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T h i s  paper  examines t h r e e  a s p e c t s  of mo ther-only  fami l i e s :  t h e i r  

economic and s o c i a l  wel l -being,  t h e i r  consequences f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  and 

t h e i r  r o l e  i n  t h e  p o l i t i c s  of gender,  r ace ,  and s o c i a l  c l a s s .  We 

conclude t h a t  economic i n s e c u r i t y  is due t o  the  low earn ings  c a p a c i t y  of 

s i n g l e  mothers , t h e  l ack  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  from n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  p a r e n t s ,  

and meager p u b l i c  b e n e f i t s .  We a l s o  f i n d  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  i n  mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be poor i n  adul thood than c h i l d r e n  who l i v e  

w i t h  both  pa ren t s .  Economic d e p r i v a t i o n ,  p a r e n t - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s ,  and 

neighborhood c o n d i t i o n s  a l l  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  lower socioeconomic mobi l i ty .  

F i n a l l y ,  we a rgue  t h a t  t h e  mother-only fami ly  has become a  touchstone f o r  

a  much broader  s e t  of s t r u g g l e s  around changes i n  women's r o l e s ,  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  s t a t e  and t h e  fami ly ,  and c l a s s  and r a c i a l  

i n e q u a l i t y .  



Mother-Only Fami l i e n :  Problems, Reproduction,  and P o l i t i c s  

Mo ther -on ly  f a m i l i e s  have become inc r ea s ing ly  common dur ing  the  p a s t  

twenty-f i v e  y e a r s . l  Whereas i n  1960 only about  9 pe r cen t  of f a m i l i e s  

w i t h  c h i l d r e n  i n  the  United S t a t e s  were headed by nonmarried women, by 

1985 the  number was over 20 p e r c e n t  ( u . S .  Bureau of the  Census, 1960, 

1961, 1988). I f  p r e s e n t  t r ends  con t inue ,  nea r l y  ha l f  of a l l  c h i l d r e n  

born i n  t he  p a s t  decade w i l l  l i v e  i n  a mother-only family  a t  some p o i n t  

b e f o r e  reach ing  age  1 8  ( ~ u m ~ a s s ,  1984). Given t he  importance of t he  

f ami ly  a s  a s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  and given t he  high r a t e s  of pover ty  i n  

f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  mothers, i t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  r e s e a r c h e r s  

a s  w e l l  a s  po l i cy  makers have responded to  r e c e n t  changes i n  fami ly  

s t r u c t u r e  w i t h  i n t e r e s t  and concern. Some view the mother-only family  a s  

a n  i n d i c a t o r  of s o c i a l  d i so rgan i za t i on ,  s i g n a l i n g  t he  "demise of the  

family." O the r s  regard  i t  a s  an a l t e r n a t i v e  family  form c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  

t h e  emerging economic independence of women.2 However one views the  

change, t h e  mother-only fami l y  has become a common phenomenon t h a t  promi- 

s e s  t o  a l t e r  t h e  s o c i a l  and economic con t ex t  of family  l i f e  f o r  f u t u r e  

gene ra t i ons  of Americans .3 

T h i s  essay  examines t h r e e  a s p e c t s  of mother-only f ami l i e s :  t h e i r  

economic and s o c i a  1 we 11- being,  t h e i r  long- term consequences f o r  

c h i l d r e n ,  and t h e i r  r o l e  i n  the  p o l i t i c s  of gender,  r a ce ,  and s o c i a l  

c l a s s .  I n  t he  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  we focus  on pover ty  and economic i n s e c u r i t y  

and compare the  s t a t u s  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  t o  t h a t  of o the r  

demographic groups. We a l s o  compare pa r en t - ch i l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  mother- 

only and two-parent f a m i l i e s  and the  degree t o  which f a m i l i e s  a r e  

s o c i a l l y  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e i r  communities. 



Understanding the consequences of s i n g l e  motherhood f o r  ch i ld ren  is a 

c e n t r a l  i s sue  i n  eva lua t ing  the change i n  family s t ruc tu re .  Whereas a  

decade ago the p reva i l ing  view was t h a t  s i n g l e  motherhood had no harmful 

e f f e c t s  on chi ldren ,  recent  research i s  l e s s  op t imis t i c  with respec t  t o  

the long-term outlook. I n  the second sec t ion  we review s t u d i e s  on the 

in t e rgene ra t iona l  consequences of family d i s rup t ion  and d iscuss  d i f f e r e n t  

t heo r i e s  of why ch i ld ren  from dis rupted  o r  never-married f ami l i e s  have 

lower socioeconomic a t ta inment  when they grow up than chi ldren  from two- 

pa ren t  fami l ies .  

