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Abstract  

Th i s  paper looks a t  the e f f e c t s  of the single-parent family on family 

formation and economic dependency i n  subsequent generations. Three 

explana t ions  f o r  i n  tergenera t i o n a l  e f f e c t s  a r e  tes ted ,  including the 

"economic-depriva tion" hypothesis,  the "paren t-absence" hypothesis, and 

the  "family-stress" hypothesis. The r e s u l t s  show tha t  f o r  whites a s  well 

a s  blacks, daughters who l i v e  i n  single-parent fami l ies  a t  some point  

during adolescence a r e  more l i k e l y  to  become female household heads them- 

s e l v e s  and to  go on welfare than a r e  of fspr ing  who continue to  l i v e  i n  

two-parent families.  None of the hypo theses, however, provide a complete 

explanation of family s t r u c t u r e  e f f e c t s .  The analys is  is based on data  

taken from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and uses event-his tory ana- 

l y s i s  techniques to est imate t r ans i t ions  i n t o  female headship and econo- 

mic dependency. 



Family S t r u c t u r e  and Dependency: 

Ea r ly  T r a n s i t i o n s  t o  Female Household Headship 

The dramatic  growth of female-headed f ami l i e s  during the l a s t  decade 

has  s t imula ted  new i n t e r e s t  i n  an  o ld  question: Does s i n g l e  parenthood 

and economic dependency i n  one genera t ion  l ead  to s i n g l e  parenthood and 

economic dependency i n  subsequent generat ions? The in te rgenera  t i o n a l  

t ransmiss ion  of family i n s t a b i l i t y  and dependency is of concern both to  

those  i n  the academic community who a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the causes and con- 

sequences of marital d i s r u p t i o n  f o r  s c i e n t i f i c  reasons,  and to  those i n  

t he  policy-making community who a r e  concerned wi th  the causes and con- 

sequences of poverty and wel fare  dependency f o r  more p r a c t i c a l  reasons. 

With r e s p e c t  t o  the l a t t e r ,  commentators such a s  George Gi lde r  (1981) and 

Ken Au le t t a  (1981) have r ecen t ly  argued t h a t  family d is rupt ion ,  and the 

female-headed family i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a r e  respons ib le  f o r  i n t e rgene ra t iona l  

economic dependency and, more genera l ly ,  f o r  the growth of an " u n d e r  

c l a s s "  i n  America. 

T h i s  paper speaks t o  both academic and pol icy concerns by looking 

f i r s t  a t  the genera l  ques t i o n  of whether daughters from f emale-headed 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  to  become s i n g l e  pa ren t s  themselves, and second 

a t  the more s p e c i f i c  ques t ion  of whether growing up i n  a female-headed 

family is  r e l a t e d  to  wel fare  dependency i n  adulthood. A 1  though a con- 

s i d e r a b l e  amount of research  on both top ic s  has been c a r r i e d  o u t  during 

t h e  p a s t  two decades, a d d i t i o n a l  work is  j u s t i f i e d  on seve ra l  grounds. 

F i r s t ,  t he re  is good reason t o  be l ieve  t h a t  much of the information w e  

now have may be outdated. Most of the e x i s t i n g  s t u d i e s  on intergenera-  

t i o n a l  marital i n s t a b i l i t y  r e l y  on r e t rospec t ive  data co l l ec t ed  from 



a d u l t s  i n  the s i x t i e s  and e a r l y  seventies .  Findings a r e  therefore  based 

on respondents whose exposure t o  parent  absence occurred p r i o r  t o  1960. 

Given the  dramatic growth of female-headed f ami l i e s  i n  r ecen t  decades, we 

might expect  o f f sp r ing  from more r ecen t  cohor ts  t o  d i f f e r  from those who 

grew up i n  s ingle-parent  households i n  e a r l i e r  times. On the one hand, 

t h e  inc rease  i n  prevalence should have reduced the stigma assoc ia ted  with 

s i n g l e  parenthood and increased the a v a i l a b i l i t y  of support s e rv ices ,  

both of which may mi t iga t e  the  negat ive impact of parent  absence. On the 

o t h e r  hand, changes i n  the  composition of female-headed families--f rom a 

predominance of widowed mothers to  a predominance of divorced and n e v e r  

married mo thers--may have increased nega t i v e  e f f e c t s .  Most important, 

many pas t  s t u d i e s  have such me thodological  problems a s  s e l e c t i v e  samples, 

c rude  measures of family s t r u c t u r e  and family economic s t a t u s ,  and cen- 

sored  information on the dependent var iab les .  (For reviews of research  

on parent  absence, see Herzog and Sudia, 1973; Ross and Sawhil l ,  1975; 

Shinn, 1978 ; He therington,  Camara, and Fea therman, 1983 ; and McLanahan, 

1985.) These l i m i t a t i o n s  make i t  d i f f i c u l t  to determine the context  

w i th in  which respondents were exposed t o  the s ingle-parent  family and t o  

a s s e s s  the f u l l  e x t e n t  of family e f f e c t s .  New data  containing more 

d e t a i l e d  informa t ion  on parents '  mar i t a l  h i s  tory and economic background 

have r ecen t ly  become a v a i l a b l e ,  a s  have new techniques f o r  modeling such 

dynamic processes a s  m a r i t a l  t r a n s i t i o n s  and t r a n s i t i o n s  i n  and ou t  of 

we l fa re  dependency. These f a c t o r s  allow us t o  overcome many of the l i m i -  

t a t i o n s  of p a s t  s tud ie s  and provide new oppor tuni t ies  f o r  analyzing the 

f o r c e s  underlying in t e rgene ra t iona l  i n s t a b i l i t y .  

The da ta  w e  use a r e  taken from the Panel  Study of Income Dynamics 

(PSID), a l ong i tud ina l  study of 5,000 American f ami l i e s  followed s ince  



1968. The PSID d a t a  provide information on family background, measured 

dur ing  adolescence, and on family formation behavior and economic s t a t u s ,  

measured during young adulthood. Because the o r i g i n a l  design of the PSID 

c a l l e d  f o r  the oversampling of low-income fami l i e s ,  our sample conta ins  

a n  unusually l a r g e  number of female-headed f ami l i e s ,  including a l a rge  

number of black fami l ies .  Although the da ta  a r e  l imi ted  i n  c e r t a i n  

r e s p e c t s  ( s e e  below), they a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  usefu l  f o r  assess ing  economic 

d i f f e r e n c e s  between one- and two-parent f ami l i e s  a s  wel l  a s  s o c i a l  and 

economic outcomes among the  o f f sp r ing  of such fami l ies .  

THEORETICAL ISSUES AND PAST FINDINGS 

Numerous researchers  have examined the e f f e c t s  of family s t r u c t u r e  

on f u t u r e  family s t a b i l i t y  and socioeconomic at tainment  ( ~ u n c a n  and 

Duncan, 1969; Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan, 1972; Heiss,  1972; Bumpass 

and Sweet, 1972; Featherman and Hauser, 1976; Mueller and Pope, 1977; 

Michael and Tuma, 1985; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985). For the most p a r t  

t hese  s t u d i e s  have reached two genera l  conclusions: (1)  growing up i n  a 

female-headed family lowers f u t u r e  economic s t a t u s  and increases  f u t u r e  

m a r i t a l  s t a b i l i t y ,  and (2)  most of these negat ive e f f e c t s  a r e  due to  

lower educat ional  a t ta inment  and e a r l y  marriage. 

Despi te  the consis tency of the f indings ,  there is no r e a l  consensus 

a s  t o  why these e f f e c t s  occur. A t  t h i s  time, there  a r e  three  major com- 

pe t ing  explanat ions f o r  the  p o s i t i v e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between parent  absence 

and lower socioeconomic at tainment:  the economic-depriva t i o n  hypo t h e s i s ,  

t h e  paren t-absence hypothesis ,  and the  family-s t r e s s  hypothesis. 



Economic Deprivat ion 

Th i s  hypothesis  a t t r i b u t e s  in te rgenera  t i o n a l  i n s t a b i l i t y  t o  the  low 

economic s t a t u s  of female-headed households. Since s i n g l e  mothers have 

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  lower incomes than two-parent f ami l i e s ,  and s ince  family 

income is  r e l a t e d  t o  a h o s t  of f a c t o r s  t h a t  increase  the r i s k  of s i n g l e  

parenthood and economic dependency, t h i s  hypothesis  is a l o g i c a l  explana- 

t i o n  f o r  i n t e rgene ra t iona l  m a r i t a l  i n s t a b i l i t y .  We know, f o r  example, 

that o f f s p r i n g  from female-headed f ami l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  to  leave  

school  e a r l y  and t o  marry before age  twenty, both of which increase  the 

r i s k  of d ivorce  and s i n g l e  parenthood. These e a r l y  t r a n s i t i o n s  under 

economic hardship may r e f l e c t  e i  t h e r  a t tempts  to  improve the circums tan- 

c e s  of the family of o r i g i n ,  as i n  cases  where o f f sp r ing  leave  school and 

e n t e r  the l abo r  f o r c e  f o r  the purpose of supplementing the family income 

(Elder ,  1974),  o r  a t tempts  t o  escape from troubled f ami l i e s  and to  ga in  

a d u l t  s t a t u s  i n  an  environment t h a t  o f f e r s  few oppor tun i t i e s  f o r  economic 

advancement (Rubin, 1976). 

