics, principally differences in men's employment opportunities, 
Bul the major share of the race difference in martiage was not due to differences 
in maniage market characteristics, rather it was a net racial difference. 

Accounting for thie Trend in Marriage: 1970-1990 

In addition lo ihe cross-.sectional comparison, we looked at whether changes 
in martiage market characteristics between 1970 and 1990 could accouni for the 
decline in marriage over this period of time. We u.sed the same equation that 
we u.sed for the cross-sectional n-iodel. excepi that we substituted the means for 
women s and men's characteristics in 1970. 1980. and 1990 and calculated pre­
dicted marriage rates for each of the 3 years. Neither changes in AFDC nor 
changes in the sex ratio could have accounted for declines in marriage between 
1970 and 1990 since these iwo variables changed in ways thai should have 
increased marriage, AFDC benelils declined during the 1970s and 1980s, and 
ihc ralio ol men lo women increased. 

FIGURE 1.5 Effects of cf ianges in marriage market characteristics 
on proport ion of whife women married a g e d 25-29. 

100 

UJ 

cr 
tr 
< 

LU 
O 
<r 
I - 40 
LU 

o 
OC 

^ 20 

Observed Trend 
Change Due to Increase in 

Women's Independence 

Change Due to Decline in 
Marriageable Men 

0L._ 
1970 1980 1990 

GROWING DIVERSriY AND INEQUALITY IN THE AMERICAN FAMILY 

FIGURE 1.6 Effects of changes in marriage market characteristics 
on proportion of black women married aged 25-29. 
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Figure 1.5 shows the actual trend in the proportion of woinen martied and 
the changes that would have occurred had there been trends only in women's 
independence or in the pool of marriagable men. As shown in this figure, in­
creases in women"s earning power can accouni for over 70 percent of the de­
cline in marriage among white women between 1970 and 1990, whereas de-
crea.scs in .nen"s earning power can account tor only about 8 percent of the 
decline. Most of the former effect is due to changes in women's e.nployment 
rather lhan changes in earnings or education. Since employment may be a con-
.secjuence of the decline in marriage as well as a cause, we must be cautious 
aboul how we inteq:)rel this relationship. Nevertheless, the fact that women's 
employment is strongly related to the decline in marriage for whites between 
1970 and 1990 is noteworthy and n-ierils further investigation. 

For blacks, the story is different. As shown in Figure 1.6. neither changes in 
women's nor men's earning power accouni for the substantial drop in martiage 
rates among blacks during the 1970s and 1980s, The decline in men's employ­
inent explains about 12 percent of the decline in marriage, whereas the increase 
in women's earning power has no effect. This is very different from the cross-
sectional results, which showed that differences in men's employment opponu­
nilies accounled for a subslanlial portion of the difference in martiage across 
iVIAs. The reason for the disparity is lhal the decline in men's employment 
opportunities between 1970 and 1900 was much sinaller lhan the cross-state 
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ings was $2,200 to $22,000 in 1990. whereas the decline in men's eamings 
across all states between 1970 and 1990 was only $4,000. 

Our analysis of marriage markets gives the reader an idea of how census data 
can be used to test ,some of the different hypotheses about the decline in mar­
riage. Based on preliminary findings, we believe it would be useful to analyze 
seveial distinct marriage markets within each tnetropolitan area: one for men 
and women with low education, another for men and women with a high school 
degree, and a third for men and women with some college education. Given the 
increasing inequality lhat has occurted during the past two decades, we suspect 
lhal a more disaggregated look at marriage opportunities might produce a 
stronger relationship between men's earning potential and martiage. 

CONCLUSIONS 

f-'oiir demographic trends underlie the changes in the ,'\merican family during 
ihe past four decades: the delay (and decline) in marriage, the increase in marital 
inslabil i iy. ihc change in marilal and nonmarital birthrates, and increases in 
motheis" labor force participalion. In the I95()s. the lypical family consisled of 
a breadwinner-husband, homemaker-wife. and iwo children. Today, there is a 
much more diverse set i.if l iving anangcmcnls. including dual-earner couples, 
single-parenl families, childless ctuiples. cohabiling couples, one person, and 
nonlaii i i lv households. 

Family diversiiy leilecls ihc lad lhal many people have more freedom and 
more choice aboul how lo oiganizc their personal lives. Greater diversiiy also 
has letl lo greater income inequality. While dual-earner couples enjoy a high 
and apparcnilv increasing slandard of l iv ing, single-mother families are under 
greal economic stress. Diversity has also led lo a wider gap in the standard of 
l iving heiwccn blacks and whites, especially in families with children. Whereas 
while children are increasingly being raised in dual-earner families, black chil-
(.licii are concentrated in single-parent families. 

The high poverty rales of single-parent families are nol ineviiablc, as can be 
seen bom the experiences of olhcr Weslern countries. While marilal instability 
and nonmarital childbearing have risen in all parts of the industrialized world, 
Il.e economic consequences of single motherhood are much greater in the United 
Stales lhan elsewhere. Other countries are much more generous than the United 
Slates ill lerms of providing income and other kinds of economic support fi)r 
single molhers (housing, childcare. health care). And surprisingly, their gener­
osity has nol led lo high levels of single molhcrhood. Sweden has been espe­
cially ciealive in dealing with the dilemma of how to help single mothers with­
oul iiicicasing ihcir pievalcnce and withoul encouraging dependence on 
ooveinmeni. That nalion provides generous benelils to single mothers in a way 

that reduces poverty while promoting self-sufficiency. The United States has 

much to leam from the Swedish example. 
Finally, we found that increases in women's economic independence account 