The growth of mother-only f ami l i e s  has s t imulated much debate between 

l i b e r a l s  and conservat ives,  a s  well  a s  among feminis t  a c t i v i s t s ,  over the 

problems of these f ami l i e s  and what should be done t o  reduce t h e i r  

poverty and economic in secur i ty .  The debate i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  p o l i t i c a l  i n  

t h a t  i t  involves arguments about the legitimacy of p a r t i c u l a r  family 

forms and the r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of l imited economic resources. I n  the l a s t  

s e c t i o n  we examine t h i s  debate and show how s ing le  motherhood has become 

a touchstone f o r  a  much broader s e t  of s t rugg les  around changes i n  

women's r o l e s ,  the r e l a t ionsh ip  between the s t a t e  and the family, and 

c  l a s s  and r a c i a l  inequal i ty .  

I. ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING O F  MOTHER-ONLY FAMILIES  

Mother-only f ami l i e s  and two-parent f ami l i e s  d i f f e r  i n  a  number of 

important  r e spec t s ,  inc luding  economic well- being, l eve l s  of s t r e s s  and 

s o c i a l  i n t eg ra t ion ,  and parent -chi ld  r e l a t ions .  



Poverty and Economic Insecurity 

P e r h a p s  the  most s t r i k i n g  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  two f a m i l y  forms i s  

d i s p a r i t y  i n  economic wel l -being.  Roughly one of two s i n g l e  mothers  i s  

l i v i n g  below t h e  pover ty  l i n e ,  a s  compared w i t h  one i n  t e n  mar r i ed  

c o u p l e s  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  ( ~ a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986) .  See  F i g u r e  1. 

Between 1967 and 1985, mother-only f a m i l i e s  were t h e  p o o r e s t  of t h r e e  

major  demographic g roups ,  and t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  p o s i t i o n  a c t u a l l y  d e c l i n e d  

v i s  a  v i s  t h e  e l d e r l y . 4  Note t h a t  t h e  pover ty  r a t e  of mother-only fami- 

l i e s  was a b o u t  t h e  same i n  1985 a s  i t  was i n  1967,  having f a l l e n  d u r i n g  

t h e  s e v e n t i e s ,  r i s e n  s h a r p l y  i n  t h e  e a r l y  e i g h t i e s ,  and f a l l e n  a g a i n  

a f t e r  1983. 

Although many s i n g l e  mothers  who l i v e  below the  pover ty  l i n e  were 

poor  p r i o r  t o  becoming s i n g l e  mothers ,  a  s i z a b l e  m a j o r i t y  became poor a t  

t h e  t ime of m a r i t a l  d i ~ r u ~ t i o n . 5  Duncan and Hoffman (1985) e s t i m a t e  t h a t  

t h e  income of s i n g l e  mothers and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  one y e a r  a f t e r  d i v o r c e  is  

on ly  67 p e r c e n t  of t h e i r  p r e d i v o r c e  income, whereas t h e  income of 

d i v o r c e d  men is  a b o u t  90 p e r c e n t  of p r e d i v o r c e  income. (See  a l s o  David 

and  F l o r y  , 1988; Wei tzman, 1985) .6 

Why a r e  mother-only f a m i l i e s  more l i k e l y  t o  be poor  than two-parent  

f a m i l i e s ?  I n  t h e i r  a n a l y s i s  of d i f f e r e n t  s o u r c e s  of income i n  mother- 

o n l y  and two-parent  f a m i l i e s  i n  1982,  G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan (1986) 

conc lude  t h a t  the  proxima t e  d e t e r m i n a n t s  of low income i n  mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  ( 1 )  t h e  low e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y  of the  mother, ( 2 )  t h e  l a c k  of 

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  from t h e  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r ,  and ( 3 )  t h e  meager b e n e f i t s  

p rov ided  by t h e  s t a t e  ( s e e  T a b l e  1 ) .  
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Table  1 

Average  Income R e c e i p t s  ( i n  d o l l a r s )  of Two-Parent  and  Mother-Only 
F a m i l i e s  by Race,  1982 

W h i t e s  B l a c k s  
Two-Paren t Mo ther -Only  Two-Parent  Mo the r -On ly  

Average  R e c e i p t s  Fami l ies  Fami l i e s  F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  

