
Ii

INSTITUTE' ". FOR· .'
.RESEARCH O~~

DO.·.··.~./E··.R·TY...•...... DISCUSSIONfl ... .IV. ... PAPERS

~XPLORING THE DYNAMIC RELATIONSHIP ~ETWEEN

FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION

Doris p. Slesinger

UNIVERSllY OF WISCONSIN -MADISON·



o

Exploring the Dynamic Relationship between Family and

Household Composition

Doris P. Slesinger

Research data for this longitudinal study were collected from June 1974
through June 1976. Work on this project has been funded by grants from
the Research Committee for the Graduate School, University of Wisconsin
and from the Institute for Research on Poverty. The College of Agricultural
and Life Sciences, University of Wisconsin-Madison has also provided suppo~t.

The author is indebted to Eleanor Cautley, Alexandra Wright and James Sweet
for helpful discussions on the formulation of ideas contained in this paper.
An earlier version was presented at the annual meeting of the Population
Association of America in Atlanta, Georgia, April 1978.

--------------------------------------------



/

Abstract

The household composition of 123 Wisconsin mothers from urban and

rural areas who gave birth in 1974 is analyzed with respect to changing

family members, female headship and marital status over a 17-month

period. One-third of the households changed household types as

measured by presence or absence of male partner and/or extended family

members. One-third of the women headed households, but only two-thirds

remained heads over the time period. The marital category IIseparatedll

was least stable, suggesting some ambiguity in self-definition.

Poverty status and mother's education were background characteristics

most strongly related to household composition changes.



Exploring the Dynamic Relationship between Family and
Household Composition

Purpose

A cross-sectional picture of a population, such as a census, is a

snapshot representation of the structure of a population at one point in

time. Using the "household" and those members living in a household who

make up the "family" as the object of investigation, this paper examines

what 1 ies behind the cross-sectional picture by investigating the

composition of the initial household unit over time, using data from a

prospective study. According to standard definitions of the Census, a

household includes all persons who occupy a housing unit and 1 ive and

eat together; and a family consists of two or more persons related to

each other by blood, marriage, or adoption who 1ive together (U.S.

Bureau of Census, 1972:App. ll~14). These definitions have thus-

excluded those members of households who consider themselves part of a

family, but who are not related by blood, marriage, or adoption.

G1 ick and Norton (1977:32-35) estimate that in March 1977 about two

mill ion persons "ma intained living quarters which they shared at the

time with an unrelated adult of the opposite sex." In one out of three

of these "unmarried couplell households, the'woman and an unrelated man

lived together; in one of of five of them, one or more children were

present. These types of households are on the increase. As measured in

the 1960 Census, there were 900,000 adults in such households; by 1970,

one million. But by 1977, an additional 900,000 adults were living in

----~ -------------



2

such households-~a 90 percent increase since 1970. There appears to Qe

evidence that these arrangements are relatively short-lived, but no d~ta

are available as to the distribution of the length of such unions.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the makeup of a sample of

household units over a 17 month period, a sizable proportion of which

contain members "1 iving together,11 and to discuss possible sources of

error in the concept and measurement of 'Ifamily." The following

questions are addressed: What is the stability of such units over time?

How stable are female-headed households over time? What are the

relationships of members who live in these households to the female

head? What stabil ity exists in reported marital status by such units

over,time? And finally, are there sociodemographic correlates of such

units?

Study Population

Sample

An opportunity to examine the relationship between household units

and family members in those units over a period of time was provided by

a study conducted by the author in urban and rural WIsconsin in 1974

1976. A group of women who gave birth in June through December of 1974

were followed for a period of about 17 months. The mothers were inter

viewed by publ ic health nurses in their homes at three time points, when

their infants were approximately 3 mohths (Time 1), 12 months (Time 2),

and 20 months (Time 3). At each interview, all of the household members

were 1 isted by age and relationship to the respondent.
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The sample was a purposive, rather than a random one--for investi-

gating a fairly uncommon event: inadequate mothering. Therefore, this

analysis cannot describe a population representative of a specific

group, but rather attempts to look within this population as a microcosm

of society, illustrating changes occurring daily in our society which

are not captured by cross-sectional studies.