The economic-depriva t i o n  hypo t h e s i s  has r a r e l y  been tes ted  because 

t h e  information necessary f o r  such a t e s t  is n o t  a v a i l a b l e  i n  most sur- 

veys. Nearly a l l  s t u d i e s  of socioeconomic a t ta inment  and family for- 

mation behavior have been based on a d u l t  respondents who are asked t o  

r e c a l l  t h e i r  e a r l i e r  family experiences.  I n  such s t u d i e s  information on 

p a r e n t s '  economic s i t u a t i o n  is  e i t h e r  missing o r  unre l iab le .  

Furthermore, a 1  though researchers  can c o n t r o l  f o r  parents '  occupation and 

educa t i on ,  these v a r i a b l e s  do n o t  capture  income d i f f e rences  be tween one- 

and two-parent fami l ies .  We r a r e l y  know whether o r  no t  the mother worked 

f u l l  time and, even i f  w e  d id ,  wage d i f f e rences  between men and women of 



s i m i l a r  educat ion and occupat iona l  s t a t u s  would s t i l l  go undetected. 

Thus arguments on behalf of the income hypothesis  a r e  usua l ly  based on 

t h e  f a c t  t h a t  p a s t  s t u d i e s  have - n o t  con t ro l l ed  f o r  income r a t h e r  than on 

d i r e c t  evidence of income e f f e c t s .  

More r ecen t ly ,  s t u d i e s  us ing  the  PSID d a t a  and da ta  from the National  

Longi tudina l  Surveys r e p o r t  t h a t  income is a major f a c t o r  i n  expla in ing  

d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  high school  dropout r a t e s  among o f f sp r ing  i n  one- and two- 

p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  (Shaw, 1982; McLanahan, 1985; Krein and Be l l e r ,  1985). 

Since  lower educa t iona l  a t ta inment  is  r e l a t e d  to  marital breakup a s  wel l  

a s  economic dependency, these  f ind ings  sugges t  t h a t  lower income may 

e x p l a i n  much of the i n s t a b i l i t y  once a t t r i b u t e d  t o  family s t ruc tu re .  

Pa ren t  Absence 

A second explana t ion  f o r  in te rgenera  t i o n a l  i n s t a b i l i t y  focuses on the  

e f f e c t s  of parent  absence on the  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  and superv is ion  of 

o f f  spr ing .  The t r a d i t i o n a l  vers ion  of t h i s  explanat ion s t r e s s e s  the 

absence of the  male r o l e  model and i ts  consequences f o r  psychosexual 

development. For sons, f a t h e r  absence is  thought to  undermine sex-role 

i d e n t i t y ,  and f o r  daughters ,  i t  is thought t o  i n t e r f e r e  with cross-sex 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  While developmental theory has genera l ly  s t r e s s e d  the 

nega t ive  a s p e c t s  of f a t h e r  absence, one could j u s t  a s  e a s i l y  argue that 

t h e  r o l e  model presented by the s i n g l e  mother i s  the c r i t i c a l  l i n k  i n  

i n t e rgene ra  t i o n a l  m a r i t a l  i n s t a b i l i t y .  Children of s i n g l e  mothers may 

grow up with the  idea t h a t  women a r e  independent and capable of managing 

a family alone. 

More r ecen t ly ,  r e sea rche r s  have emphasized the  importance of pa ren ta l  

s u p e r v i s i o n  o r  monitoring i n  determining the behavior of off  spr ing.  



Hogan and Kitagawa (1985), f o r  example, show tha t  o f f sp r ing  i n  s ingle-  

mother f ami l i e s  a r e  s u b j e c t  to  l e s s  supervision,  which is r e l a t e d  to  

e a r l y  pregnancy and ou t-of-wedlock b i r th s .  Here the c r i t i c a l  f a c t o r  i s  

probably parent  absence r a t h e r  than f a t h e r  absence, s ince  one parent  has 

l e s s  time, and presumably l e s s  energy, f o r  supervision than two parents.  

Apart  from i t s  e f f e c t  on supervis ion  and the a v a i l a b i l i t y  of r o l e  models, 

p a r e n t a l  divorce may a l s o  inc rease  the p robab i l i t y  t h a t  of fspr ing  w i l l  

d ivo rce  because i t  serves  t o  l e g i t i m a t e  m a r i t a l  d isso lu t ion .  Thus when 

faced wi th  a choice between an  unhappy marriage and s i n g l e  parenthood, 

o f f s p r i n g  from dis rupted  f ami l i e s  may be more w i l l i n g  to divorce than 

o f f  sp r ing  who grew up i n  two-parent households. 

Seve ra l  hypotheses can be derived from d i f f e r e n t  versions of the 

paren t-absence explanat ion.  F i r s t ,  the t r a d i t i o n a l  version sugges ts t h a t  

f a t h e r  absence w i l l  be more negat ive than mother absence and t h a t  the 

e f f e c t s  of f a t h e r  absence w i l l  be cons i s t en t  ac ross  a l l  types of female- 

headed f ami l i e s ,  including never-marrried, widowed, divorced, o r  

separa ted  mothers, a l l  e l s e  being equal. It a l s o  argues t h a t  e a r l y  and 

p r o t r a c t e d  exposure t o  f a t h e r  absence should have s t ronger  e f f e c t s  on 

o f f s p r i n g  than absences which occur l a t e  o r  which l a s t  only a b r i e f  time. 

 his would apply t o  vers ions  s t r e s s i n g  the pos i t i ve  ro l e  model of the 

s i n g l e  mother a s  wel l  a s  to  those s t r e s s i n g  the negat ive aspec ts  of the 

missing f a the r .  ) Fina l ly ,  the  supervision hypothesis suggests  that the 

absence of e i t h e r  the f a t h e r  o r  mother is harmful and t h a t  the consequen- 

c e s  a r e  most negat ive when parent  absence occurs during adolescence, with 

the  onse t  of da t ing  and sexual  a c t i v i t y .  



Family S t r e s s  

A f i n a l  explana t i o n  f o r  i n  tergenera t i o n a l  i n s  t a b i l i  ty  comes from 

family-s t r e s s  theory, which argues t h a t  s t r e s s f u l  events  such a s  m a r i t a l  

d i s r u p t i o n  produce d isequi l ibr ium i n  family sys tems t h a t  may "push" 

o f f s p r i n g  o u t  of t h e i r  family of o r i g i n  and i n t o  a premature assumption 

o f  a d u l t  r o l e s  such a s  worker, wife,  o r  mother. I n  t h i s  ca se  i t  is the  

e v e n t  of family d i s rup t ion  r a t h e r  than the s t a t e  of parent  absence t h a t  

l e a d s  to nega t ive  consequences f o r  o f f  spr ing.  According to s t r e s s  

theory,  the  impact of m a r i t a l  d i s rup t ion  is  s t r o n g e s t  and most nega t ive  

immediately a f t e r  the  event. Thus events  occurr ing i n  adolescence may be 

more harmful than d i s rup t ions  i n  e a r l y  childhood because they co inc ide  

w i t h  c a r e e r  choices  and c r i t i c a l  dec is ions  about  the  cont inua t ion  of 

schooling.  S t r e s s  theory a l s o  suggests  t h a t  remarriage may be j u s t  a s  

harmful a s  d ivorce  i n  t h a t  i t  a l s o  involves the reorganiza t ion  of family 

r o l e s  and r e l a t ionsh ips .  

Evidence i n  support  of the family-s t r e s s  hypothesis  is  i n d i r e c t  and 

comes mostly from l o n g i t u d i n a l  s t u d i e s  t h a t  have followed young c h i l d r e n  

a f t e r  divorce. Some of t h i s  research  suggests  t h a t  the  e f f e c t s  of 

d ivo rce  subs ide  over time and t h a t  i n  the absence of continued s t r e s s ,  

c h i l d r e n  i n  s ingle-parent  f a m i l i e s  do j u s t  a s  wel l  a s  ch i ld ren  i n  two- 

p a r e n t  households (He ther ington,  Cox, and Cox, 1978; He ther ing  ton, 

Camara, and Featherman, 1983). These s t u d i e s ,  however, a r e  based on 

c h i l d r e n  s t i l l  l i v i n g  wi th  t h e i r  f ami l i e s  of o r i g i n  and cannot t e l l  us 

very much about  the long-term consequences of family stress. 

I n  the p re sen t  s tudy,  w e  test seve ra l  of the  hypotheses descr ibed 

above. Our information on family s t r u c t u r e  and family income is  l imi t ed  



t o  ado le scen t  experiences,  and the re fo re  we cannot observe family disrup- 

t i o n s  t h a t  occur before age twelve. We can, however, d i s t i n g u i s h  among 

d i f f e r e n t  types of s ing le-parent  f ami l i e s  and among d i f f e r e n t  du ra t ions  

o f  pa ren t  absence during the teenage years .  Most important,  our da ta  

provide  e x c e l l e n t  information on family income during adolescence, 

inc luding  earned income and publ ic  t r ans fe r s .  I n  the ana lyses  below, we 

examine the  e f f e c t s  of family s t r u c  tu re  on the family-f orma t i on  behavior 

o f  female o f f sp r ing  between the ages of 17 and 26. We look f i r s t  a t  d i f -  

f e r e n c e s  i n  the p robab i l i t y  of e s t a b l i s h i n g  a female-headed family and 

a s k  whether daughters from s ingle-parent  f ami l i e s  a r e  more a t  r i s k  f o r  

t h i s  event  than o f f s p r i n g  from two-parent households. Next we look a t  

fami ly  income and ask  whether low income o r  drops i n  income during ado- 

l e scence  can account  f o r  d i f f e r ences  i n  family e f f e c t s .  F ina l ly ,  we look 

a t  the p robab i l i t y  of going on wel fare  and a s k  whether family s t r u c t u r e  

and wel fare  s t a t u s  i n  one genera t ion  a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  dependency i n  sub- 

sequent  generat ions.  