T o t a l  c a s h  incomea 30 ,814 12 ,628 23,9 1 5  9 ,128  

Ea rned  income of  
f a m i l y  head  21,932 7,666 13 ,508  5 ,365  

E a r n i n g s  of  o t h e r  
f ami l y  members 6 ,377  9 28 8 ,096  837 

Alimony and  c h i l d  
s u p p o r t  227 1 ,246  253 322 

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  
p e n s  i o n s  , and  
o t h e r  u n e a r n e d  
i n c  ome 2 ,171  1 ,782  1 ,720  9 07 

P u b l i c  ass is  t a n c e  
a n d  f o o d  s t amps  174 1 ,399  1 , 8 3 8  2 ,573  

S o u r c e :  Garf  i n k e l  and  McLanahan (1986: 18-21).  

asurn of a l l  c a t e g o r i e s  e x c e p t  f o o d  stamps.  



Low earnings capacity. The e a r n i n g s  of the household head c o n s t i t u t e  

t h e  major source  of income f o r  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a s  w e l l  a s  two-parent 

f a m i l i e s .  Thus, a mother ' s  ea rn ings  c a p a c i t y  i s  the  s i n g l e  most impor- 

t a n t  f a c t o r  i n  de te rmin ing  h e r  fami ly8  s economic s t a t u s .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  

s i n g l e  mothers e a r n ,  on average ,  only  about  one- th i rd  a s  much a s  marr ied 

f a t h e r s ,  p a r t l y  because they have a lower hour ly  wage and p a r t l y  because 

they  work fewer hours  ( ~ a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986).  

The low e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y  of s i n g l e  mothers i s  r e l a t e d  t o  the  more 

g e n e r a l  problem of  women's low wage r a t e s .  Women who work f u l l  t ime, 

year-round e a r n  on ly  a b o u t  60 p e r c e n t  a s  much a s  f u l l -  t ime male workers ,  

and the  wage gap has  n o t  changed very much dur ing  the  p a s t  t h i r t y  y e a r s ,  

d e s p i t e  women's i n c r e a s e d  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  l a b o r  force.7 I n e q u a l i t y  

i n  wage r a t e s  is u s u a l l y  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  one of two f a c t o r s :  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  

human c a p i t a l ,  i .e . ,  women workers e a r n  l e s s  because they have l e s s  edu- 

c a t i o n ,  t r a i n i n g  and job  exper ience ;  o r  market d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  i .e . ,  

employers,  workers and /or  consumers p r e f e r  male workers over  females  and 

t h e r e f o r e  t h e  former  a r e  p a i d  more. ( F o r  more d e t a i l e d  d i s c u s s i o n s  of 

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and the  gender  wage gap s e e  Blau, 1984; Bergmann, 1986; 

Cain ,  1986; Reskin ,  1984; and Resk in  and Hartmann, 1986.) D i f f e r e n c e s  

i n  human c a p i t a l  a r e  c l e a r l y  impor tan t  i n  account ing  f o r  the  e a r n i n g s  

d i f f e r e n c e  between women and men, b u t  the  most d e t a i l e d  e m p i r i a l  s t u d i e s  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  they account  f o r  l e s s  than h a l f  of the  gender  wage gap 

( Corcoran and Duncan, 1979).  T h i s  sugges ts t h a t  a l a r g e  p o r t i o n  of the  

gap is due t o  s e x  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  l a b o r  market. 



Given t h e i r  lower wage r a t e s ,  s i n g l e  mothers would be expec ted  t o  

e a r n  l e s s  than male heads of households  even i f  they worked f u l l  t ime,  

a l l  yea r .  Most s i n g l e  mothers ,  however, do n o t  work f u l l  time. Between 

3 0  and 40 p e r c e n t  of s i n g l e  mothers r e p o r t  no  e a r n i n g s  a t  a l l  d u r i n g  any 

g i v e n  y e a r ,  and among those  who do work o u t s i d e  the  home, many work l e s s  

t h a n  f u l l  time ( G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986).  As ide  from low wages, a  

major  b a r r i e r  t o  employment f o r  most mothers is c h i l d  c a r e .  Whereas i n  

two-parent  f a m i l i e s  t h e  second p a r e n t  c a n  p rov ide  c h i l d  c a r e  o r  s h a r e  i t s  

c o s t ,  the  s i n g l e  mother has  no such suppor t .  Thus she is doubly d i sad-  

van taged  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y ;  h e r  wage r a t e  i s  lower than 

t h a t  of t h e  h i g h e s t  e a r n e r  i n  a  two-parent  f ami ly ,  and h e r  c h i l d  c a r e  

c o s t s  a r e  h igher .  