for a substantial part of the recent decline in martiage among whites. The inde­
pendence hypothesis does not account for trends in marriage among black men 
and women, however. Two other economic explanations for the decline in mar­
riage—lack of martiagcable males and welfare benefits—do not account for very 
much of the recent trends in martiage, not becau,se these factors are unrelated 
to marnage but because they have not changed in ways that would di.scourage 
martiage. White men's employmeni and earnings in the aggregate have re­
mained fairly constant over the past 20 years, while black men's earnings and 
employment pn)spects have delerioated somewhat. The value of welfare benefits 
has also gone down. What the census data do not tell us is whether changes in 
attitudes and values arc related to declines in maniage. To the extent lhat such 
chances arc important, they are likely to be more important among blacks than 
among whites. 
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for the analysis of black martiage markets, our final sample consisted of 173 obser­
vations. Missing information on the independent variables was receded to the mean 
or median, and dummy variables were used to indicate that a variable had missing 
information. 

Our model does not adjust for unobserved cross-state differences, which means that 
the welfare variable may be picking up some of these unobserved effects. 
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Families and the Changing Labor Market 

Executive Summary 

American families have been in the midst of change in the last three decades — changes in 
time worked for pay; changes in income and who it is eamed by; changes in family size; and 
changes in how child care and hoLisehold tasks are accomplished. This report assesses these 
changes and the challenges and opportunities they create. Our main findings are: 

• The hours American parents work in paid jobs have increased enormously since 
1969, due to a dramatic shift of mothers' time from the household to the labor 
market. Both married mothers and single parents are working more for pay today 
than 30 years ago. 

Average farnily jncQm^ has increased as a result of the increase in paid work 
hours, so that families can purchase more goods and services than in the past. 

^oi*' This enables them to compensate for having less time at home by buying time-
saving goods and services and to have more disposable income besides. Although 
a minority of families — those with a less-educated single parent ~ suffered a 
decline in inflation-adjusted incomes from 1969 to 1992, their situation improved 
as the economy expanded from 1992 through 1996. The average American 
family is clearly better off economically today than in 1969. 

• I vV At the same time, families are having fewer children, so that family income per 
. ^ '̂̂ \̂̂ .̂ J^ person has increased even more, ^ewer children also take less time.) As a 

t̂ * ]^(^\ '" ^ result,parental child care time available per child has increased even though total 
child care time has declined somewhat. 

• Most of the extra time spent eaming income has come at the expense of 
, t..^ housework, not child care or leisure activities. Families have also changed their 

0 ^ jL .C" lifestyles by buying more prepared foods and time-saving appliances, paying 
^'^^L'^tJ^ others to do some of the child care and household chores, shifting some of these 

tasks to fathers, and rearranging their paid work in non-traditional ways to 
accommodate the demands on their time at home. 

• Clinton Adminstration policies have helped parents balance the demands of job 
and family while increasing their incomes and strengthened family life. 

V - j((vViL«i, ^ — t - fo^-'> i s H 
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I. Introduction 

Dramatic changes have occurred over the last thirty years in how families combine work 
and family life. During the last three decades women have devoted more and more time to 
market work. Combined with hourly eamings increases among women, this means women's 
eamings have gone up substantially, while their time available for work in the home has 
declined. In contrast, men's average hours of paid work and eamings have remained relatively 
stable. This means that families have higher incomes, but they have less time for other activities. 
As a result, American families have been in the midst of change — changes in who works for pay; 
changes in income and who it is eamed by; changes in how children are cared for and 
particularly in the utilization of paid child care; and changes in how household tasks are 
accomplished. This report assesses these changes since 1969. 

Single Parent Families as Share of All Families 
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Two Other trends in family stmcture are also 
likely to affect the well-being of families with 
children, occurring along with changes in their 
income and time allocations. First, the share of 
families headed by a single parent has increa.'̂ ed 
significantly (see figure 1). Since single parents 
tend to have both lower incomes and less total adult 
time available for work in the home than married-
couple families, this trend should tend to increase 
the proportion of families who are "cash-strapped" 
and "time poor." Second, families have also 
decreased in size as the average number of children 
in families has declined (see figure 2). This should 
ease some of the time pressures on parents. 

This paper will examine how families with 
children are faring in the face of all these changes. 
Key questions to be addressed include: 

• How much have hours of market work 
increased for families? 

How have the extra hours worked by 
families affected family incomes? 
How have these trends differentially affected families that differ in skill level, 
minority status, and number of parents in the household? 

2. Average Number of Children per Family 
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• What have these changes in market work and income meant for how families use 
their time in the home? In particular, how have these changes affected parental 

. time available for children? 

Some have argued that Americans are facing more and more of a "time bind" as they 
work longer and longer hours in order to attain an increasing standard of living [Schor 1991]. 
Others have argued that, even with increases in hours of paid work, families are not realizing 
significant income gains, or that families are working harder and harder "just to stay in the same 
place" [Bluestone and Rose 1997]. No such "one size fits all" characterization adequately 
captures the variety of experience in different segments of the population. Different types of 
families have experienced different changes in paid work time and income. 

Overall, we find that parents today are spending more time working to eam income, yet 
the average child is probably getting more time from his or her parents than in 1969. The keys to 
this seeming paradox are smaller families and less time spent on household chores. For most 
groups, family income has increased. "With fewer children, parents are able to buy more goods 
and services for themselves and their children as well as spend more time with each child. ThusT" 
the average American child may well be bgtter off today than in 1969 in terms of both parental 
time and income. 