METHODOLOGY 

The Panel  Study of Income Dynamics is  a n a t i o n a l  r ep re sen ta t ive  sur- 

vey of households conducted by the Survey Research Center a t  the 

Un ive r s i t y  of Michigan. The o r i g i n a l  PSID sample of 5,000 American fami- 

l i e s  was made up of approximately 2,000 low-income fami l i e s  drawn from 

t h e  Census Bureau's Survey of Economic Opportunity (1966-67) and a f r e s h  

p r o b a b i l i t y  sample of approximately 3,000 a d d i t i o n a l  households taken 



from the  Survey Research Cen te r ' s  n a t i o n a l  sampling frame. The o v e r  

sampling of low-income f a m i l i e s  provides an unusually l a r g e  sample of 

s ing le-parent  f a m i l i e s  and black f a m i l i e s ,  which is  e s s e n t i a l  to  the 

s tudy  of i n t e rgene ra t iona l  family i n s t a b i l i t y  and wel fare  dependence. 

Although the panel was o r i g i n a l l y  designed a s  a sample of households 

w i t h  information gathered pr imar i ly  from the head of household, a l imi t ed  

amount of personal  d a t a  i s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  o t h e r  members of panel f ami l i e s ,  

i nc lud ing  wives and ch i ldren .  Most important,  ch i ld ren  who moved o u t  of 

pane l  f a m i l i e s  a f t e r  1968 t o  form independent households a r e  included i n  

t h e  panel and a r e  followed i n  subsequent years.  A s  a r e s u l t  of t h i s  

des ign ,  the PSID con ta ins  a sample of young a d u l t s  who were f i r s t  

observed whi le  l i v i n g  wi th  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  of o r ig in .  Although the i n f o r  

mation on each respondent v a r i e s  w i th  age, i t  is  poss ib le  to  cons t ruc t  a 

sample of o f f sp r ing  f o r  whom we have observat ions on both the socio- 

economic s t a t u s  of the family of o r i g i n  and the behavior of o f f sp r ing  i n  

young adulthood. The ana lyses  presented below a r e  based on a sample of 

female o f f s p r i n g  who were between the  ages of 17 and 26 i n  1982 and who 

were l i v i n g  i n  panel f a m i l i e s  a t  age 16. This  sample conta ins  approxi- 

mately 1,450 respondents ,  inc luding  711 whi tes  and 739 blacks. 

The PSID c o l l e c t s  yea r ly  information on the  socioeconomic s t a t u s  and 

household composition of a l l  panel members. These observat ions can be 

used t o  c o n s t r u c t  event-his tory information on changes i n  marital and 

p a r e n t a l  s t a t u s  and changes i n  welfare  rec ip iency  t h a t  occur over a one- 

y e a r  period. Treated i n  t h i s  way, the  da t a  lend themselves t o  dynamic 

models of a n a l y s i s ;  t h a t  i s ,  they allow us to  es t imate  the t r a n s i t i o n  



p r o b a b i l i t i e s  of changing from one s t a t e  to  another  over a one-year 

per iod ,  cond i t i ona l  on the  respondent being a t  r i s k  ( i . e . ,  capable of 

exper ienc ing)  of such an  event.  

The PSID does n o t  provide information on the exac t  da t e s  of s t a t u s  

changes, and the re fo re  our information i s  l imi t ed  to  changes t h a t  a r e  

observed over a one-year period. This  f e a t u r e  r a i s e s  some problems i n  

determining the sequence of family formation events.  For example, i n  

c a s e s  where n e v e r m a r r i e d  respondents become divorced mothers with 

c h i l d r e n  during a one-year per iod ,  w e  cannot d i s t i n g u i s h  between premari- 

t a l  and pos tmar i t a l  pregnancies.  (This occurred i n  about  20 percent  of 

t h e  white  cases  and about  30 percent  of the  black cases) .  S imi l a r ly ,  

when a married women wi th  no c h i l d  becomes a female household head i n  the 

fo l lowing  year ,  w e  do no t  know f o r  su re  t h a t  t he  pregnancy preceded the 

d ivo rce  o r  separa t ion .  Th i s  occurs i n  about  20 percent  of the white  

c a s e s  and about 10 percent  of the black cases .  These l i m i t a t i o n s  make i t  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  model the  exac t  process by which respondents become s i n g l e  

pa ren t s ,  because i t  is  impossible  t o  determine who is a t  r i s k  f o r  each 

in t e rven ing  event ;  e.g., marriage, c h i l d b i r t h ,  divorce. Furthermore, 

s i n c e  becoming a female household head is a r a r e  event--annual t r a n s i t i o n  

p r o b a b i l i t i e s  a r e  about  1.7 pe rcen t  f o r  whites  and 5.8 percent  f o r  

blacks--the number of cases  f o r  which w e  have complete information on 

sequencing i s  very small .  

Another l i m i t a t i o n  of the PSID l i e s  i n  t he  f a c t  t h a t  information on 

t h e  m a r i t a l  and p a r e n t a l  s t a t u s  of o f f sp r ing  is only a v a i l a b l e  f o r  

respondents  who e s t a b l i s h  independent households, t h a t  i s ,  who l i v e  a p a r t  

from t h e i r  f ami l i e s  of o r ig in .  Those respondents who have out-of-wedlock 



b i r t h s  o r  who become formerly married mothers while remaining i n  t h e i r  

pa ren ta l  home a r e  no t  observed a s  having become s ing le  mothers. This is  

n o t  a problem to  the ex ten t  t h a t  female headship, r a the r  than s ing le  

motherhood, i s  the outcome of i n t e r e s t .  

Despite  these l imi ta t ions ,  we believe tha t  an analys is  based on the 

PSID i s  j u s t i f i a b l e  because of the panel' s informa t ion  on family income, 

which is so r a r e  and so important i n  the in te rp re ta t ion  of intergenera- 

t i o n a l  e f f e c t s .  The l imi ta t ions  do require,  however, t h a t  our analys is  

focus on t r a n s i t i o n s  i n t o  female headship--becoming a s ing le  mother and 

e s t a b l i s h i n g  an independent household--rather than t r ans i t ions  i n t o  

s ing le  motherhood. 

Variables 

Information on the independent and dependent var iables  is reported i n  

Table 1. Family s t ruc tu re  i s  measured i n  several  ways: (1) a s  a s e t  of 

dummy var i ab les  f o r  whether respondent l ived  with a s ingle  f a t h e r  o r  

s i n g l e  mother a t  age 16, (2)  a s  a s e t  of dummy var iables  f o r  mar i ta l  s ta -  

t u s  of family head a t  age 16 (never married, widowed, divorced, 

separa ted) ,  ( 3 )  a s  a s e t  of dummy var iables  f o r  whether respondent l ived 

i n  a single-parent family a t  any time between the ages of 12 and 16, ( 4 )  

a s  a p a i r  of dummy var iables  measuring exposure to  parent absence during 

adolescence and years  spent  i n  a single-parent family, (5)  a s  a s e t  of 

dummy var iables  t h a t  include whether a parental  remarriage occurred, and 

(6)  a s  a s e t  of dummy var i ab les  t h a t  measure age of respondent when 

pa ren t s '  mar i t a l  d is rupt ion  occurred. I t  should be noted t h a t  we could 

n o t  i d e n t i f y  of fspr ing  who experienced an ea r ly  family breakup i f  the 

mother had remarried by the time the daughter was age 12. 



Table  1 

Background C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and P r o b a b i l i t i e s  
of  Becoming a Female Household Head 

(Numbers i n  parentheses)  

- 

W h i  tes Blacks 

Family S t r u c t u r e  Var i ab l e s  

Family s t a t u s  a t  16 
Two pa ren t s  
S i n g l e  f a t h e r  
S i n g l e  mother 

M a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of female head a t  16 
Married 86.8 (616) 55.1 (395) 
Never marr ied .1 (1)  4.2 (28) 
Widowed 3.9 (29) 16.6 (82) 
Divorcedl  separa  ted  9.1 (65) 24.2 (234) 

Family s t a t u s  a t  ages  12-16 
Two pa ren t s  
S i n g l e  f a t h e r  
S i n g l e  mother 

Age a t  fami ly  d i s r u p t i o n  
S t a b l e  two-parent family 
S t a b l e  one-parent family 
D i s rup t ion  a t  13 o r  14 
Di s rup t ion  a t  15 o r  16 

Years  s p e n t  i n  one-parent family dur ing  
adolescence  ( f o r  those  who experienced 
p a r e n t  absence) 3.6 

0 t h e r  Background C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

P a r e n t  completed high school  (%) 66.1 

Family we l f a r e  h i s t o r y  (mean yea r s  
f o r  t hose  who rece ived  we l f a r e )  

Family economic well-being a t  16 (mean)a 3.1 

Family economic well-being a t  ages  
12-16 (mean) 2.9 



Table  1 (Continued) 

Whi tes Blacks 

T r a n s i t i o n s  

Female headship 
Propor t i o n  

exper ienc ing  even t  
each  year  

Cumulative propor t i on  
by age  26 

Welfare rec ip iency  
Propor t i o n  

exper ienc ing  even t  
each  yea r  

Cumulative propor t i o n  
by age 26 

Note: Propor t ions  a r e  based on weighted data .  Numbers a r e  unweighted. 

a l . O O  i s  equal  to  the poverty l eve l .  