Lack of c h i l d  support. A second s o u r c e  of income i n  t h e  mother-only 

f a m i l y  is c h i l d  s u p p o r t  from t h e  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r .  According t o  

T a b l e  1, c h i l d  s u p p o r t  and al imony payments accoun t  f o r  a b o u t  10  p e r c e n t  

of t h e  income of w h i t e  s i n g l e  mothers and f o r  a b o u t  3.5 p e r c e n t  of the  

income of b lack  s i n g l e  mothers. While we would e x p e c t  the  c o n t r i b u t i o n  

of  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r s  t o  be lower than  t h a t  of f a t h e r s  i n  two-parent  

f a m i l i e s ,  t h e s e  f i g u r e s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  the c u r r e n t  c o n t r i b u t i o n  i s  g r o s s l y  

inadequa te .  

N a t i o n a l  d a t a  on c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i n  1983 on ly  

a b o u t  58 p e r c e n t  of s i n g l e  mothers  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  under  2 1  y e a r s  o l d  had a 

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  award. Of these ,  only 50 p e r c e n t  r e c e i v e d  f u l l  payment, 26 

p e r c e n t  r e c e i v e d  p a r t i a l  payment, and 24 p e r c e n t  r ece ived  no payment a t  

a  11 (Garf i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986) .  Even when n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r s  



pay s u p p o r t ,  t h e  amount i s  g e n e r a l l y  low, and t h e  v a l u e  d e c l i n e s  over  

t ime  s i n c e  awards a r e  r a r e l y  indexed t o  t h e  c o s t  of l i v i n g .  

D e t e r m i n a t i o n s  of what s h a r e  of t h e  c o s t  of r a i s i n g  a  c h i l d  should  be 

borne  by t h e  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  p a r e n t  depend on v a l u e  judgments. Some a rgue  

t h a t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  shou ld  depend on the  "needs of t h e  c h i l d "  and t h e  

f a t h e r '  s o b l i g a t i o n  should  va ry  accord ing  t o  t h e  mother'  s e a r n i n g s .  

0  t h e r s  b e l i e v e  t h a t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  should  depend on the  e a r n i n g s  of the  

n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  p a r e n t  and t h a t  he ( s h e )  shou ld  s h a r e  a  p r o p o r t i o n  of 

h i s  ( h e r )  income w i t h  t h e  c h i l d  r e g a r d l e s s  of a b s o l u t e  income l e v e l .  

(See  C a s s e t t y ,  1983,  f o r  a  d i s c u s s i o n  of d i f f e r e n t  approaches  t o  s e t t i n g  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards.) S t i l l  o t h e r s  a rgue  t h a t  many n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  

p a r e n t s  c a n n o t  a f f o r d  t o  pay a d d i t i o n a l  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  and r e q u i r i n g  them 

t o  do s o  would push t h e s e  p a r e n t s  and t h e i r  new f a m i l i e s  i n t o  pover ty  

( ~ r e n n e r ,  1987; Sa rvasy  and Van A l l e n ,  1984).  While t h e  l a t t e r  argument 

i s  undoubtedly  t r u e  f o r  some f a m i l i e s  a t  the  bottom end of t h e  income 

d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  t h e  ev idence  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i t  does n o t  ho ld  f o r  t h e  

m a j o r i t y  of c a s e s  (David and F l o r y ,  1988; Duncan and Hoffman, 1985; 

G a r f i n k e l  and O e l l e r i c h ,  1989; Weitzman, 1985).  

Meager public benefits .  A f i n a l  s o u r c e  of income f o r  mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  i s  p u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s .  The two major programs i n  t h i s  domain a r e  

Aid t o  F a m i l i e s  w i t h  Dependent C h i l d r e n  (AFDC) and S u r v i v o r s  I n s u r a n c e  

( S I ) .  I n  1983,  t h e s e  two programs accounted f o r  between 1 5  and 25 pe r -  

c e n t  of t h e  income of w h i t e  and b lack  mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  