5 

P' 
t l 

There are some groups for whom this overall picture is not as rosy, however. The 
continuing increase in the share of children living in single parent families has substantially 
decreased the progress that families with children would otherwise have made, limiting both their 
income and time. Less skilled parents, who have not experienced the wage gains of other 
families, are working more hours without an increase in income. During the economic expansion 
of the 1990s, however, all families have seen income gains as their hours of work have expanded, 
giving all families a better opportunity to effecfively combine work and family life. 

n. Trends in Hours of Market Work 

The most dramatic change in the time allocation of families has been in time spent at 
work for pay. Since 1969, both married-couple and single-parent families have substantially 
increased their annual hours of paid work. These increases have come almost entirely from the 
women in these families, who are working more outside the home ~ more weeks in the year and 
more hours in the week ~ than they did thirty years ago. However, while the increase in paid 
work time has been widespread, the size of the increase has varied considerably across families, 
depending on the number of parents, their education, whether they have a preschool-age child, 
and their race or ethnicity. 

The estimates of annual hours of work presented in this section are based on the March 
Current Population Survey (CPS), a large representative survey of over 60,000 households each 
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year.' For 1979, 1989, and 1996, informafion on annual hours of work was derived fi-om two 
questions which ask how many weeks each individual worked in the previous year and how 
many hours they "usually worked" in the weeks they worked.̂  Multiplying weeks worked by 
usual hours worked per week provides a measure of annual hours of work. 

For purposes of this analysis, we use the same definition of a "family" as the Census 
Bureau: all related individuals living together in the same household. We restrict the analysis to 
families whose head is at least eighteen years old and where there is a child under age 18. 

While the CPS is the only large-scale representative sample which consistently measures 
hours of work and family incomes on an annual basis and is therefore the standard data set used 
for labor market analyses, some have argued that the CPS may not accurately measure hours of 
work because individuals may not be able to recall accurately their usual hours of work during 
the last year [Juster and Stafford 1991; Robinson and Godbey 1997]. In section IV of this report 

we discuss altemative estimates of paid work time based 
3, Annual Hours of Work, Married-Couple Families ^^^^ "tj^^e diaries," which require individuals to maintain 

detailed accounts of how they spent their time during a 
day. 4,000 

3,000 
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As shown in figures 3 and 4, annual hours of paid 
work have increased substantially for both married-couple 
and single-parent families. A person who works forty 
hours a week for 50 weeks a year (a traditional "full-time" 
job) will work 2,000 hours in a year. For two-parent 
families (figure 3) annual hours of paid work increased by 
496 hours (18 

percent) from 
1969 to 1996; for single-parent households (figure 4) 
they increased by 297 hours (28 percent). 

Virtually all of the increase in families' 
market hours of work has come from increases in 
women's hours. Conceptually, the increase in 
women's hours can be divided into tliree basic 

4. Annual Hours of Work by Single Parents 
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'We are using the March 1970, 1980, 1990, and 1997 CPSsfeta setS79The dm collaeiftd 
each March refer mainly to the previous calendar year. Thus we refer to data for 1969, 1979, 
1989, and 1996. We chose these years because they represent peak years (or upswing, in 1996) 
in the business cycle and thus permit valid historical comparisons. 

^The 1969 data are not strictly comparable to later years due to differences in data 
reporting. We have developed an imputation procedure to make these data more comparable to 
information in later years. 
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components: more women are employed, employed women are working more hours per week, 
and ernployed women are working more weeks per year. The most dramatic change has been in 
the percentage of women employed. In 1969, 38 percent of married women worked for pay, 
while in 1996^^^ercent did so — a 30 percentage-point increase in ernplnymerit The increase 
ijiemployment for single parents has been less dramatic: 53 percent worked for pay in 1969 and 

'^6^ercent in 1996. On average single parents and wives increased both weeks worked per year 
and hours worked per week. 

While annual hours of paid work by all wives increased greatly by 576 hours (93 
percent), husbands' hours of paid work decreased slightly from 1969 to 1996. This is the result 
of husbands working fewer weeks per year, without significantly changing the usual number of 
hours worked per week. These trends are consistent with estimates reported elsewhere in the 
literature, based on a variety of data sources.̂  

The overall increase in family hours of paid work has been widespread throughout the 
population. All types of families ~ whether defined by the head's education level, spouse's 
education level, presence of young children, or race or ethnicity of the household head ~ have 
experienced substantial increases in hours of paid work from 1969 to 1996. In virtually every 
case, the increase in family hours of paid work reflects increases by wives and by single parents, 
rather than by husbands. 

While the basic trends have been similar, 
however, the magnitude of the increase in hours of 
paid work has differed substantially across different 
demographic groups. In part, this is because some 
groups, such as women with preschool-age children, 
had lower hours to start with, and therefore more 
room for expansion, than others. 

• Families headed by a college graduate 
have increased their hours of paid 
work much more than those whose 
head had less education (see figure 5). 

5. Change in Annual Hours Worked, 1969-96 
by education level of head of household 
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For married couples with a college-educated husband, annual hours of paid work 
increased by 644 hours (23 percent) ~ more than twice the increase for couples in 
which the husband has a high school diploma or less. The difference was due to 
the wives' hours increasing more and the husbands' hours decreasing less in the 

^Rones, Ilg and Gardner (1997) and Leete and Schor (1994) used CPS data, Bluestone 
and Rose (1997) used data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, and McGrattan and 
Rogerson {date?) used decennial Census data. All of these studies show increases in hours of 
work for women (or wives and single parents), and decreasing or stable hours of work for men 
(or husbands). 
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college-educated families. For single 
parents with a college degree, hours 
of paid work increased by 322 hours 
(20 percent), compared to 165 hours 
(16 percent) for single parents with a 
high school diploma or less. 