The original sample consisted of 148 famil ies. Of these, 16 moved

out of the study area during the period of study, 3 refused to continue

with the second or third interview, and in one family, the study infant

. died. Five additional famil ies were omitted from this analysis because

the infants were not cared for by their biological mothers after Time 1,

but, instead, by "surrogate mothers." Thus 123 mothers and babies

were followed for 17 months; 84 1 ived in a metropo1 itan area and 39 in

rural counties. Seventy percent of the metropol itan group was black;

and about two-thirds of the group were in poverty, as measured by the

Social Security Index of Income, family size, and farm or nonfarm

residence (Community Services Administrat~on, 1975). Other socio-

demographic characteristics of the mothers by race are presented in the

Appendix.

Results

Family and Household Composition

For the purpose of this paper, the households are categorized into

four distinct and mutually exclusive groups:

(1) Study mother 1iving alone with her child or children (~Ch).



(2)

(4 )
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Study mother, her child or children, and husband or male
partner (~Chcf).

Study mother, her child or children, and extended family
members (~ChX).~

Study mother, her child or children, husband or male
partner, and extended fami 1y members (~ChXif).

A comparison of the household composition by these classifications

at Times 1, 2, and 3 indicates that none of the figures are signifi-

cantly different from one period of time to another (see Table 1).

Yet, in this data set, it is possible to examine the consistency

with which the famil ies remained in the same categories over this time

period (see Table 2). Overall, about two-thirds of the famil ies

remained in the same classification of household over the 17 month

period. The most stable and by far the most frequent unit was the

traditional one of mother, child(ren), and male partner; 83 percent of

the famil ies remained in this group. Next in stabil ity was the mother,

child(ren), and extended family group; 62 percent remained in this

group. However, just over half of the units of mother and chi Id (ren)

alone remained stable; and only 25 percent of the famil ies with mother,

child(ren), male partner, and extended family stayed in the same

category.

To examine the movement of these units, a careful analysis of all

families that changed classification was performed. Table 3 lists all

households that changed categories, grouping them by type of category at

Time 1. The. first group contains 13 families that changed status from

mother living alone with child or children (~Ch) at Time 1. By Time 2,



5

Table 1

Household Composition of Mothers when their
Infants were 3, 12 and 20 Months Old

N=123

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
(%) (%) (%)

Mother, ch i 1d (ren) alone 21+.4 27.6 26.0

Mother, chi 1d (ren) , male partner 47 ..2 47.2 53.6

t10t her, child(ren), extended family 19.5 17.9 15.5

Mother, child(ren), male partner,
extended fam i 1y 8.9 7.3 4.·9

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0
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Table 2

Proportion of Households Remaining Stable
Over 17 Month Time Frame

Same at Proportion
All Three Remaining

Time 1 Interviews Stable
(N) (N) (Z)

Mother, ch i 1d (ren) alone 30 17 56.7

Mother, child(ren), male partner 58 48 82.8

~1other , child(ren), extended fami ly 24 15 62.5

Mother, child(ren), male partner,
extended family 11 3 27.3

Total 123 83 67.4
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Classification of Famil ies Who Changed Categories of Household Composition

Total in
Category
at Time I

30

Number
Who Left
Category

13

Household Composition:

Time I Time 2 Time 3

Number

of Cases Time I Category

Mother, child (reri) alone (~Ch)

58 10

!kh
!khX

!khX

~hci'

~h

~ChX

~Chd'

!khX
~Ch

~hX

2

5

I
2

Husband moved in (Time 2 and 3)
Male partner moved in (Time 2 and 3)
Male partner moved in (Time 2), left