Wel fa re ,  a s  AFDC is  u s u a l l y  c a l l e d ,  i s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  poor s i n g l e  mothers 

and t h e  average  b e n e f i t  i s  q u i t e  low. S u r v i v o r s  I n s u r a n c e  i s  provided 



only  t o  widowed mothers and is much more generous. S i n c e  only  a small 

p r o p o r t i o n  of s i n g l e  mothers a r e  widows, AFDC i s  the  only  government 

program t h a t  is p o t e n t i a l l y  a v a i l a b l e  t o  the  m a j o r i t y  of mo the r -on ly  

f a m i l i e ~ . ~  

The AFDC program has  many s e r i o u s  problems which c o n t r i b u t e  t o  i ts  

f a i l u r e  t o  reduce the  economic i n s e c u r i t y  of mother-only f a m i l i e s .  F i r s t  

and most impor tan t ,  AFDC is a v a i l a b l e  only to  poor f a m i l i e s  and does 

n o t h i n g  t o  h e l p  f a m i l i e s  who exper ience  economic h a r d s h i p  bu t  do n o t  meet 

t h e  income t e s t  f o r  w e l f a r e .  Next, because the  AFDC b e n e f i t  is n o t  

indexed t o  i n £  l a t i o n ,  i ts  v a l u e  f a l l s  i n  r e a l  terms every year  i f  s t a t e s  

f a i l  t o  e n a c t  i n c r e a s e s  i n  b e n e f i t s .  Moreover, the  f a c t  t h a t  e l i g i b i l i t y  

f o r  AFDC a l s o  e n t i t l e s  mother-only f a m i l i e s  t o  Medicaid c o n s t i t u t e s  a 

s e r i o u s  d i s i n c e n t i v e  t o  becoming independent of w e l f a r e  because t h e  k i n d s  

o f  j o b s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  women r e c e i v i n g  w e l f a r e  do n o t  u s u a l l y  c a r r y  h e a l t h  

insurance .  F i n a l l y ,  by d r a s t i c a l l y  reducing b e n e f i t s  a s  e a r n i n g s  

i n c r e a s e ,  w e l f a r e  programs c a r r y  w i t h  them a high t a x  r a t e  which 

d i s c o u r a g e s  employment. The c h o i c e  faced  by poor s i n g l e  mothers is n o t  

a n  a t t r a c t i v e  one: become dependent on w e l f a r e  o r  work f u l l  t ime t o  

a c h i e v e ,  a t  b e s t ,  a marg ina l ly  b e t t e r  economic p o s i t i o n  and r i s k  l o s i n g  

v a l u a b l e  in-kind b e n e f i t s  such a s  Medicaid and p u b l i c  housing.  

S tress, S o c i a l  Suppor t ,  and P s y c h o l o g i c a l  Die  t r e e s  

P o v e r t y  and economic i n s t a b i l i t y  a r e  n o t  the  only s o u r c e s  of s t r a i n  

i n  mo ther-only  f a m i l i e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  income l o s s ,  d ivorced mothers 

and  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  undergo many o t h e r  changes,  some of which invo lve  the  

l o s s  of s o c i a l  s t a t u s  a s  w e l l  a s  s o c i a l  suppor t .9  Changes i n  r e s i d e n c e  



a r e  perhaps  the  most common form of i n s t a b i l i t y  i n  newly formed mother- 

o n l y  f a m i l i e s .  One s tudy  found t h a t  abou t  3 8  p e r c e n t  of d ivorced  mothers 

e x p e r i e n c e d  a r e s i d e n t i a l  move dur ing  t h e  f i r s t  y e a r  a f t e r  a d ivorce .  

Subsequent  household moves dropped o f f  r a p i d l y  t o  abou t  20 p e r c e n t  a y e a r  

on average ,  s t i l l  a b o u t  o n e - t h i r d  h i g h e r  than the  r e s i d e n t i a l  m o b i l i t y  

r a t e s  of two-parent  f a m i l i e s  ( ~ c ~ a n a h a n ,  1983).  Changes i n  r e s i d e n c e  n o t  

on ly  r e q u i r e  a d j u s t m e n t  t o  new neighborhoods and l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s ,  they 

a l s o  may mean t h e  l o s s  of impor tan t  s o c i a l  networks.  For c h i l d r e n ,  a new 

r e s i d e n c e  of t e n  means s t a r t i n g  a new schoo l  and making new f r i e n d s .  

Changes i n  employment a r e  a l s o  common f o l l o w i n g  m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n .  

I n  an  e f f o r t  t o  recoup some of t h e i r  l o s t  income, many d ivorced  and 

s e p a r a t e d  mothers e n t e r  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t ime o r  i n c r e a s e  

t h e i r  working hours.  Duncan and Hoffman (1985) found t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  

of  mothers who worked 1 ,000 o r  more hours  p e r  y e a r  i n c r e a s e d  from 5 1  t o  

7 3  p e r c e n t  a f t e r  d ivorce .  When a mother makes a s u b s t a n t i a l  change i n  

h e r  working h a b i t s ,  t h a t  i n  i t s e l f  i s  s t r e s s f u l  f o r  h e r  a s  w e l l  a s  f o r  

h e r  c h i l d r e n .  I f  t h e  c h i l d r e n  a r e  young, c h i l d  c a r e  ar rangements  must be 

made, and bo th  mother and c h i l d  a r e  l i k e l y  to  exper ience  a n x i e t y  a b o u t  

t h e  new s i t u a t i o n .  