Families with a young child 
increased their hours of paid work 
much more than those with only 
school-age children (see figure 6). 
For single parents with a child under 
age five, hours of paid work 

6. Change in Annual Hours Worked, 1969-96 
by presence of child under age 5 
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increased by 400 hours (50 percent), compared to 246 hours (21 percent) for 
single parents without a young child. For married couples, hours of paid work 
increased by 537 hours (20 percent) for families with a child under age five, 
compared to 457 hours (15 percent) for families without a young child. 

• Married couples with a white or black husband increased their hours of paid work 
nearly twice as much as married couples with a Hispanic husband. By contrast, 
single Hispanic parents increased their hours slightly more than either white or 
black single parents."* 

Why have people changed their hours of paid work? Trends in wages and trends in paid 
work hours influence each other. Rising wages tend to draw more individuals into the labor 
force, while falling wages (especially relative to the rewards from other activities) tend to reduce 
participation. In tum, more work experience leads to faster wage growth, and vice versa. As a 
result, wages and paid work time tend to move up (or down) together, in a virtuous (or vicious) 
cycle. 

Trends in hours of paid work for both men and women have roughly paralleled the trends 
in their wages since 1969 [Blank ?; Juhn & Murphy 1997], which will be discussed below (see 
section III-A). However, the magnitudes of the changes in paid work time are still not 
completely understood, as they are not easily "explained" by changes in key economic variables 
[Blau 1998, Danziger and Reed 1997]. The increases in paid work among women seem to be 
much more closely related to increases in their own wages than to the changes in their husband's 
wages over this period. Slow growth of men's wages does not appear to be the reason why 
women are increasing their market work [Juhn and Murphy 1997]. Increased work among 
women may also be affected by such hard-to-measure things like changes in assumptions about 

" Trends for Hispanic families are difficult to interpret, as changing immigration pattems 
resulted in significant changes in the composition of the Hispanic population over this time 
period. 
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women's role in the family, diminished discriminafion against women in the workplace, or 
falling barriers to women entering non-traditional occupations. Highly educated women have 
benefitted more from diminished discrimination than have women with less education, as higher-
level professional and management jobs have opened up to them. Whatever the reason, large 
increases in market work hours among women have substantially changed the time allocation 
and income of families. 

in. Trends in Family Income 

The upward trend in hours described above raises questions about trends in family well-
being. A family's economic well-being is typically measured by its income. Eamings are the 
largest part of family income, which also includes transfer payments such as welfare and 
unemployment insurance, interest, dividends, and other uneamed income such as child support. 
Eamings, in tum, are equal to hours worked for pay multiplied by the hourly wage. Rising work 
hours should lead to rising eamings, but the magnitude of this effect depends on changes in 
wages and other income sources that might be occurring at the same time. 

A. Wages 

During the same period in which hours of paid work have increased, wages have also 
increased for women and for college-educated men, but have declined for less-educated men. 
Women's wages have risen more rapidly than men's wages, and college-educated workers' 
wages have risen more than wages among the less educated. Men's wages have grown quite 
slowly on average, with wages falling for men without college educations. 

As we discussed above, these wage changes are correlated with changes in hours of work. 
More educated women have shown the largest increase in their market work, and their eamings 
have gone up even faster as wages and hours of work rose together. Less educated men have 
experienced both declining wages and some declines in hours of work, leading to eamings 
reductions. 

B. Total Family Income 

Putting the trends in wages and hours together, to what extent have families' increases in 
hours of paid work translated into increases in family income ~ the measure we ultimately care 
about? To answer this question, we present estimates of average family incomes, by income 
component, to provide one assessment of how these changes in hours have affected the standard 
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of living of families in the United States.' Our income measure, as described earlier, is based 
upon before-tax cash income only, and does not include other family resources, such as food 
stamps or the Eamed Income Tax Credit (EITC). While these other resources and taxes are 
important, they are difficult to measure accurately or consistently for individual families. 
Because food stamp use grew rapidly in the 1970s and the EITC expanded greatly in the 1990s, 
the income measure we use omits more of the resources available to low-income families today 
than in the 1960s. Our estimates therefore understate the gains made by low-income families 
since 1969.' 

Trends in income and in the various components of income (eamings, govemment 
transfers, other sources of income) have varied across different types of families.^ 

I. Trends in Income by Family Structure 

Both married-couple families and single-parent families achieved increases in inflation-
adjusted income from 1969 to 1996 (see figures 7 and 8). However, even though single parents 
had substantially higher rates of growth in paid work hours, married-couple families have 
experienced a much larger average increase in income. 

-̂ To adjust for changes in prices over time, these estimates use the CPI-U-Xl price index 
measure, which is commonly used at present in federal statistics such as the current poverty 
threshold. Some have argued that this measure overestimates the actual rate of change in price 
levels over time. Estimates that assume a lower rate of inflation produce higher estimates of 
inflation-adjusted income growth over time [EUwood 1998]. 

For estimates of changes in family incomes using a broader definition of inconie, see 
Levy [1996]. 

^ Throughout the following analysis we refer to mean income, rather than medians or 
other indicators of the distribution. There is more positive change in mean income than in 
median income, as disproportionate growth in the upper tail of the income distribution pulls up 
the mean without affecting the median. 
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• The incomes of married-couple families increased by more than enough to 
compensate for their increase in paid work time. Their average family income 
increased by almost a third from 1969 to 1996 ($14,800 in 1996 dollars), while 
their annual hours of paid work increased by less than a fifth. 

• For single-parent families, incomes increased by much less than paid work time. 
Average incomes of single-parent families also increased much less than incomes 
of married-couple families over this period, after adjusting for inflation. Income 
increased by less than ten percent ($1,900 in 1996 dollars) from 1969 to 1996, 
while paid work hours increased by more than a quarter. 