(Time 3)
Male partner moved in (Time 2), left,

and sister moved in (Time 3)
3 Husband moved in (Time 3)
1 Male partner moved in (Time 3)
I Male partner and his 5 children moved

in (Time 3)
Brother moved in (Time 3)
Sister moved in (Time 2) and out

(Time 3)
Moved in with parents (Time 2), back

into own apartment (Time 3)
Moved in with parents (Time 2 and 3)

Mother, child(ren), male partner (~Chcr)

,~chcl

~Chc?X ~ChX

~ChX ~ChetX

3

2

2

Male partner left (Time 2), husband
joined family (Time 3)

2 Husband left (Time 2 and 3)
1 Male partner left (Time 2 and 3)
I Extended moved in (Time 2), then out

(T ime 3)
Family moved in with extended (Time 2),

then back alone (Time 3)
F~mi ly moved in with in-laws (Time 2),

got own place (Time 3), but sister
and twin babies moved in with them

Sister and baby moved in (Time 2 and 3)
Moved into parents' home (Time 2),

husband left (Time 3) and study
mother stayed with her parents

Divorced husband and moved into
brother-in-Iaw's home and took care
of his children (Time 2); remarried
husband, moved into own place;
father-in-law, another brother-in
law and his girlfriend moved in
(Time 3)

---~--~.~------- -_._~-- -~------
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Total in
Category
at Time 1

24

Number
Who Left
Category

9

Household Composition:

Time I Time 2 Time 3
Number

of Cases Time 1 Category

Mother, child(ren), extended family
~ChX)

11 8

~ChX ~Cho" !?Chif7 Lived with stepsister and her child
(Ti me l), moved in with boyfriend

!?ChX ~Ch ~Chci'
(Time 2 and 3)

Lived with brother (Time 1), brother
moved out (Time 2), boyfriend moved

~ChX
in (Time 3)

~Ch ~Ch 5 3 Lived with mother and siblings (Time
l), moved into own apartment (Time
2 and 3)

Lived with sister and her baby (Time
l), moved into own apartment (Time
2 and 3)

Brother lived in household (Time I),
brother moved out (Time 2 and 3)

!?ChX ~ChX ~Ch 2 Lived with parents and 5 s i bl ings,
3 nephews and nieces (Time I and 2).
moved out to own apartment (Time 3)

Lived with foster mother, 4 foster
s ibl ings, 1 brother (Time 1 and 2),
moved out to rooming house (T ime 3)

Mother, child(ren), male partner,
extended fam iI y (~Chci"'X)

!?Cho-?X ~Cho"'X ~Chci'

~Cho*X ~Ch~X ~Ch

~Ch~X ~ChX ~Ch

5 Lived with husband and cousin (Time I),
cousin moved out (Time 2 and 3)

Lived with husband and mother (Time I),
mother moved out (Time 2 and 3)

Lived with husband, 4 stepchildren and
2 step-grandchildren, 6 own children
(Time 1), stepdaughter and 2 step
grandchildren moved out (Time 2
and 3)

Lived with husband and in-laws (Time
I), moved out with husband to mobile
home (Time 2 and 3)

Lived with husband, mother and sister
(Time l), mother died and moved with
husband to new home (T ime 2 and 3)

Lived with husband and mother-in-law
(Time I and 2), moved to own
apartment with husband (Time 3)

Lived with husband, parents, siblings
(Time I), moved with husband to
sister's home (Time 2), husband
left family and mother and children
moved to own home (Time 3)

Lived with boyfriend's family (great
grandmother. mother, 7 sibl ings)
(Time 1); moved into sister's home
with baby crime 2); moved into own
apartment (Time 3)
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four famil ies gained an adult male in the house. Two of these lost him

by Time 3: one family went back to I iving alone and the other was

joined by the mother's sister. Five additional fami11es gained a male

adult by Time 3: three of the males were husbands, and two were

friends. Of the remaining four families, two moved in with parents at

Time 2, but one was back alone by Time 3, and in two cases, sibl ings

joined the mother's household.