Income i n s e c u r i t y  and changes i n  work p a t t e r n s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  s i n g l e  

mothers  e x p e r i e n c e  a good d e a l  of s t r e s s  i n  t h e i r  d a i l y  l i v e s ,  whereas 

r e s i d e n t i a l  m o b i l i t y  s u g g e s t s  they may exper ience  a l a c k  of s o c i a l  

i n t e g r a t i o n  and s u p p o r t  from ne ighbors  and f r i e n d s .  Some a l s o  a r g u e  t h a t  

s i n g l e  mothers , and e s p e c i a l l y  young b lack  mothers,  a r e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  

d i sadvan taged  neighborhoods  t h a t  a r e  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by high r a t e s  of cr ime 

and p o v e r t y ,  low r a t e s  of employment, and poor e d u c a t i o n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  



(Wilson, 1987).  A l l  of t h e s e  f a c t o r s  make the  job  of being a  s i n g l e  

p a r e n t  more d i f f i c u l t  and may u l t i m a t e l y  a f f e c t  p a r e n t i n g  p r a c t i c e s  and 

p a r e n t - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  

Do s i n g l e  mothers lack s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  and a r e  they more l i k e l y  t o  

l i v e  i n  communities wi th  l i m i t e d  r e s o u r c e s ?  The s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  l i t e r a -  

t u r e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t h e s e  mothers,  on average,  a r e  n o t  i s o l a t e d  from 

t h e i r  f r i e n d s  and k i n ,  a t  l e a s t  wi th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  amount of s o c i a l  con- 

t a c t  they have ( ~ l w i n  e t  a l . ,  1985).  Alwin and h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  do f i n d ,  

however, t h a t  never-marr ied and divorced mothers have l e s s  c o n t a c t  w i t h  

ne ighbors  than marr ied mothers,  which may be r e l a t e d  t o  t h e i r  h i g h e r  

r a t e s  of r e s i d e n t i a l  mobi l i ty .  

Researchers  have a l s o  shown t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  reasonably  

s u c c e s s f u l  a t  b u i l d i n g  s u p p o r t  networks f o r  coping wi th  m a t e r i a l  a s  w e l l  

a s  emot iona l  s t r e s s  ( L e s l i e  and Grady, 1985; McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1981; 

T i e t j e n ,  1985).  These s t u d i e s  a r e  based on smal l  convenience samples and 

t h e r e f o r e  t h e  r e s u l t s  may n o t  apply  t o  the  popula t ion  i n  genera l .  

None the less ,  t h e  p a t t e r n s  a r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  and provide a  number of u s e f u l  

hypo theses .  I n  h e r  well-known e thnograph ic  s tudy  of s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  among 

poor  b lack  f a m i l i e s ,  Stack (1974) found t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers l i v i n g  i n  

u rban  a r e a s  were i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  complex and r e s i l i e n t  networks of k i n  

and  f r i e n d s  and t h a t  such networks were governed by s t r o n g  v a l u e s  of 

c o o p e r a t i o n  and economic r e c i p r o c i t y .  S tack  did  n o t  compare mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  w i t h  two-parent f a m i l i e s ,  and t h e r e f o r e  h e r  f i n d i n g s  do n o t  t e l l  

u s  whether  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  more o r  l e s s  s o c i a l l y  i n t e g r a t e d  than 

mar r ied  mothers. Moreover, S t a c k ' s  work, whi le  h i g h l i g h t i n g  the  s t r e n g t h  

o f  poor  f a m i l i e s ,  does n o t  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  network suppor t s  a r e  s u f f i c i e n t  



t o  overcome the  problems of u n s t a b l e  employment and pover ty .  R a t h e r ,  i t  

documents how poor mothers s t r u g g l e  t o  s u r v i v e  i n  neighborhoods w i t h  

r e l a t i v e l y  few r e s o u r c e s  and i n s t i t u t i o n a l  suppor t s .  