Increases in the eamings of wives and single parents generated most of the income 
growth from 1969 to 1996. Single parents' eamings increased more than their total family 
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incomes did, as eamings increases were offset by a forty percent decline in average govemment 
cash transfer payments. For two-parent families, increases in the wives' eamings represented 
two thirds of the increase in family income, with the remainder attributable to an increase in the 
husbands' eamings and an increase in uneamed income from sources other than govemment 
transfer payments. 

For both wives and single parents, their increased eamings reflects both an increase in 
hours of work and an increase in hourly eamings rates. The increase in wives' eamings reflected 
a 93 percent increase in wives' hours and a 53 percent increase in wives' eamings per hour. For 
single parents, hours of work increased by 28 percent, while hourly eamings increased by 18 
percent. 

Trends in Income by Other Demographic Characteristics 
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As with hours of paid work, trends in average family incomes differ substantially across 
groups of families classified by educaUon, race or ethnicity, or presence of young children. 
Income growth has been greater for families headed by a highly skilled or white person and for 
families with preschool-age children than for families with older children. 

More-educated families experienced greater income growth from 1969 to 1996. 
Married_couples_a^p£rienced income-growth of almost a third if the hu.sband hqd a 
college education, but less than ten percent if the husband had a high schooĵ  
diploma or less. For single parents, inflation-adjusted incomes grew by eight 
percent if they had a college degree, but incomes fell by five percent for single 
parents with a high school diploma or less. Much of this difference in income 
growth reflects larger eamings increases for highly skilled wives and single 
parents, and larger eamings declines for low skilled husbands. The declining 
purchasing power of cash welfare benefits also helps explain why the inflation-
adjusted incomes of less-educated single parents fell. 

Average income growth for whites was substantially higher than for blacks or 
Hispanics. Among families headed by a white person, average incomes grew by 
almost twenty percent for both married couples (19 percent) and single parents 
(17 percent) from 1979 to 1996.̂  For blacks, average incomes grew by less than 
ten percent for both two-parent families (9 percent) and single-parent families (6 
percent). Finally, for Hispanics, average incomes fell by almost five percent for 
married couples (4 percent) and single parents (3 percent). These results are 
striking, given the relatively large increases in hours of work by Hispanic single 
parents over this period. Declining wages as well as declining cash welfare 
benefits help explain why Hispanics' incomes fell. In addition, an increasing 
share of the Hispanic population were recent immigrants with little education. 

Families with a child under age five had greater average income growth than 
families with older children. For married couples, mean incomes increased by 38 
percent for families with a child under age five, compared to 27 percent for 
families with only older children. For single parent families, mean incomes 
increased by 17 percent for those with young children, but only by 6 percent for 
families with only older children.'' 

Recent Trends in Family Income 

*Our race and ethnicity comparisons begin in 1979 because the CPS did not identify 
Hispanics in 1969. 

'Of course, having a younger child often implies being a younger parent. We do not 
control for the age of the parent in this analysis. 
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Trends in family income from 1992 to 1996 are considerably more favorable than the 
longer term trend since 1969. Even families headed by single parents with a high school degree 
or less, whose income deteriorated from 1969 through 1992, made income gains from 1992 to 
1996 during the sustained period of economic expansion under the Clinton Administration. 

C. The Distribution of Family Per Capita Income 

To assess the implications of income growth for families with children, we need to take 
account of the increasing share of single-parent families, whose incomes grew much less than the 
incomes of married-couple families (see section III-B above). We also need to consider the 
decrease in family size, because a given family income provides more resources per child when 
there are fewer children in the family. Moreover, because less-skilled, lower-income parents 
have had slower income growth than highly skilled, higher-income parents, it is important to 
consider the trends in income for lower-income and higher-income families, not just the average 
^family. 

Figure 9 presents estimates which incorporate the combined effects of increases in single-
parent families and decreases in average family size, to assess changes in incomes for families 
with children. To reflect changes in the share of single-parent families, the diagram shows 
changes for the combined family income distribution of single-parent and two-parent families. In 
addifion, as a cmde way of adjusting for the decreases in family size, family incomes are 
presented in per-capita terms. (This is a cmde measure because two children do not cost twice as 
much as one, but it may be preferred to total income because two do cost more than one.) The 
chart shows the change in average income per person for the lowest quarter, the highest quarter, 
and the middle half of the distribufion of all families' per-capita incomes. 

1^' 

These estimates indicate that while there has 
been substantial per-capita income growth for high- ^̂ ^̂  
income families, incomes have been either stable or 
decreasing for lower-income families when 1996 is 25000 
compared with 1969. During the economic 
expansion from 1992 to 1996, however, lower-
income families also experienced rising per-capita 
incomes. 

9. Mean Family Income, Per Capita 

20000 

^ 15000 

10000 

5000 

1969 1996 
Top 25% 

Since 1969, the top quarter of 
families gained, while the lower 
quarter lost and thejrniddle hajf 
remained nearly constant in per-capita 
income terms, after adjusting for inflation. The toplprarteTgained 20 percent 
($4400 in 1996 dollars) from 1969 to 1996, while families in the lower quarter of 
the income distribution had declines of 11 percent ($410). For families in the 
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middle half of the family per-capita income distribution, average family incomes 
have remained relatively constant, with income gains of 4 percent ($452). 

Since family size has been decreasing, it follows logically that the changes in mean 
income are less dramatic when calculated on a total family level than on a per capita basis. 