The second group consists of the mother, child(ren), and male

partner(~Chd'). Ten out of 58 families changed their status. Six of

these ten involved interaction with extended kin by Time 2: four moved

in with relatives and two had sibl ings join their household; one who

moved in with relatives and one whose relatives joined them returned to

their independent status by Time 3 and four stayed with their kin. Four

of the original ten lost their male parther: two were husbands and two

were male friends; one mother was divorced at Time 2, but remarried the

same man by Time 3.

The reader can examine the third and fourth groups of famil ies in

similar detail, noting the varlety of change in household members. This

detailed description has one primary purpose--to indicate how variable

the household composition is from one time to another in the 1ives of

mothers of young infants. Relationships with relatives appear to be

fluid in this sample.

Female Headship

Mu~h has been written about increasing numbers of female-headed

households in contemporary society. Accompanying this fact are the
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impl icit assumptions that the women 1ive alone with dependents, and that

the increasing number means that the pool is getting larger. In

response to the first assumption, that most female heads 1ive alone with

their dependent children, families with female heads have been

classified by family type in Table 4. At Time 1, 47 households had

female heads (38.2%); of these, 30 female heads (63.8%) lived alone.

This dropped slightly, to 25 out of 46 at Time 2 (54.3%), and 24 out of

41 (58.5%) at Time 3. Thus, at anyone point in time, about 60 percent

of female heads do in fact live alone with their children, but the other

40 percent of female heads have other adults in the household. Table 4

also shows that there are female heads in every family type, including

those with an adult male in the house; and that there is only a modest

amount of change in female headship over this time period. However, in

data not shown here, there is considerable change in headship within

each family. For example, in the relatively stable unit--mother,

child (ren), male partner--out of 58 households, 11 changed heads during

this period. And in the 30 famil ies of mother and child(ren) alone, 10

changed heads over the 17 month period.

Table 5 is arranged to address the question of how long female

heads of famil ies at Time 1 remained heads over the 17 month period

examined here. It reveals that of the 47 women who were female heads at

Time 1, only 30 (63.8%) were still heads 17 months later. But comparing

this to Time 3 in Table 4, it is evident that the number of female heads

in total did not decl ine by one-third. Instead, the households were

occasionally hea.ded by women other than the study mother, e.g. her
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Tabl e 4

Female Headship by Family Types

Total
Fema 1e Head s at:Nat

Time 1 Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
.(N) (%) (N) (%) (N) (%)

Mother and child(ren) alone 30 30 ,100.0 25 83.3 24 80.0

Mot her, chi ld (ren), male partner 58 3 5.2 6 10.3 3 5.2

Mother, chi 1d (ren) , extended fami ly 24 13 54.2 13 54.2 12 50.0

Mother, ch i 1d (ren), male partner,
extended fami ly 11 9.1 2 18.2 2 18.2

Total 123 47 38.2 46 37.4 41 33.3
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Table 5

Length of Time Females Remained Heads by Family Type

Mother and child(ren) alone

Mother, child(ren), male partner

Mother, child(ren), extended family

Mother, child(ren), male partner,
extended family

Total

Number of
Female Heads at

Time 1
t

30

3

13

47

Rema ined
at

Time 2
t+9 months

24

o

12

37

Remained
at

Ti"rne 3
t+17 months

20

o

9

30
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mother, foster mother, or older sister. It is also noteworthy that

these changes occur fairly rapidly, for the period under investigation

here is less than a year and a half.

Marital Status

Finally, a more traditional approach can be taken with these

fami1 ies. The women were asked their marital status at each interview.