Not a l l  r e s e a r c h e r s  a r e  a s  o p t i m i s t i c  a b o u t  s i n g l e  mothers '  a c c e s s  t o  

s o c i a l  suppor t .  Severa  1 have no ted  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  

between t h e  q u a l i t y  of s o c i a l  c o n t a c t s  and t h e  q u a n t i t y ,  t h e  former being 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more i m p o r t a n t  a s  a de te rminan t  of we l l -be ing  than t h e  

l a t t e r  (House and Kahn, 1985; Milardo,  1987).  I n t e r a c t i o n s  w i t h  k i n  may 

be  e s p e c i a l l y  p rob lemat ic  f o r  s i n g l e  mothers  ( ~ e l l e ,  1982; Milardo,  

1987) .  Kin networks a p p e a r  t o  be h e l p f u l  i n  p r o v i d i n g  m a t e r i a l  s u p p o r t ,  

b u t  they a r e  a l s o  more l i k e l y  t o  i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  mothers '  p a r e n t i n g  s t y -  

l e s .  F r i e n d s h i p  networks a p p e a r  t o  p rov ide  more emot iona l  s u p p o r t ,  espe-  

c i a l l y  i n  i n s t a n c e s  where t h e  mother is  t r y i n g  t o  change h e r  p r e d i v o r c e  

i d e n t i t y  and e s t a b l i s h  a new c a r e e r  (McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1981; T i e t j e n ,  

1985) .  O v e r a l l ,  Mi la rdo  (1987) a r g u e s  t h a t  s u p p o r t  from f r i e n d s  tends  t o  

b e  outweighed by i n t e r f e r e n c e  from k i n ,  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  s u p p o r t  f o r  

s i n g l e  mothers is  n e g a t i v e ,  on n e t .  

Are s i n g l e  mothers more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  d i sadvan taged  neighborhoods 

t h a t  a r e  s o c i a l l y ,  and perhaps  c u l t u r a l l y ,  i s o l a t e d  from mainstream 

s o c i e t y ?  McLanahan and G a r f i n k e l  (1988) a r g u e  t h a t  most  s i n g l e  mothers 

do n o t  l i v e  i n  such communities, a l though  t h e i r  exposure  is somewhat 

h i g h e r  than  t h a t  of mar r i ed  mothers. Using i n f o r m a t i o n  from the  1970 and 

1980 c e n s u s  t r a c t s  of t h e  100 l a r g e s t  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s ,  they found t h a t  

l e s s  than 5 p e r c e n t  of w h i t e  mother-only f a m i l i e s  were l i v i n g  i n  urban 

a r e a s  i n  which over  20 p e r c e n t  of t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  was poor,  and l e s s  than 

1 p e r c e n t  were  l i v i n g  i n  a r e a s  where over  40 p e r c e n t  of t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  



were poor. Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t h e  e s t i m a t e s  f o r  b lacks  a r e  much h i g h e r ,  

though aga in ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of s i n g l e  mothers do n o t  l i v e  i n  pover ty  

neighborhoods.  About 35 p e r c e n t  of b lack  s i n g l e  mothers were l i v i n g  i n  

a r e a s  where 20 p e r c e n t  of t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  were poor and a b o u t  1 0  p e r c e n t  

were  l i v i n g  i n  a r e a s  where 40 p e r c e n t  were poor. 

Whereas s i n g l e  mothers appear  to  have reasonab le  a c c e s s  t o  s o c i a l  

s u p p o r t ,  they a r e  n o t a b l y  disadvantaged w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

r e s o u r c e s ,  a s  documented by s t u d i e s  of depress ion  and p s y c h o l o g i c a l  wel l -  

be ing .  S i n g l e  mothers r e p o r t  more w o r r i e s  and a r e  l e s s  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  

t h e i r  l i v e s  than mar r ied  mothers and women w i t h o u t  c h i l d r e n  (McLanahan 

and Adams, 1987) .  S i n g l e  mothers a l s o  use  more community mental  h e a l t h  

s e r v i c e s  than mar r ied  mothers ( G u t t e n t a g  e t  a l . ,  1981) .  