Family economic s t a t u s  is  measured a s  the  r a t i o  of family income t o  

t h e  poverty l e v e l  a t  age 16 and a s  the average r a t i o  of family income to  

need dur ing  adolescence. For respondents whose f ami l i e s  broke up during 

adolescence,  we cons t ruc ted  two v a r i a b l e s  measuring predis rupt ion  income 

and pos td i s rup t ion  income. Family wel fare  s t a t u s  is measured by a s e t  of 

dummy v a r i a b l e s  i n d i c a t i n g  number of years  family received wel fare  during 

respondent ' s  adolescence. The c o n t r o l  v a r i a b l e s  include age of respon- 

den t ,  which r ep re sen t s  t he  dura t ion  of r i s k  f o r  becoming a female house- 

hold head, pa ren t ' s  educat ion,  measured by a dummy va r i ab l e  f o r  whether 

family head completed high school,  and region of the country, measured a s  

a set of dummy v a r i a b l e s  f o r  l i v i n g  i n  the  North o r  South. A v a r i a b l e  

f o r  c i t y  s i z e  was included i n  the  o r i g i n a l  models, bu t  was l a t e r  dropped 

because i t  was n o t  statis t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  

Ana ly t i c  Techniques 

A s  noted e a r l i e r ,  the PSID provides l ong i tud ina l  information that 

a l lows  us to  analyze the  dynamic process genera t ing  changes i n  marital 

s ta tu s  and wel fare  r ece ip t .  Thus, r a t h e r  than focusing on whether a p a r  

t i c u l a r  subgroup is  more l i k e l y  than another  t o  occupy a given s t a t u s  a t  

a p a r t i c u l a r  p o i n t  i n  time o r  by some p o i n t  i n  t i m e ,  w e  can ask  whether 

t h a t  subgroup has a g r e a t e r  p r o b a b i l i t y  of moving i n t o  a p a r t i c u l a r  sta- 

t u s  over a given period of t i m e .  This  approach avoids the problem of 

r i g h t  censoring (absence of information a f t e r  a c e r t a i n  year )  and al lows 

u s  t o  make maximum use of the  information i n  the  survey. For example, 

t r a n s i t i o n  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  f o r  becoming a female head a t  age 16 can be 

es t imated  f o r  t he  e n t i r e  sample, s i n c e  a l l  o f f  sp r ing  a r e  observed a t  age 

17. T r a n s i t i o n  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  a t  age 25, however, can only be observed 



f o r  a small  subgroup of our  sample; namely, those who had reached age 26 

by 1982. The approach a l s o  a l lows  us to  d i s t i n g u i s h  between v a r i a t i o n  i n  

exposure t o  a n  event  and v a r i a t i o n  i n  t r a n s i t i o n  r a t e s .  

S ince  information on change i n  s t a t u s  is reported annual ly i n  the 

PSID, the  most app ropr i a t e  model f o r  es t imat ing  the  occurrence of events  

i s  the  discrete- t ime model descr ibed by Al l i son  (1982). I n  t h i s  model, 

t he  dependent v a r i a b l e  is the  cond i t i ona l  p robab i l i t y  t h a t  an event  w i l l  

occur  a t  t i m e  t, provided t h a t  the  respondent is  a t  r i s k  f o r  the event  a t  

t-1. The task is t o  e s t ima te  how t h i s  p robab i l i t y  depends on the t i m e  

s p e n t  i n  the o r i g i n a l  s t a t u s  ( t ime a t  r i s k )  a s  wel l  a s  on the explanatory 

v a r i a b l e s  of i n t e r e s t ,  i n  t h i s  case  family s t r u c t u r e  and family economic 

s ta tus .  

The u n i t  of a n a l y s i s  i n  the discrete- t ime model is a t i m e  i n t e r v a l ;  

i n  the  case  of the  PSID da ta ,  i t  is a year. To es t imate  the p robab i l i t y  

of experiencing a p a r t i c u l a r  event  over a one-year i n t e r v a l ,  w e  inc lude  

only  those respondents who a r e  a t  r i s k  f o r  the event. I n  p red ic t ing  

female headship, w e  use respondents who were n o t  s i n g l e  mothers a t  el. 

I n  p red ic t ing  welfare,  we use respondents who were n o t  receiving wel fare  

a t  el. 

For each yea r  t h a t  a respondent is a t  r i s k ,  the dependent v a r i a b l e  is 

coded 1 i f  the  event  occurs  and 0 i f  no event  occurs. I n  the l a t t e r  

ca se ,  the respondent is a t  r i s k  during the fol lowing year  and is  included 

i n  t he  next  s e t  of person-year observat ions.  This  means t h a t  o f f s p r i n g  

who never  experience a t r a n s i t i o n  w i l l  be counted mul t ip le  times: once 

f o r  each year  they a r e  a t  r i s k  f o r  an  event. Risk of becoming a female 

household head begins a t  age 16 and is  measured a s  the number of years  

s i n c e  16 t h a t  respondent has n o t  been a female head. 



FAMILY STRUCTURE AND TRANSITIONS INTO FEMALE HEADSHIP 

We begin by looking a t  t he  e f f e c t  of family s t r u c t u r e  on the prob- 

a b i l i t y  of becoming a female head of household. I n  previous s t u d i e s  of 

socioeconomic a t ta inment ,  family s t r u c t u r e  has been measured i n  one of 

two ways: e i t h e r  by a ques t ion  ask ing  whether respondent was l i v i n g  i n  a 

s ing le-parent  family a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  age (e.g., a t  age 14 o r  16)  o r  by a 

ques t ion  asking whether respondent l i v e d  wi th  both parents  most of the 

t i m e  up to  a p a r t i c u l a r  age. Both of these approaches misc lass i fy  some 

respondents.  The f i r s t  method f a i l s  t o  i d e n t i f y  respondents who l i v e d  

w i t h  a s i n g l e  mother who had remarried by age 14 o r  16. The second 

method misses those who l i v e d  wi th  a s i n g l e  mother f o r  only a s h o r t  time. 

Moreover, n e i t h e r  approach d iscr imina tes  among d i f f e r e n t  types of female- 

headed households. I n  the  i n i t i a l  s e t  of ana lyses  we look a t  t h ree  indi- 

c a  t o r s  of family s t r u c t u r e  w i th  the  i n t e n t i o n  of r ep l i ca  t i n g  p a s t  s t u d i e s  

and comparing the  s t r e n g t h  of d i f f e r e n t  ind ica tors .  

Es t imates  of family e f f e c t s  were obtained by es t imat ing  the  fol lowing 

equat ion:  

where P i s  the  p r o b a b i l i t y  t h a t  an ind iv idua l  w i l l  become a female t 

household head a t  t i m e  t, given t h a t  she is s t i l l  a t  r i s k  of an event  a t  

time t, a t  r ep re sen t s  du ra t ion  of exposure t r ea t ed  a s  a l i n e a r  func t ion  

of  age, X1 r ep re sen t s  family s t r u c t u r e ,  and X2 r ep re sen t s  a vec tor  of 

c o n t r o l  va r i ab l e s .  Family s t r u c t u r e  is measured as: (1)  a s e t  of dummy 

v a r i a b l e s  i nd ica t ing  whether respondent was l i v i n g  with a s i n g l e  mother 

o r  s i n g l e  f a t h e r  a t  age 16, ( 2 )  a set of dummy v a r i a b l e s  i nd ica t ing  the 



m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of the family head when respondent was age 16, and ( 3 )  a 

s e t  of dummy va r i ab le s  ind ica t ing  whether respondent l i ved  with a s i n g l e  

f a t h e r  o r  mother a t  some poin t  during adolescence. 

Panel  A of Table 2 r e p o r t s  the e f f e c t  of family s t r u c t u r e  measured a t  

age  16. Respondents who l i v e d  wi th  s i n g l e  mothers a t  age 16 a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  become female household heads than those who l ived  i n  two- 

p a r e n t  fami l ies .  This  f ind ing  holds f o r  both whites  and blacks. The 

e s t i m a t e s  a l s o  show t h a t  l i v i n g  wi th  a s i n g l e  f a t h e r  a t  age 16 inc reases  

t h i s  l i ke l ihood  considerably f o r  black o f f sp r ing  and is i n s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  

t h e  few white  cases i n  t h i s  category. Translated i n t o  p robab i l i t y  terms, 

t h e  c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  l i v i n g  with a s i n g l e  mother a t  age 16 

inc reases  the year ly  p robab i l i t y  of becoming a female household head by 

.011 ( o r  65 percent)  f o r  whites  and by ,062 ( o r  107 percent)  f o r  blacks. 