Table 6 shows the proportion remaining in the same marital c1assifica-

tion over the period of the study. Only a few women (13) actually

changed their mari"ta1 status over this period. However, there were 9

different patterns for the 13 women who changed status:

2 marr i ed -+ separated
2 separated -+ marr ied
2 divorced -+ marr ied
1 single -+ marr ied
1 divorced -+ sepa rated;',
1 separated -+ s ingl e;',
1 separated -+ divorced
1 single -+ separated -+ marr ied;',
1 marr ied -+ divorced -+ marr ied;',

(Those marked with (*) are status changes that appear inaccurate as

reported. )

Often when their 1 iving arrangements changed, the women would

report a different marital status. Sometimes they would tell the publ ic

health nurse at the second or third interview that at the first inter-

view they didn't feel they trusted or knew her well enough to tell her

the truth. Other women appeared to be completely disinterested as to

whether they reported single or separated. It is 1ikely that some who
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Table 6

Proportion of Households Remaining Stable in
Marital Status over 17 Month Time Frame

Same at All Proportion
Time 1 Three Interviews Remaining Stable
--nlj (N) (%)

Marr ied 62 58 93.5

Separated 8 4 50.0

Divorced 7 4 57. 1

Single 46 44 95.6

Total 123 110 89.4
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reported separated were being accurate for their current status, but

they had never married the man they had been I iving with. Thus, at the

first interview they felt separated, however as time passed, they no

longer felt separated so they reported they were single.

To summarize; about 90 percent of the 123 women remained in the

marital status they specified in the first interview during the whole

17 month period. Of the 13 women who changed status, 8 reported changes

that are consistent with the standird definitions of these statuses;

that is, they changed, for example, from single to married, separated to

~ivorced, separated to married, or married to separated. Ho~ever, five

women (four percent of the sample) gave responses that were puzzl ing.

In studies, researchers often assume that these cases are mis-reported,

mis-coded, or mis-punched, but at the least, do not represent the actual

situation. Upon closer inspection, it appears that in four cases this

is due to a fuzzy interpretation of Iiseparated."

The first case, "divorced" to "separated,11 involved a 24 year old

woman with five children who was 1 iving on welfare payments. First she

r.eported hersel f as divorced; but for the second and th i rd interv iew,

she was I iving with a new male friend and reported herself as separated.

In all I ikel ihood she had never been married. Another woman, who

changed from Iiseparated" to " s ingle,I' was 24, I iving with her two

children, and receiving welfare. At the third interview she changed her

status to single, perhaps because she no longer "felt" separated. One

of the women who reported a .change from "separatedll to Ilmarr ied, II had

been separated from her male friend at Time 1, but then married another
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man at Time 3. The woman who reported "single -7 separated -7 married"

has an interesting history. At Time 1 she was 1iving with her seven

children and male friend, who was father of the study child. She was on

welfare, and secretive about the man. She had married between Time

and 2 but things did not work out, and by Time 2 he was not in the

household, so she reported ;herself as separated. However, at Time 3 he

was back in the household, so she reported herself married. The final

case, "married -7 divorced -7 married,I' involved an 18 year old woman who

was living with a male partner at Time 1, but had not been married pre

viously. He Clpparently "ran around and drank," and between Time I and

2 she kicked him out of the house. However, he was "saved," i.e., found

religion, and they became legally married between the second and third

interview.

Sociodemographic Correlates of Household Stabll ity

In order to find out some of the characteristics of the mothers who

were likely to live In less stable households, each family was

classified as either having a stable household composition or a changing

one. If a mother changed in classification from one category to another

over the three time periods, she was classified as "changing. 11 Table 7

presents separately for whites and nonwhites the proportion of mothers

who changed categories by age, educational level, rural-urban residence,

poverty status and the parity of the study baby.

Nonwhite mothers had somewhat higher proportions of changing house

hold composition than whites (40.7 percent compared with 26.6 percent),

although the difference was not statistically significant.
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As shown in Table 7, three variables appear to have statistically

significant relationships to changing household composition: mother's

age, education, and poverty status. The group with highest change is

the 20 to 24 year old nonwhite group, with two-thirds of that group

changing the composition of their households over the 17 month period.