IV. How Do Families Respond? Implications for Family Time Use Outside the Job 

How does the increase in mothers' paid work time affect the family, and especially 
children? It would be wrong to assume that child-rearing necessarily suffers. There are other 

' i '^*"^ / iion-m^rket activities ~ cooking, cleaning, shopping,(exercising. entertainment, watching T V ^ 
/ sleeping — that may be reduced by working mothers in order to devote time to their children. 

, Fathers and grandparents may spend more time with the children when their mother works. 
k<'*̂ |̂ £̂  Husbands may do more of the household chores. Goods and services may be purchased with 

some of the extra incorne, so that less of the parents' time is required to produce meals, clean 
clothes and rooms, and other things that contribute to the quality of family life. Household 
appliances (microwave ovens, dishwashers) also reduce the time required for household tasks. 
Standards of housekeeping, styles of entertaining, and even types of housing (condos without 
private lawns and gardens) may change in time-saving ways. Besides having fewer children, 
parents may space the births of their children to reduce the time required to rear each ong. «• ^ • ~ 

The trends in family incomes and hours of paid work described above raise questions 
about their impact on family life. Increasing hours of paid work may mean higher incomes, 
which provide more resources for parents and children. But increasing paid work time also 
means less time for other activifies. The evidence on time allocation to non-market activities is 
much more limited and therefore, conclusions must be more tentative. 

A. Trends in Current Population Survey Data 

What can the CPS tell us about how these changes have affected the number of non-
market hours that families have available for caring for children and maintaining a household? 
On the one hand, families may have less time available for child care because they are spending 
more time in the labor market; and because there is a growing share of single parent families. On 
the other hand, the number of children per family has fallen, which would tend to increase 
parental time per child. As paid work time increases, parents may reduce their time spent in 
housework, personal care, and recreation in order to have more time for children. 

11 



i 

s 

PRELIMINARY DRAFT - NOT FOR CITATION 

10. Non-vi'ork Time of Custodial Parents 
Available per child 

Figure 10 shows the trends in non-market time per child that custodial parents potentially 
had available to spend with their children, after netting out time spent at paid work and assuming 
that each parent has a maximum of sixteen waking hours per day to spend either at home or at a 
job. This per-child calculation makes the extreme assumption that if one child receives attention 
from a parent, a sibling cannot receive any parental attention at the same time. As shown below, 
despite increases in paid work hours for each type of family, the amount of non-market time 
available per child has increased for both married-couple and single-parent families since 1969. 
This means that the reductions in family size were 
large enough to outweigh the changes in time spent 
at work. When single-parent and married-couple 
families are added together, however, the amount of 
family time per child has remained relatively 
constant. This reflects the fact that a shift toward 
more single parents tends to decrease parental time 
available to children, because it reduces the number 
of custodial parents available to spend time with 
children. While parental time for children has 
increased within family type, at the same time the 
share of single-parent families has grown, and 
single parents have less time than two parents. 

1969 1996 
Married couples 

1969 1996 
Single parents 

B. Time Use in the Home Estimated from Time-use Diaries 

We now tum to another source of data: time-use diary surveys, which ask respondents to 
keep a detailed diary recording how they spend their time during a specific day. They provide an 
altemative, more accurate method of measuring paid work time, as well as time spent in various 
kinds of unpaid activity, such as commuting, housework, child care, shopping, recreation, and 
personal care. The trends in hours of paid work time and non-market time described above are 
based on data which report individuals' estimates of their usual hours worked per week in the 
previous year. Such estimates may not accurately portray the actual hours worked for pay 
because the question is somewhat ambiguous and respondents may not be able to report 
accurately on a "usual" week in the few minutes allowed during the CPS interview. Time-use 
diary measures tend to show shorter paid work hours and sometimes even different trends than 
the CPS [Robinson and Godbey 1997, chapter 4]. 

Unfortunately, such fime-use diary surveys are conducted much less frequently (not since 
1985) and with much smaller samples than the CPS. They cannot be used to examine trends for 
smaller subgroups of the population, such as single parents or blacks. Moreover, the individuals 
who complete the diaries may not represent the U.S. population as well as the CPS sample does. 
These surveys do, however, provide infomiation about how much time is spent in different types 
of unpaid work at home, such as child care and housework, in leisure pursuits, and sleep. 

12 



PRELIMINARY DRAFT - NOT FOR CITATION 

I. Averages 

5 k^-

11. Womens' Division of Time 
outside paid work and sleep 

Time-use diary surveys show that most of the increase in women's formal working hours 
between 1965 and 1985 was offset by decreases in time spent on household chores (see figure 
11) . There was very little reduction in time spent with children; and "free time" spent watching 
TV actually increased [Robinson and Godbey 1997, chapters 6 & 8]. These trends are rather 

^ surprising, given the increased stress that some American parents are reporting. 

In any single year, employed women spend about 45 percent less time on both child care 
and household tasks than women without paid jobs, but still have less free time [Robinson and 
Godbey 1997, pp.102-3]. (But note that employed women may be less likely to have young 
children.) However, this cross-sectional relationship is highly misleading as to the trend in child 
care time. Time-use surveys conducted in the U.S. 
in 1965, 1975, and 1985 show that employed 
mothers spent virtually the sarn£-amount of time 
taking care of children in ̂ 985 (6/7jK)urs per week) 
as in 1965 (6.3 hoursper week). Mothers without 
paid jobs spent ̂ liours^week in child care in 
both years. This is consistent with other analyses 
of these time-use surveys, which show no decline in 
child care time within mothers' employment 
category. When the shift of women into 
employment is taken into account, overall mothers' 
time in child care declined by 10 percent, from ten 
to ninejiours per week. Fathers did not make up 
the difference; their child care time remained about 
2.5 hours per week from 1965 to 1985 (see figure 

12) . (These estimates of parents' child care time 
include only "primary" care, when the child is the 
sole focus of the parent's attention. They omit 
"secondary" or "shared" time spent with children, 
when the child is present and perhaps participating 
with the parent in another activity, such as eating or 
watching TV. Thus, the total amount of time spent 
with children is esfimated to be almost four times 
greater than the numbers shown above.) 