Living with a s i n g l e  f a t h e r  increases  the annual p robab i l i t y  f o r  blacks 

by .092 ( o r  159 percent)  .l 

Panel  B r epor t s  the  e f f e c t  of family s t r u c t u r e  broken down by the 

m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of the c u s t o d i a l  parent  when the respondent was 16. In 

t:he pas t ,  a few researchers  have found v a r i a t i o n  across  d i f f e r e n t  types 

o f  s i n g l e p a r e n t  fami l ies .  Households headed by widows genera l ly  have 

fewer negat ive  e f f e c t s  on o f f  spr ing ,  whereas households headed by 

sepa ra t ed  mothers show more negat ive consequences ( Z i l l ,  1981). The 

c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  panel B a r e  cons is  t e n t  with these e a r l i e r  r e s u l t s .  

L iv ing  wi th  a widowed mother i s  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  l e s s  negat ive ( i .e . ,  

l e s s e n s  the l i ke l ihood  of becoming a female household head) f o r  blacks 

than l i v i n g  wi th  a divorced o r  separated mother, and f o r  whites i t  is 

a c t u a l l y  pos i t i ve ,  though n o t  s t a t i s  t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  The consequen- 



Tab le  2 

E f f e c t s  of Family S t r u c t u r e  i n  Adolescence on T r a n s i t i o n  t o  
Female Household Headship 

Whites Blacks 

A .  Family S t a t u s  a t  Age 16 

S i n g l e - f a t h e r  family 
S ingle-mo t h e r  family 

-2 l o g  l i k e l i h o o d  
d f  

B .  M a r i t a l  S t a t u s  of Family Head a t  16 

Never marr ied 
Widowed 
D i vo rced l sepa ra  ted 

-2 l o g  l i ke l i hood  
d f  

C . Family S t a t u s  dur ing  ~ d o l e s c e n c e b  

S ing le - fa  t h e r  family 

S ingle-mother family 

-2 l o g  l i ke l i hood  
d f  

Note: Standard e r r o r s  are repor ted  i n  parentheses.  Control  v a r i a b l e s  are age  
o f  respondent ,  region,  and whether pa ren t  completed high school. 

aToo few cases  t o  e s t i m a t e  parameter. 

b ~ e f e r s  t o  exper ience  of s i n g l e  parenthood a t  any time dur ing  ages 12-16. 
Widowed f a m i l i e s  a r e  omit ted from whi te  sample. 



c e s  f o r  blacks of l i v i n g  wi th  a never-married mother a r e  a l s o  l e s s  nega- 

t i v e  than those of l i v i n g  wi th  a separated o r  divorced mother and a r e  n o t  

s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  

Panel  C r e p o r t s  the  c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  exposure t o  parent  absence a t  

any time during adolescence r a t h e r  than only a t  age 16. Offspring l i v i n g  

w i t h  widowed mothers were excluded from the white sample, s ince  the 

e f f e c t  of widowhood appears  t o  be q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  of o the r  

s ingle-mo t h e r  ca tegor ies .  For blacks, the s ingle-parent  va r i ab l e s  

i nc lude  a l l  marital s t a t u s  groups: never married, widowed, divorced and 

separa ted .  The es t imates  i n  panel  C d i f f e r  from the previous i n d i c a t o r s  

i n  t h a t  they a r e  based on f i v e  yea r s  of informa t i o n  r a t h e r  than one year.  

Thus, they pick up a d d i t i o n a l  respondents who were exposed t o  parent  

absence a t  some po in t  during adolescence but  whose mothers ( o r  f a t h e r s )  

had remarr ied by the  time respondents were 16. This  increased the pro- 

p o r t i o n  of those who had had a s ingle-parent  experience by about  a t h i r d  

f o r  whites ,  bu t  by only a t en th  f o r  blacks, r e f l e c t i n g  the much higher  

remarr iage r a t e  f o r  whites.  

Does i t  mat te r  whether we look a t  one year  (pane l  A )  o r  a l l  f i v e  

y e a r s  (pane l  C) of adolescence? The c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  exposure during 

adolescence  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  the  five-year va r i ab l e  is s i m i l a r  t o  the  

s ingle-year i n d i c a t o r  i n  some r e spec t s  and q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  i n  o thers .  

For  blacks,  the  two c o e f f i c i e n t s  a r e  i d e n t i c a l  f o r  single-mother fami- 

l i e s ,  bu t  d i f f e r e n t  f o r  s ing le- fa ther  households. For whites ,  the 

s ingle-mother e f f e c t  is more negat ive  than it  was i n  panel A and the 

s ingle- fa ther  e f f e c t  is a l s o  negat ive  and s i g n i f i c a n t .  The number of 

s ing le - f a the r  f a m i l i e s  is q u i t e  small ,  21 f o r  whites  and 35 f o r  blacks,  



and the re fo re  the e s t ima te s  must be i n t e r p r e t e d  wi th  caut ion.  However, 

g iven  the  s i z e  of the c o e f f i c i e n t s  and the consis tency between blacks and 

wh i t e s  i n  panel  C, w e  conclude t h a t  parent  absence i s  probably the c r i t i -  

c a l  f a c t o r  r a t h e r  than f a t h e r  absence per  se. 

S i n c e  the  c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  whites  i n  panels C and A a r e  based on 

d i f f e r e n t  samples--panel A con ta ins  a l l  s ingle-parent  f ami l i e s  whereas 

pane l  C excludes widows-- the  two sets of es t imates  a r e  n o t  r e a l l y  com- 

parable .  However, when w e  es t imated the  parameters using s i m i l a r  

samples, t he  same p a t t e r n s  appeared. In  panel C the  s ingle- fa ther  coef- 

f  i c i e n t  is  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  whether o r  n o t  we exclude widows, and the s i n g l e  

mother c o e f f i c i e n t  i s  l a r g e r  than i t  was i n  panel A. 

The s i m i l a r i t i e s  between the  c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  panels A and C a r e  

r e a s s u r i n g  i n  t h a t  they sugges t  t h a t  family s t a t u s  a t  age 16 i s  a  f a i r l y  

r e l i a b l e  i n d i c a t o r  of adolescent  exposure to  f a t h e r  absence. They a r e  

d i s t u r b i n g  i n  t h a t  they a l s o  sugges t  t h a t  s t u d i e s  which r e l y  on ques t ions  

abou t  cumulative experience p r i o r  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  age (e. g., whether 

respondent  l i v e d  wi th  both pa ren t s  most of the time up u n t i l  age 14) may 

underest imate the  e f f e c t s  of short-term o r  l a t e  d i s rupt ions .  In  our  

sample, 46 of the  142 whi te  o f f s p r i n g  who l i v e d  i n  a  s ingle-parent  family 

dur ing  adolescence d id  so f o r  two years  o r  less, which means t h a t  many 

d i s r u p t i o n s  have been ignored i n  previous s tudies .  

Economic Deprivat ion and T r a n s i t i o n s  i n t o  Female Headship 

Having r e p l i c a t e d  the  r e s u l t s  of p a s t  s t u d i e s  and compared the d i f -  

f e r e n t  i n d i c a t o r s  of family s t r u c t u r e ,  we next  t e s t ed  the var ious  expla- 

n a t i o n s  f o r  i n  tergenera t i o n a l  marital i n s t a b i l i t y  . We began by examining 



t he  economic-deprivation hypothesis ,  which argues t h a t  d i f fe rences  i n  the 

family formation behavior of o f f sp r ing  a r e  due t o  d i f fe rences  i n  the 

incomes of one- and two-parent famil ies .  This  is an  i s sue  over which 

t h e r e  is considerable debate,  and i t  is a l s o  the quest ion which motivates 

our use of the PSID data.  To t e s t  the economic explanat ion,  we added a 

v a r i a b l e  f o r  family economic well-being to  the previous models. Well- 

be ing  was measured a t  age 16 and a s  an  average during adolescence. The 

well-being va r i ab le ,  o r  Orshansky r a t i o ,  as i t  is more of ten  c a l l e d ,  

measures income i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  needs and is a b e t t e r  measure of economic 

s t a t u s  than family income a lone  because i t  a d j u s t s  f o r  family s i z e  and 

age  of family members. The r e s u l t s  obtained from the new models a r e  

repor ted  i n  Table 3. 

The t a b l e  conta ins  two s e t s  of estimates: one which measures the 

e f f e c t  of parent  absence during adolescence and a second which 

d i s t i n g u i s h e s  among d i f f e r e n t  types of single-parent f ami l i e s  a t  age 16. 