The pattern appears to be somewhat different in the white households,

with the youngest mothers, i.e., those under 20, more likely to have

changing households.

Mothers who have attained higher educational levels have more

stable households in both the white and nonwhite groups, and the

difference is statistically significant for the total group. The same·

pattern is shown for poverty stat!us, with both white and nonwhite

mothers at or above the poverty level having more stable households

than those below the poverty level. Again, the difference is statis

tically significant for the total group.

Because of the small number of cases, it is not possible to isolate

the effect of poverty status and evaluate the impact of education or

race separately. But because the pattern of the relationship between

stabil ity of household and both poverty level and educational level is

so consistent, and because the nonwhite group has a higher proportion of

women who are both poor and not high school graduates, it is I ikely that

there is I ittle difference in household stabil ity for this sample of

famil ies that can be attributed to white or nonwhite status.
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Table 7

Proportion of Mothers with Changing Household Composition
Over 17 Month Time Frame

White Nonwhi te Total Group

Percentage Percentage Percentage
who Total who Total who Total

Changed N Changed N Changed N

Age
-13-19 41.2 17 26.1 23 32.5 40

20-24 28.6 28 66.7 21 44.9 49
25-45 26.6 19 26.7 15 17.6 311

)(2 = 9.13 X2 = 6.73
p < .01 p < .05- -

Educat ion
Less than HS graduate 37.5 32 43.2 41f 40.8 76
HS graduate or more 15.6 32 33.3 15 21.3 47

x2 = 2.88 X2 = 4.14
p < .10 p < .05- -

Rura I-Urban Res idence
Mi 1waukee 32.0 25 40.7 59 38.1 84
Other 23. 1 39 0 23.1 39

Poverty Status
Below poverty 1eve1 34.5 29 47.7 44 42.5 73
At or above poverty 20.0 35 25.0 12 21. 3 47
Missing 3 3

x2 = 4.80
p < .05-

Pa r i ty of Study Baby
1 37.0 27 33.3 18 35.6 45
2 21.4 14 35.3 17 29.0 31
3+ 17.4 23 50.0 24 34.0 47

Total 26.6 64 40.7 59 33.3 123
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Summary

This paper has examined in detail three different classifications

of data often used by demographers and others in a standard census

undertaking: household composition, female head sh ip,and marital

status. All three areas were examined with respect to stabil ity over

time. Approximately the same proportional distribution of mothers for

each variable at each time point was found. However, tracing each

mother over the time period revealed considerable instabil ity.

Household Composition

At anyone time in this sample of 123 famil ies, about one out of

four famil ies consisted of mother and child(ren) living alone, two out

of four consisted of mother, child(ren) and male partner, and the other

25 percent involved extended family. However, the same famil ies did not

remain in the same ·grouping. In the entire sample, about two out of

three remained with the same family composition over the 17 month period

of investigation; the other third appeared to be somewhat fluid.

Ranking the household types from most to least stable, the grouping of

mother, child(ren) and male partner was most 1ikely to remain constant,

followed by mother and child(ren) living with extended family. Third

was mother and child(ren) 1 iving alone, and the least stable were units

composed of mother, child(ren), male partner, and extended family. No

generalizations seem to be appropriate as to the patterns of the

changes.
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Female Headship

In this sample, about one-third of the households were classified

as female-headed. About two-thirds of this group consisted of mothers

living alone with their child(ren); the remaining 1;:)hird had other adults

in the household. In the latter case, of course, the study mother was

not necessarily the female head. It might have been her mother, mother

in-law, sister, or other relative. Looking at the 1 ikel ihood of women

in this group remaining as female heads, it was noted that only 30 of

the original 47 households still had a female head by the end of the 17

month period.