When we take account of the decreasing 
number of children per family, time for each child clearly rose despite the increase in market 
work hours. Time spent in personal care and commuting to work did not change much. 
Surprisingly, "free time" activities increased by 4-5 hours per week for both men and women, 
due almost entirely to(gn increase in television-watcHmg>(including watching TV with children) 
What "gave" was household chores. ^-fvVci 

80 

60 

40 

1965 1985 1965 1985 1965 1985 
Employed women Nonemployed women All women 

12. Mens' Division of Time 
outside paid work and sleep 

o 
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Housework and shopping 

Child care 
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2. Differences among families 

These estimates are based on average trends. They may miss important disfinctions 
between high and low income groups, or between single-parent and two-parent families. The 
effect of women's increased hours in the labor market on families is likely to vary between 
college-educated parents, whose incomes have been rising because their hours and wages both 
increased, and less-educated parents, whose incomes may have fallen despite increased work 
hours because of falling wages. It may be harder for families with more limited resources to cut 
back on housework by buying time-saving services and appliances. The effect of women's 
increased hours in the labor market on families is also likely to vary between married couples, 
who can shift some housework and child care from working wife to husband, and single parents, 
who cannot. Within married-couple families, moreover, there are likely to be differences across 
education levels in this shifting of tasks, as child care time by fathers rises with their educafion. 

C. Eldercare 

The media have paid significant attention to the so-called "sandwich generation": those 
adults who take care of both their own child(ren) and their elderly disabled parent(s). While a 
number of people are in this position, the popular press likely overstates the scope of the 
problem.'° Women are more likely than men, and adult children are more likely than spouses, to 
provide elder care. Data from 1982 and 1984 show that close to one million women had a 
disabled parent, a full-time job, and children under the age of 15. About 1 in 5 of these potential 
elder care providers were actually engaged in elder care activities while holding a job and raising 
children [Stone and Kemper 1989]. Of course, there are also many caregivers who do not work 
full-time for pay and/or do not have children at home. Relatively few parents with children at 
home are giving direct elder care themselves, but many more are managing the care of ~ and 
worrying about ~ their disabled parents, which is a source of stress even when it is not very time-
consuming. 

'"Company-specific surveys have yielded estimates of as high as 20 to 30 percent of 
employees caring for elderly disabled parents. These surveys, however, have often used very 
broad definitions of care, including support which is solely financial or emotional, and may not 
represent a large commitment of time by the caregiver. When the definition of "caregiver" is 
restricted to those spending time helping elderly parents with activities of daily living (eating, 
transferring, toilefing, dressing, and bathing) or instmmental activities of daily living (meal 
preparation, light housework, laundry, getting around outside, grocery shopping, telephoning, 
taking medication, and financial management), data from the much larger samples of the 1982 
National Long-Term Care Survey and the 1984 Current Population Survey indicate that just 
under one percent of Americans who are working full-time provide care for elderly parents by 
participating in any of the activities listed above. 

14 
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Financial support for elderly and disabled relatives is also a burden for some families. I f 
a family member is spending significant amounts of time caring for the relative instead of 
working for money, this also contributes to the financial strain. 

V. Changes in Child Care and Work Arrangements 

Parents are changing their lifestyles to integrate the increase in mothers' hours of paid 
work and the increase in income experienced by most families. While the increase in hours of 
paid work for women does lower the total amount of time remaining for housework, child care, 
personal care, and leisure, a number of other factors determine the net effect on any individual in 
the family. In addition to family size, the division of tasks between husbands and wives, and 
other adjustments mentioned above, families are changing their behavior along two other 
dimensions: the utilization of paid child care and changes in the time and place of work. 

A. Trends in Child Care 

Most parents adjust to an increase in their paid work time by increasing their use of child 
care providers other than themselves. As mothers go to work, families have more income to 
spend. Some of it has been spent on paid child care. The availability, cost, and quality of child 
care which can be purchased in the market affects the employment decisions and financial status 
of families. The primary child care arrangements for preschool-age children of employed 
mothers in the fall of 1994 were divided roughly equally among care in the child's home (by a 
relative or nonrelative), care in another home (by a relative or nonrelative), and care in an 
organized child care facility. Since comparable data were first collected in 1986, the trend shows 
a relatively constant proportion of children receiving care in their own homes, relatively fewer 
children receiving care in another home, and relatively more children receiving care in an 
organized facility. The percent of monthly income spent on child care by those purchasing this 
service rose from 6.3 percent to 7.3 percent between 1986 and 1993." 

B. Changes in the Time and Place of Work 

The effect of parents' market work time on children also depends on when and where it is 
performed. While data on flexible schedules, shift work, paid work done in the home, and 

" The earliest comprehensive data collection by the Bureau of the Census on families' 
child care arrangements was in 1977. The earliest data which are compatible with the most 
recent data are from fall 1986. We use the 1986 data for consistency. 

15 
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altemative work arrangements are less readily available than data on traditional market work, the 
1991 and 1997 May supplements to the CPS collected data that give us an overview of these 
non-traditional work arrangements. 