For  each r a c i a l  group, the f i r s t  column repor t s  the c o e f f i c i e n t s  taken 

d i r e c t l y  from panels B and C of Table 2, and the second column repor t s  

family e f f e c t s  wi th  income i n  the models. The es t imates  presented i n  

Tab le  3 i n d i c a t e  t h a t  some, but  n o t  a l l ,  of the family e f f e c t  is due t o  

income d i f f e rences  between one- and two-parent fami l ies .  For whites ,  

income accounts f o r  about  10 percent  of the absent-parent e f f e c t  and 

about  28 percent  of the e f f e c t  of l i v i n g  with a divorced o r  separated 

mother. For blacks,  i t  accounts f o r  about 28 percent  of the absent- 

p a r e n t  e f f e c t  and f o r  about  36 percent  and 20 percent  of the e f f e c t s  of 

1 iv ing  wi th  a widowed mother or  divorced/separa ted mother. When income 

i s  added t o  the model, the  widowed-mother e f f e c t  becomes even more posi- 



2 2 

Table 3 

Effects of Family Structure and Ecamnic Status on 
L i k e l i M  of Becaning a Feolale Hcuseh31d Head 

Whites Blah 
F a y  Effects of F U Y  Effects of 

Effects Alone Incane Included Effects Alone Inxme Included' 

A. Effect of Parent Abseme during A d o l e d . 8 7 *  (.31) 

Control Variables: 
Age of ~ p o a d e n t  

Parent's education -1.17* (.26) 

North -.42 ( 3 )  

South -.31 ( 3 4 )  

-2 log likelihood 614.7 

B. Effect of Marital Status of Family Head a t  16 

Never mrried 

W i d d  

Control Variables: 
Age of respondent 

Parent' s education 

North 

South 

Econanic d l - b e i r g  

-2 log likelihood 

d f 

. ll* ( .05) 

- .9M (.27) 

- g 5 9  ( 3 )  

-.42 (.34) 

-.37* (.11) 

602.0 

3,641 

Note: Standard mrs =ported in pareatheses. Cm-1 variables are age of mqcmdent, region, and 
whether parent ampleted high school. 
*significant a t  the .10 level. 
*significant a t  the .05 level or below. 
W i d d  fmilies are excluded fran white sample. 
hoo few cases to estimate parameter. 



t i v e  f o r  whi tes  and i n s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  blacks. We should po in t  o u t  t h a t  

none of the  changes i n  c o e f f i c i e n t s  a r e  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  even 

though i n  some in s t ances  the  dec l ines  a r e  f a i r l y  subs t an t i a l . 2  

The r e s u l t s  repor ted  i n  Table 3 i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a l though parents '  eco- 

nomic s t a t u s  is  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  f u t u r e  family experience, i t  

does n o t  expla in  the  i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  t ransmission of female headship: 

t he  parent-absence c o e f f i c i e n t  remains l a r g e  and s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i -  

c a n t  even a f t e r  income is  included i n  the model.3 This  f ind ing  is  d i f -  

f e r e n t  from previous research  which showed t h a t  income could exp la in  most 

o f  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between family s t r u c t u r e  and dropping ou t  of high 

school  (McLanahan, 1985; Shaw, 1982; Krein and Be l l e r ,  1985). Despi te  

t h e  incons is tency ,  the  r e s u l t s  repor ted  here  a r e  n o t  so su rp r i s ing .  We 

would expect  family s t r u c t u r e  to  have a  s t ronge r  impact on family- 

formation behavior than on o t h e r  outcomes because of r o l e  modeling o r  

l e g i t i m a t i o n  e f f e c t s .  Offspr ing  from single-parent  f ami l i e s  a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  view female headship a s  a  v i a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e  to an  unsa t i s fac-  

t o r y  marriage than o f f sp r ing  who grew up i n  two-parent households. For 

t h i s  reason alone,  and a p a r t  from any specula t ion  about  psychological  

malad ju s  tmen t, we would expec t  t o  f i n d  a pos i t i ve  r e l a  t ionship  between 

mothers' behavior and daughters '  behavior. 

P a r e n t  Absence and T r a n s i t i o n s  i n t o  Female Headship 

Seve ra l  hypotheses were derived from the absent-parent theory, 

inc luding  the  hypo theses  t h a t  ( 1 )  f a t h e r  absence has more negat ive  con- 

sequences than mother absence, (2)  the e f f e c t s  of f a t h e r  absence a r e  

c o n s i s  t e n t  ac ros s  d i f f e r e n t  types of female-headed f ami l i e s ,  o the r  th ings  

being equal ,  (3 )  e a r l y  absences a r e  more negat ive than l a t e  absences,  and 



( 4 )  absences of long dura t ion  a r e  more harmful than short-term absences. 

The f i r s t  two hypotheses have a l ready  been t e s t ed  and the r e s u l t s  a r e  

r epo r t ed  i n  Table 2. These e s t ima te s  show t h a t  l i v i n g  with a s i n g l e  

f a t h e r  has equal  e f f e c t s  a s  does l i v i n g  with a s i n g l e  mother (pane l  c).  

Off sp r ing  who l i v e  wi th  widowed mothers, however, a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  to  form 

f emale-headed f a m i l i e s  than o f f  spr ing  who l i v e  with divorced o r  separated 

mothers (pane l  B). Moreover, black o f f sp r ing  who l i v e  with neve rmar r i ed  

mothers,  and who presumably have had the l e a s t  exposure t o  t h e i r  f a t h e r s ,  

a r e  b e t t e r  of f  than o f f s p r i n g  from o t h e r  types of single-mother fami l ies .  

These r e s u l t s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  n o t  a l l  types of parent  absence l ead  t o  nega- 

t i v e  outcomes ( i n  t h i s  case ,  female household headship) and t h a t  mother 

absence may be j u s t  a s  damaging a s  some forms of f a t h e r  absence. 

To t e s t  f o r  the e f f e c t s  of timing and dura t ion  (hypotheses 3 and 4 ) ,  

we es t imated  two a d d i t i o n a l  equat ions,  one containing a p a i r  of v a r i a b l e s  

f o r  exposure t o  and du ra t ion  of parent  absence, and one conta in ing  a set 

of  dummy v a r i a b l e s  measuring the timing of exposure. These r e s u l t s  a r e  

r epo r t ed  i n  Table 4. 

Panel  A conta ins  the  c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  exposure t o  and dura t ion  of 

p a r e n t  absence. Panel  B r epo r t s  the c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  the timing of 

p a r e n t  absence, a s  measured by a s e t  of dummy va r i ab l e s  t h a t  r ep re sen t  

t h e  age of respondent a t  the  time of parents '  marital d is rupt ion .  The 

f i r s t  c o e f f i c i e n t  r ep re sen t s  the e f f e c t  of d i s rup t ions  t h a t  occur p r i o r  

t o  adolescence (respondent was l i v i n g  i n  a s ingle-parent  family a t  age 

12 ,  when the f i r s t  observa t ion  was taken),  the  second c o e f f i c i e n t  is  the 

e f f e c t  of d i s rup t ions  t h a t  occur a t  ages 13  o r  14, and the f i n a l  coef- 

f i c i e n t  r ep re sen t s  the e f f e c t  of d i s rup t ions  t h a t  occur a t  ages 15 o r  16. 



Table  4 

Timing and Durat ion of Pa ren t  Absence: E f f e c t s  on 
Likel ihood t h a t  Daughter W i l l  Become a Female Household Head 

Whitesa Blacks 

A.  Exposure to  P a r e n t  Absence 

Whether exposed 
Durat ion of exposure 

-2 l o g  l i k e l i h o o d  
df  

B. Age a t  Dis rupt ion  

Age 12 o r  younger 
Age 13-14 
Age 15-16 

-2 l o g  l i ke l ihood  
d f  

C.  Divorce o r  Remarriage 

Age 12 o r  younger 
Age 13-14 

Age 15-16 
Remarriage 

-2 l og  l i ke l ihood  
d f 

Note: Standard e r r o r s  a r e  i n  parentheses.  Control  v a r i a b l e s  a r e  age of 
respondent,  region,  and whether pa ren t  completed high school. 
* s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  .05 l e v e l  o r  below. 
aWidowed f a m i l i e s  a r e  excluded from white  sample. 



Again the es t imates  repor ted  i n  Table 4 a r e  i n c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  the 

t r a d i t i o n a l  vers ion  of the absent-parent hypo thes i s .  The c o e f f i c i e n t s  

f o r  du ra t ion  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  l i ke l ihood  of female headship does n o t  

i n c r e a s e  wi th  yea r s  of exposure. In  f a c t ,  the s i g n  of the dura t ion  coef- 

f i c i e n t  goes i n  the  oppos i te  d i r e c t i o n  from t h a t  pred ic ted  by the 

hypo thes i s .  S imi l a r ly ,  the c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  timing of divorce i n d i c a t e  

t h a t  e a r l y  d i s rup t ions  ( those  occurr ing p r i o r  t o  age 12) a r e  a c t u a l l y  

l e s s  nega t ive  than d i s r u p t i o n s  occurr ing l a t e r  i n  adolescence, a t  ages 15 

o r  16. 

Although none of the r e s u l t s  i n  Table 4 a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  the 

father-absence o r  early-absence hypotheses, we should emphasize that our  

information is very l imi t ed  wi th  r e s p e c t  to  family experiences p r i o r  t o  

age  12 i n  t h a t  we only capture  e a r l y  d i s rup t ions  n o t  followed by 

remarriage. Most developmental t heo r i e s  s t r e s s  the harmful e f f e c t s  of 

e a r l y  childhood exposure versus  l a t e r  exposure, and s ince  we have very 

l i t t l e  information on the e a r l y  years ,  our  t e s t s  must be viewed a s  r a t h e r  

weak. A t  t h i s  s t a g e  we can only say t h a t  we f i n d  no evidence t h a t  l i v i n g  

w i t h  a nonmarried mother is  more harmful than l i v i n g  with a nonmarried 

f a t h e r  and no evidence t h a t  the consequences of parent  absence increase  

w i t h  l eng th  of t h a t  absence during adolescence. 