Marital Status

Only 10 percent of this sample reported a change in marital status

over the 17 month period. Of these 13 cases, however, 9 different

patterns were reported. Five of these patterns were legally impossible

to experience,e.g., separated -+ single. When examining the household

relationships of specific cases, the problems appeared to be mostly with

the "separatedll category. Respondents often did not cons ider separat ion

as a state that had to follow a legal marriage. It was more a reporting

of the feel ing-state of a relationship rather than an official classifi

cation of marital status.

Demographic Correlates

Finally, the changing or unchanging status of each family was

examined with respect to a number of sociodemographic characteristics,

including mother's age, education, and race, the rural-urban classifica

tion of her residence, the parity of the study baby, and the poverty
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level of the family. Education and poverty status of the mother were

most highly related to change status, followed by age of the mother in

the nonwhite group. Mothers with highest proportions of change'had not

graduated from high school, were below poverty level, and, for nonwhites,

were in the 20 to 24 year old age range. For whites they were in the

youngest age group, i.e., 19 or younger.

Discussion

This paper presents evidence to suggest that researchers must be

wary of using census or cross-sectional data to analyze certain types of

research quest ions. It does not suggest that a census does not catch a

representative sample of a population at one point 1n time, but rather

that the status as measured at that point may not remain stable over a

reasonable length of time.

Ross and Sawhill (1975) suggest that the female-headed household is

for the most part a temporary unit which frequently changes into a

different household category; that is, if a woman divorces and forms her

own unit, she is not 1ikely to remain in a female-headed household for

the remainder of her life--because either she will remarry or move in

with others, or her child or children will leave her home. It is a

"time of transition."

A second point concerns the standard definition of "family." What

the Census may define as "family" appea'rs to be reasonable for this

sample because it is basically a sample of mothers who had recently

given birth and who were 1 iving with their babies. Therefore the unit

------_._,---~--~._._--..--- ---_._----------------
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always consisted of two or more persons related by blood. However, in

one out of ten households there was an unrelated male adult who was

considered part of the family by the respondent. The Census does not

include these men in its definition, but classifies them as "secondary"

individuals.

A third point revolves around the term "separated," which may need

some special investigation to determine how it is defined in the minds

of respondents. In the present study, respondents were more 1ikely to

consider it a feel ing-state about a relationship rather than a legal

status. Although very few in the sample reported being in this

category (7%), it was the main source of seemingly inappropriate

reporting.

Significantly, the latter point is supported by the amount of

inconsistency reported in the Current Population Survey Match Survey for

the 1970 Census. In this report, in the tables of "indexes of inconsis

tency'l in mar ita 1 status, the category "separated" a1ways reached the

highest levels of inconsistency reported. For example, only 58.2

percent of the males and 72.2 percent of the females reported they were

separated on both the self-reported u.S. Census form and to an inter

viewer for the Current Population Survey (U.S. Bureau of the Census,

1975) .

Those who use female-headed households as a special group for

analysis should be apprised not only of the changeabil ity of this group

(Ross and Sawhill, 1975), but also that households headed by females may

have adult males in them. One should not assume that these women 1ive

in households without adult males, nor that their children have no male
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role-models. Support for this point is found in an in-depth study of

young .adu1t black males in St. Louis, where over 60 percent of the men

said that they had come from 'Ibroken homes." Yet, as the author notes,

these men grew up in homes with one or the other natural parent, often

in arrangements that included relatives. It was often the maternal

extended family that was a source of support, and this extended family

"typically included adults of both sexes ll (Ratcliff, 1977:57).

Finally, in looking at the few longitudinal studies based on a

national population in which household composition is considered an

important factor, one additional point is evident. New 1ines of

research have indicated that changing household composition affects and

is affected by other characteristics under study. Morgan and his

colleagues (1974; Duncan and Morgan, 1976) clearly demonstrate the

large family compositional changes over the seven years under investi

gation, and the often devastating income effects on the unit because of

these changes. For example, divorce, which creates a new female-headed

household, often also creates a household in poverty; or a young adult

marrying and leaving the parental home may convert one household with a

substantial income into two units with two very modest incomes.