1. Flexible Schedules 

The conflict between hours of market work and hours required for housework and child 
care is intensified when the fiming of market work is beyond the parent's control. Flexible work 
arrangements (defined as allowing workers to vary the time they begin or end work) are an 
increasingly popular approach to decreasing the tension between work and family. In 1997/28^ 
percent of full-time wage and salary workers had flexible work schedules. This was up sharply 
from 15 percent in 1991, the most recent prior year when data was collected. The variafions by 
gender and age of children were small. Men were slightly more likely to have flexible schedules 
than were women (29 percent versus 26 percent). Parents of children under age 18 were slightly 
more likely to have flexible schedules than were those without children under age 18 (29 percent 
versus 27 percent), while 30 percent of parents of children under age 6 had flexible schedules. 

2. Shiftwork 

Shift work may enable parents to share child care more easily by working different shifts. 
If shift work is to ease the task of combining paid work and child care, however, the choice of 
shifts must be voluntary. For those workers who cannot determine their own schedules, the 
combination of shift work and work in the home is a potential source of stress and expense. In 
1997, 83 percent of full-time wage and salary workers were on regular daytime schedules. Of 
those who were not, 4.6 percent were on evening shifts, 3.9 percent were on employer-arranged 
irregular schedules, 3.5 percent were on night shifts, and 2.9 percent were on rotating shifts. 
These non-standard working hours may make it difficult both to find time to spend with children 
when they are awake and not in school and to arrange for child care while working. 

3. Paid Work Performed in the Home 

In 1997, 3.3 percent of all wage and salary workers were doing work at home for pay, up 
from 1.9 percent in 1991. An additional ten percent of all wage and salary workers in 1997 were 
doing work at home without receiving extra pay for it. (Nearly 9 out of 10 wage and salary 
workers who were paid for work at home were in "white-collar" occupations.) While married 
persons with a spouse present were more likely to do paid work at home than were single 
persons, married parents were no more likely to do paid work at home than were married persons 
without children. Single parents, however, particularly single mothers, had much higher work-
at-home rates than single workers without children. 

4. Alternative Work Arrangements 
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The nature of a worker's contract with the employer affects not only the hours he or she 
works in the market and the wages and benefits eamed, but also the duration of the job, the 
worker's sense of job security, and the ability to coordinate work weeks with children's school 
schedules by working part-year. In 1997 6.7 percent of all employees were independent 
contractors, 1.6 percent were on-call workers, 1.0 percent worked for temporary help agencies, 
and 0.6 percent worked for contract firms. 

5. Multiple Job Holding 

Multiple job-holding, or "moonlighfing," increased significanUy during the 1980s, and 
then leveled off at the beginning of the 1990s. This increase, like the increase in hours overall, 
was generally driven by women. As women increased their multiple job-holding rate, the rate 
declined for men. 

• In 1996, over 6 percent of all employed men and women aged 20 to 54 held 
multiple jobs. 

• Over half of multiple job-holders worked one full-time and one or more part-time 
jobs, while about one fifth worked multiple part-time jobs, one fifth reported that 
their hours varied, and only 3 percent worked more than one full-time job. 

• Men who held multiple jobs in 1996 worked an average of 52 hours per week, 
while women with multiple jobs averaged 43 hours per week. 

• Many multiple job-holders were highly educated professionals, not necessarily 
driven to multiple job-holding by financial need. 

C. Policies that address these issues 

The enormous changes in the ways American families function create new opportunities, 
but also present new challenges to govemment policy. This Administration has helped families 
better balance work and family life by its policies in four major areas: 

[**We need a sentence about each of these items — have requested Tom Freedman's input.] 

1. Easing parents'"time bind": 

Family and Medical Leave 

Child care 
[* Administration proposals (see ERP chapter): funding for child care tax credit for 
individuals, and employer day care.] 
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Elder care 

Flextime 

2. Improving incomes of families that are stmggling: the less educated and single parents, 
whose incomes are still lower than in 1969: 

Earned Income Tax Credits 

Minimum wage increase 

Welfare-to-work and employer tax credits for hiring welfare recipients, which help 
people work and raise their incomes by their own efforts. 

Child support enforcement, which provides income for single parents and may 
encourage more ongoing involvement of non-custodial parents with their children. 

Steady economic growth, which creates jobs, reduces unemployment, and raises wages 
for all workers, especially the less skilled who are most affected when jobs are 
scarce. 

3. Enabling parents to choose their family size and spacing of children ~ so they can devote 
sufficient fime to each one. 

Family planning services ~ contraception; access to abortion as an opfion of last resort. 

4. Encouraging two-parent families to fomi and stay together in a supportive relationship 

Child support enforcement 

Eligibility rules for Medicaid and other programs 

Domestic violence services for perpetrators as well as victims 

VI. Conclusion 

A massive shift of women's time from the home to the labor market has occurred in the 
last generation. For most families, increasing incomes have accompanied mothers' increasing 
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paid employment. Families today also have fewer children than in the past. As a result, despite 
the increase in parents' hours of market work, there is little indication that time spent with 
children has declined. These developments have created a host of changes in how families 
function. In particular, new arrangements for child care have been adopted and housework takes 
less fime. These developments have created new opportunities, especially for women, but have 
also raised new challenges. In response to the challenges, the Clinton Administration's policy 
reforms since 1993 have helped parents better balance family and market work. 

Furthermore, women's increased eaming power may have other long-term positive 
effects. It may increase their decision-making leverage within the family, which in tum may 

f increase resources spent on children. Moreover, as women gain more (and more continuous) 
market work experience, their eaming potential also increases. Young women, expecfing to 
spend more time in the labor market, increasingly prepare themselves for higher-paying non-
traditional careers. These developments all work to increase the long-term economic security of 
women and their families. 
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