Family S t r e s s  and T r a n s i t i o n s  i n t o  Female Headship 

The f i n a l  explana t ion  to  be t e s t ed  is taken from s t r e s s  theory, which 

a rgues  t h a t  i t  is the event  of family d i s rup t ion  t h a t  is harmful f o r  

o f f  s p r i n g  r a t h e r  than the  s t a t e  of s i n g l e  parenthood i t s e l f .  According 

t o  t h i s  theory, when pa ren t s  divorce ( o r  perhaps remarry),  the family 

undergoes cons iderable  trauma and reorganiza t ion  which may r e s u l t  i n  



a n t i s o c i a l  o r  simply nonra t iona l  behavior among of fspr ing .  I n  many 

cases ,  behavioral  problems tend t o  subside wi th in  a year  o r  two, a s  the  

fami ly  e s t a b l i s h e s  a new equi l ibr ium and o f f sp r ing  a d j u s t  to  a new organ- 

i z a  t ion .  

Although some have argued t h a t  divorce is  more s t r e s s f u l  f o r  young 

c h i l d r e n ,  who a r e  more dependent on t h e i r  family of o r i g i n  and have l e s s  

acces s  t o  ou t s ide  support ,  we be l ieve  t h a t  the  consequences may be longer  

l a s t i n g  f o r  adolescents .  When a pa ren ta l  divorce occurs a t  o f f s p r i n g ' s  

age  16, behavioral  r eac t ions  may include such events  a s  dropping o u t  of 

school  o r  becoming sexual ly  ac t ive .  Thus, a l though the s t r e s s  i t s e l f  may 

d e c l i n e  over time (and al though i t  may a c t u a l l y  be weaker f o r  adolescents  

than youger ch i ldren)  t he  events  p r e c i p i t a t e d  by the i n i t i a l  trauma may 

be l e s s  r e v e r s i b l e  f o r  ado le scen t s  than f o r  younger ch i ldren .  

The t e s t  f o r  t he  s t r e s s  hypothesis  is based on the  same r e s u l t s  

d i scussed  above with r e s p e c t  t o  the absent-parent argument--age a t  which 

t h e  d i s r u p t i o n  occurs. However, the  s t r e s s  argument p red ic t s  t h a t  the 

consequences of family d i s r u p t i o n  w i l l  be g r e a t e r  f o r  l a t e  d i s rup t ions  

than f o r  e a r l y  d is rupt ions .  To some ex ten t ,  t h i s  is  w h a t  w e  found i n  the 

middle panel of Table 4. Divorces t h a t  occur when daughters a r e  age 15 

o r  16 have more negat ive  e f f e c t s  than d i s rup t ions  occurr ing a t  a younger 

age ,  a l though the  e f f e c t s  a r e  s t i l l  negat ive  f o r  the  l a t t e r  group. 

To ca r ry  the a n a l y s i s  one s t e p  f u r t h e r ,  we added a dummy v a r i a b l e  f o r  

whether a respondent 's  parent  had remarried during adolescence. The new 

r e s u l t s ,  repor ted  i n  t he  bottom of Table 4,  i nd ica t e  t h a t  remarriage had 

no s i g n i f i c a n t  e f f e c t  on whether daughters became female household heads, 

which suggests  t h a t  i t  is m a r i t a l  d i s rup t ion  r a t h e r  than family reorgani- 

z a t i o n  i n  genera l  that may l ead  t o  e a r l y  pregnancy and female headship. 



FAMILY STRUCTURE AND WELFARE DEPENDENCY 

Having determined t h a t  daughters i n  s ingle-parent  f ami l i e s  a r e  them- 

s e l v e s  more l i k e l y  to head fami l ies ,  we next  addressed the ques t ion  of 

whether t h a t  family s t r u c t u r e  is  assoc ia ted  wi th  in tergenera  t i o n a l  

we l fa re  dependency. 

Table 5 r e p o r t s  the c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  a model t h a t  t r e a t s  t r a n s i t i o n s  

on to  wel fare  a s  a funct ion  of family s t ruc tu re ,  family economic s t a t u s  

inc luding  welfare s t a t u s ,  and the s e t  of con t ro l  va r i ab le s  used i n  the 

previous analyses.  Family s t r u c t u r e  i s  measured a s  whether respondent 

l i v e d  i n  a s ingle-parent  family between the  ages of 12 and 16. Economic 

s t a t u s  is  measured a s  average economic well-being during adolescence. 

Welfare s t a t u s  i s  measured by a s e t  of dummy va r i ab le s  measuring number 

o f  years ,  during the  respondent' s adolescence, t h a t  the family received 

A F D C . ~  

The c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  column 1 i n d i c a t e  t h a t  family s t r u c t u r e  is asso- 

c i a t e d  wi th  welfare dependency f o r  whites a s  wel l  a s  blacks. For whites  

t h e  e s t ima tes  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  coming from a s ingle-parent  family increases  

t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  of going on wel fare  by about 300 percent ,  from 1 i n  100 

t o  3 i n  100 (measured a t  the mean). For blacks, the e f f e c t s  a r e  about 

t h e  same. Pa ren ta l  absence increases  the p robab i l i t y  of going on wel fare  

each yea r  from 5 i n  100 t o  14 i n  100 (measured a t  the mean). For h i g h e r  

r i s k  groups, the  inc rease  would be even grea ter .  

These r e s u l t s  a r e  n o t  su rp r i s ing ,  given t h a t  l i v i n g  i n  a s ingle-  

p a r e n t  family is a good i n d i c a t o r  of low economic s t a t u s ,  which i n  turn  

i s  a good i n d i c a t o r  of wel fare  rece ip t .  Yet when income is added to  the 

model (column 21, the wel fare  c o e f f i c i e n t  drops about 20 percent  f o r  



Table  5 

E f f e c t s  of Family S t r u c t u r e  and Pa ren t ' s  Welfare Use on 
Likel ihood t h a t  Daughter W i l l  Head AFDC Household 

Economic 
Economic S t a t u s  and 

Family S ta tusa  s t a tu sb  Welfare useC 
(1 )  (2)  (3)  

P a r e n t a l  absence ages 12-16 .70* (.38) 
Family economic s t a t u s  
Family wel fare  use 12-16 
Years on wel fare  
Age of respondent . lo  (.06) 
North . O l  (.03) 
South -.73 (.47) 

Parent '  s educat ion -1.53**(.32) 

-2 l og  l i k e l i h o o d  
d f 

B. Blacks 

P a r e n t  absence 1.04*(.17) 
Family economic s t a t u s  
Family wel fare  use 
Years  on wel fare  
Age of respondent .18*(. 03) 
North .62**(.21) 
South -.59**(.19) 
Parent '  s educat ion - . O l  (.18) 

-2 l o g  l i ke l ihood  
d f  

Note: Standard e r r o r s  repor ted  i n  parentheses.  Control  va r i ab l e s  a r e  age of 
respondent,  region,  and whether parent  completed high school. 
* s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  the  .10 l eve l .  
**s ign i f i can t  a t  t he  .05 l e v e l  o r  below. 
a E f f e c t  of l i v i n g  i n  s ing le-parent  family between ages 12 and 16. 
b ~ d d i t i o n a l  e f  f e e t  of family income during adolescence. 
CAddit ional  e f f e c t  of l i v i n g  i n  wel fare  family during adolescence. 
d ~ i d o w e d  f a m i l i e s  excluded from white sample. 



blacks  b u t  hardly a t  a l l  f o r  whites.  This  i nd ica t e s  t h a t  the  family 

s t ruc  t u r e  e f f e c t  (becoming a s i n g l e  mother) is  due to  something o t h e r  

than  low economic s t a t u s .  I n  column 3 both income and welfare  s t a t u s  a r e  

i n  the model, and now the  family s t r u c t u r e  v a r i a b l e  i s  reduced by about 

40 pe rcen t  f o r  blacks and by about  10 percent  f o r  whites.  Again, 

a l though income is  important,  i t  does n o t  f u l l y  account f o r  the family 

s t r u c t u r e  o r  wel fare  e f f e c t .  According t o  the c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  column 3 ,  

coming from a s ingle-parent  family t h a t  received welfare  increases  the  

p r o b a b i l i t y  of becoming a wel fare  r e c i p i e n t  each year  from 1.5 percent  to  

10  pe rcen t  f o r  whites  (about  6 times g r e a t e r )  and from 4.8 percent  t o  49 

pe rcen t  f o r  blacks (about  10  times g rea t e r ) .  A noteworthy f ind ing  i n  

column 3 i s  the  c o e f f i c i e n t  f o r  number of years  on wel fare  during ado- 

lescence .  This  v a r i a b l e  i s  negat ive  f o r  both races ,  and f o r  blacks i t  i s  

s ta t is  t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t .  This  means t h a t  a 1  though being on wel fare  

dur ing  adolescence is  a s soc i a t ed  wi th  being on wel fare  i n  adulthood, the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  is weaker t he  longer  the  family received welfare.  To exa- 

mine the  dura t ion  e f f e c t  more c lose ly ,  we t r ea t ed  years  on wel fare  a s  a 

se t  of dummy v a r i a b l e s  and reest imated the model f o r  blacks. The coef- 

f i c i e n t s  were 1.17 ( s tandard  e r r o r  = .24) f o r  one o r  two years  on 

wel fare ,  1.49 ( s tandard  e r r o r  = .27) f o r  th ree  o r  fou r  years  on welfare ,  

and - . I3  ( s tandard  e r r o r  = .32) f o r  f i v e  years ,  which means that the  

nega t i v e  c o e f f i c i e n t  f o r  t he  dura t ion  v a r i a b l e  reported i n  Table 5 

r e s u l t s  from the absence of an  e f f e c t  i n  the  five-year group. 