Interaction between changing family composition and income was also

clearly expounded by the authors of the Seattle-Denver Income Mainte

nance Experiment report. The authors comment that cross-sectional

analysis using current marital status obscures the causal effect of

marital status on income. Rapid changes in marital status may have

drastic effects on earned income (Hannan ~~., 1976:7).

._.--_. -- ------- J----
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In conclusion, this microanalysis of some family and household

units clearlY demonstrates the dynamic relationship between these

concepts, and the fluidity present in our society today. Since this

area of investigation has been neglected to date, it is not possible to

comment on whether there is greater fluidity today than in the past.

It should be noted that this sample of famil ies is not representa

tive of counter-culture groups such as group families or communes. The

households represented here are a relatively on-going, albeit small,

part of the general population, and their life style has been over

shadowed by the vast numbers of people who I ive in the more traditional

family units. Clearly it is imperative to investigate these dynamic

familial and household. relationships in a representative samp~e of the

populat'ion. The patterns and dynami·cs that were uncovered in this small

sample of mostly poverty mothers cannot be considered IItypical 'l of any

group. Yet these fluid relationships exist, and it is essential to

examine them in future longitudinal research.
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Appendix

Background Characteristics of Mothers by Race

Hhite Nonwhite Total
. (N=64) (N=59) . (N=123)
N % N % N %

Educat ion
Grades 1-8 6 9.4 7 11.9 13 10.6
Grades 9-11 26 110.6 37 62.7 63 51.2HS graduate 24 37.5 13 22.0 37 30.1ColI ege 8 12.5 2 3.4 10 8.1

Rural/Urban Residence
Rural farm 6 9.4 0 6 4.9Rural nonfarm 29 45.3 0 29 23.6City, 2500+ 4 6.2 0 4 3.2Milwaukee 25 39.1 59 100.0 84 68.3

Poverty Statusa
Less than 75% 19 29.7 24 40.7 43 35.0Less than 100% 9 14.1 18 30.5 27 22.0Less than 125% 8 12.5 6 10.2 14 11.4125% or more 28 43.8 11 18.6 39 31.7

Parity
One 27 42.2 18 30.5 45 36.6Two 14 21.9 17 28.8 31 25.2Three 9 14.1 6 10.2 15 12.2Four-five 8 12.5 9 15.3 17 13.8
Six-ten 6 9.4 9 15.3 15 12.2

Age
-13-17 6 9.4 10 16.9 16 13.0

18-19 11 17.2 13 22.0 24 19.5
20-24 21 35.6 28 43.7 If9 39.9
25-29 10 17.0 8 12.5 18 14.6
30-34 6 9.4 2 3. 1f 8 6.5
35-39 4 6.2 2 3.4 6 4~9
40-45 1 1.6 1 1.7 2 1.6

Household Income
$2,999 or less 11 17.2 14 23.7 25 20.3
$3, OOO-If, 999 14 21.9 15 25.4 29 23.6
$5,000-6,999 18 28.1 1i 18.6 29 23.6
$7,000-9,999 11 17.2 12 20.3 23 18.7
$10,000 or more 10 15.6 6 10.2 16 13. a
Mis's ing 0 1 1.7 1 0.8

Marital Status
Marr ied 49 76.6 13 22.0 62 50.4
Separated 1 1.6 7 11.8 8 6.5
Divorced 5 7.8 2 3.4 7 5.7Single 9 14.1 37 62.7 46 37.4

aUsing gwidel ines from Community Services Administration, 1975.

-~._ .._----_._--- - - ~~- - -----~ ---~ ----- --- -----_ .._-,,-- ---"'-
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Footnotes

IExtended family is defined as any relative of the study mother or

her male partner.
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