These r e s u l t s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  the  most dependent f ami l i e s  ( those on 

w e l f a r e  f o r  a l l  f i v e  ado le scen t  years )  a r e  no t  those most l i k e l y  to  - 
reproduce female-headed f ami l i e s ,  which runs counter  t o  the p red ic t ion  of 

most t heo r i e s  of in te rgenera  t i o n a l  dependency. Again, we should note  



t h a t  the outcome v a r i a b l e  i s  female headship, n o t  simply s i n g l e  

motherhood (which would inc lude  young mothers who remain i n  t h e i r  paren- 

t a l  home), and i t  is  poss ib l e  t h a t  long- term dependency is  r e l a  ted t o  the 

l a t t e r  though n o t  the former. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The ques t ion  of whether daughters  from single-parent  f ami l i e s  a r e  

more l i k e l y  t o  form s ingle-parent  f ami l i e s  themselves has been of 

i n t e r e s t  to r e sea rche r s  f o r  some time. This  study provides information 

on the  causes of both i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  female headship and intergenera-  

t i o n a l  economic dependency. 

The a n a l y s i s  began by looking a t  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between parents '  

m a r i t a l  experience during daughter ' s  adolescence and family formation 

behavior  i n  young adulthood. We found t h a t  female o f f  spr ing  who l i v e  i n  

s ing le-parent  f a m i l i e s  a t  some po in t  between the ages of 12 and 16 a r e  

twice a s  l i k e l y  to  form single-mother households i n  e a r l y  adulthood a s  

a r e  t h e i r  counterpar t s  from two-parent fami l ies .  This  r e l a  t i onsh ip  holds 

f o r  both blacks and whi tes  and is t r u e  f o r  those who were s t i l l  l i v i n g  

w i t h  s i n g l e  parents  a t  age 16 a s  we l l  a s  f o r  those whose s i n g l e  mothers 

had remarried. 

Having i d e n t i f i e d  a r e l a  t i onsh ip  between family s t r u c t u r e  and 

behavior  of o f f sp r ing ,  i n  subsequent ana lyses  w e  examined the r e l a t i v e  

m e r i t  of s eve ra l  d i f f e r e n t  explanat ions f o r  family e f f e c t s ,  inc luding  the 

economic-depriva t i o n  hypo t h e s i s ,  the parent-absence hypo t h e s i s ,  and the 

f  amily-s tress hypo thes i s .  We found t h a t  none of these  arguments was 

t o t a l l y  s a t i s f a c t o r y  a s  an  explanat ion f o r  in te rgenera  t i o n a l  female 



headship and wel fare  dependency. Family economic s t a t u s  is s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

related--i .e. ,  con t r ibu te s  i n  some measure--to becoming a female house- 

hold head, bu t  i t  is  n o t  the  f u l l  explanat ion f o r  the higher  incidence of 

female headship among daughters  of s i n g l e  mothers, f o r  when we con t ro l l ed  

f o r  economic well-being, daughters  of s i n g l e  mothers were s t i l l  more 

l i k e l y  to become female household heads themselves than were daughters  

from two-parent households. 

The fami ly-s t ress  hypothesis  received some support. Family disrup- 

t i o n s  occurr ing  i n  l a t e  adolescence, f o r  example, a r e  more l i k e l y  to 

r e s u l t  i n  female headship among o f f sp r ing  than a r e  d i s rup t ions  occurr ing  

e a r l i e r  i n  adolescence. However, e a r l i e r  d i s rup t ions  ( i .  e., those 

occurr ing  before  age  13) a l s o  lead  to  female headship, which suggests  

that family d i so rgan iza t ion  i s  only p a r t l y  respons ib le  f o r  premature 

t r a n s i t i o n s  t o  adulthood. Moreover, cont ra ry  to  our  o r i g i n a l  hypo t h e s i s ,  

p a r e n t a l  remarr iage d id  n o t  have a n  independent e f f e c t  on o f f sp r ing  beha- 

v i o r ,  which i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  n o t  a l l  kinds of family reorganiza t ion  a r e  

a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  negat ive  outcomes f o r  o f f  spring. 

Las t ,  t he re  was some suppor t  f o r  the parent-absence hypothesis ,  bu t  

n o t  f o r  t he  more t r a d i t i o n a l  vers ion  which emphasizes the importance of 

t h e  absence of the male r o l e  model and absences i n  e a r l y  childhood. Our 

f i n d i n g s  show t h a t  mother absence i s  j u s t  a s  harmful a s  f a t h e r  absence 

and t h a t  absences occurr ing  i n  l a t e  adolescence a r e  somewhat more harmful 

than  absences occurr ing  before  age 15. Most important,  perhaps, w e  found 

t h a t  pa ren t  absence does n o t  always lead  to  negat ive outcomes. Living 

w i t h  a widowed mother i s  no d i f f e r e n t  from l i v i n g  i n  a two-parent family 

f o r  whites ,  and f o r  b lacks  the e f f e c t s  of l i v i n g  wi th  a widowed mother o r  

never-married mother a r e  much weaker than those of l i v i n g  wi th  a divorced 



o r  separa ted  mother . These f ind ings  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  some thing o the r  than 

p a r e n t  absence pe r  se is respons ib le  f o r  the in t e rgene ra t iona l  asso- 

c i a t i o n  we observe. 

F i n a l l y ,  w e  found t h a t  f o r  whites  a s  w e l l  a s  blacks, l i v i n g  i n  a 

w e l f a r e  family increases  the  p robab i l i t y  of rece iv ing  wel fare  a s  an  

a d u l t ,  bu t  n o t  e n t i r e l y  a s  theory has predicted.  Long- term dependency 

( f i v e  yea r s  o r  more of family wel fare  r e c e i p t  during adolescence) is  n o t  

a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  wel fare  use during adulthood, whereas s h o r t e r  s p e l l s  of 

dependency (one to fou r  yea r s )  have a s t rong  e f f e c t .  These r e s u l t s  a r e  

i n c o n s i s  t e n t  w i th  t r a d i t i o n a l  t heo r i e s  about  wel fare  dependency, which 

a t t r i b u  t e  in te rgenera  t i o n a l  use  to d i f f e r ences  i n  c u l t u r a l  norms--if 

c u l t u r e  were the explanat ion,  the e f f e c t  should be s t r o n g e s t  among 

o f f s p r i n g  who a r e  exposed the  longes t ,  which is no t  what w e  f i nd  i n  these  

r e s u l  ts. 

I n  conclusion, we s t r e s s  the  need f o r  a d d i t i o n a l  s t u d i e s  using d i f -  

f  e r e n t  da t a  sets t h a t  can (1) i d e n t i f y  the exac t  timing and du ra t ion  of 

l i v i n g  i n  a single-mother family during childhood a s  we l l  a s  adolescence, 

( 2 )  d i s t i n g u i s h  among d i f f e r e n t  types of pa ren t  absence, e s p e c i a l l y  be- 

tween widows and o t h e r  types of s i n g l e  mothers, and (3) provide infor-  

mation on a wider range of outcomes by including s i n g l e  mothers who l i v e  

i n  the  p a r e n t a l  home a s  w e l l  a s  those who head households. 



Notes 

lThe p r o b a b i l i t y  es t imates  a r e  based on the population means f o r  

wh i t e s  and blacks. For h i g h e r r i s k  groups, the p r o b a b i l i t y  es t imates  

would be even l a rge r .  

2 ~ h e  c o n t r o l  va r i ab l e s ,  which a r e  reported i n  Table 3, show t h a t  the 

age  of the respondent i s  very important i n  p red ic t ing  t r a n s i t i o n s  i n t o  

female headship. Older respondents a r e  much more l i k e l y  than younger 

a d u l t s  to  become female heads during the fol lowing year. Pa ren t ' s  educa- 

t i o n  is  a l s o  important  f o r  whi tes  a s  wel l  a s  blacks. Having a family 

head who has completed high school  reduces the p robab i l i t y  of becoming a 

female household head by about  2 percent  per  year  o r  about  20 pe rcen t  by 

age 26. Region of the country is  a l s o  important,  e spec i a l ly  f o r  blacks. 

Young black women who l i v e  i n  the North a r e  much more l i k e l y  t o  become 

female heads than young women i n  o the r  p a r t s  of the country, whereas 

young women i n  the South a r e  much l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  do so. 

3 ~ n  a d d i t i o n  t o  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  l e v e l  of economic well-being during 

adolescence,  we a l s o  looked a t  the  e f f e c t s  of income drops on of f  sp r ing  

behavior.  Some have argued t h a t  i t  is the income drop assoc ia ted  wi th  

mari  tal d i s rup t ion  r a  t h e r  than absolu te  income t h a t  l eads  t o  negat ive 

consequences f o r  of fspr ing .  The c o e f f i c i e n t s  were no t  s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  

black o r  whi tes ,  suggest ing t h a t  the income l e v e l  r a t h e r  than the drop i n  

income i s  the c r i t i c a l  f ac to r .  

4 ~ h e  dependent v a r i a b l e  i n  t h i s  s e t  of ana lyses  is  defined a s  being 

on wel fare  - and having e s t a b l i s h e d  an  independent household. Information 

on the  we l f a re  r e c e i p t  of o f f  spr ing  s t i l l  l i v i n g  a t  home i s  n o t  

a v a i l a b l e .  
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