The h i g h e r  l e v e l s  of p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t r e s s  among s i n g l e  mothers a r e  

due i n  p a r t  t o  t h e i r  gender.  On average,  women r e p o r t  more a n x i e t y  and 

more d e p r e s s i o n  than men, a l t h o u g h  t h e  gender gap i n  mental h e a l t h  h a s  

been d e c l i n i n g  over  t h e  p a s t  s e v e r a l  decades ( K e s s l e r  and  McRae, 1981; 

McLanahan and G l a s s ,  1985) .  Higher l e v e l s  of d i s t r e s s  a r e  a l s o  asso-  

c i a  t ed  w i t h  p a r e n t a l  s t a t u s .  Women w i t h  c h i l d r e n  a t  home, and e s p e c i a l l y  

employed women w i t h  young c h i l d r e n ,  r e p o r t  h i g h e r  l e v e l s  of a n x i e t y  than 

c h i l d l e s s  women o r  mothers who a r e  n o t  working o u t s i d e  t h e  home 

( ~ c L a n a h a n  and Adams, 1987).  F i n a l l y ,  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  is  a  s t r o n g  p red ic -  

t o r  of d e p r e s s i o n ,  w i t h  formerly  marr ied women r e p o r t i n g  h i g h e r  l e v e l s  of 

d e p r e s s i o n  than marr ied women (Gove, 1972).  I n  s h o r t ,  s i n g l e  mothers 

f a c e  a  t h r e e f o l d  disadvantage:  they a r e  women, they a r e  mothers,  and 

most a r e  formerly  marr ied.  



The Socialiea tion Process in Hother-Only Pami l i e s  

Given t he  economic and s o c i a l  cond i t i ons  descr ibed  above, one might 

expec t  t he  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  process  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  to  d i f f e r  i n  

impor t an t  ways from t h a t  i n  the  t y p i c a l  two-parent family .  Three f a c t o r s  

seem c r u c i a l  f o r  unders tanding t h i s  process :  p a r e n t a l  va lue s  and expec- 

t a  t i o n s  , ch i l d r en '  s a t t achment  t o  pa r en t s ,  and ~ a r e n t s '  a b i l i t y  t o  

i n f l u e n c e  t h e i r  ch i l d r en '  s d e c i s i o n s  and behavior.  

Parental values and expectations. There a r e  s e v e r a l  reasons f o r  

expec t i ng  the  va lue s  and expec t a t i ons  of s i n g l e  mothers to  d i f f e r  from 

those  of mothers o r  pa r en t s  i n  two-parent f ami l i e s .  Because of income 

i n s e c u r i t y  and l i m i t e d  resources ,  s i n g l e  mothers may have lower educa- 

t i o n a l  a s p i r a t i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  than married mothers. Conversely,  

because  of t h e i r  own exper ience  a s  breadwinners,  they may p l ace  a g r e a t e r  

emphasis on c h i l d r e n ' s  a t t a i n m e n t  o r  a h ighe r  va lue  on independence and 

n o n t r a d i t i o n a l  gender r o l e s .  

The emp i r i c a l  r e s ea r ch  prov ides  no s t r o n g  evidence t h a t  s i n g l e  

mothers  have lower educa t i ona l  e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  than 

mar r ied  mothers. I n  f a c t ,  a t  l e a s t  one n a t i o n a l  s tudy  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  

daugh t e r s  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  to  r e p o r t  t h a t  t h e i r  

mothers  want them t o  a t t e n d  c o l l e g e  than a r e  daughte rs  i n  two-parent 

f a m i l i e s  (McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1988). With r e s p e c t  t o  independence and 

n o n t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e s ,  i t  appears  t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  more l i b e r a l  

t h a n  married mothers. Thornton e t  a l .  (1983) found employed mothers were 

more l i k e l y  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  women should engage i n  work and o t h e r  a c t i v i -  

t i e s  o u t s i d e  t h e  home, c o n t r i b u t e  t o  family  income, and p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  

fami ly  decision-making than nonemployed mothers. S ince  divorced mothers 



a r e  more l ikely  to work outside the home, these resu l t s  suggest an 

i nd i r ec t  l ink between divorce and nontradit ional  values. Waite and 

Goldscheider (1986) a l so  found that  l iv ing independently of men leads 

women to have more " l ibera l"  a t t i t udes  about women's work and family 

roles .  

While s ingle  mothers d i f f e r  from married mothers i n  t he i r  views about 

independence and gender ro les ,  the long-term implications of these di f -  

ferences a r e  not  clear .  Growing up in an environment where women's eco- 

nomic independence i s  valued should r a i s e  daughters' a sp i ra t ions  and 

enhance socioeconomic attainment. Valuing nontradit ional  gender roles,  

however, may increase the likelihood t ha t  daughters w i l l  become s ingle  

mothers themselves, f o r  two reasons: nontradit ional  roles may be asso- 

c ia ted  with more permissive a t t i t udes  about sexuali ty,  which would 

increase the r i sk  of early pregnancy, o r  nontradit ional  ro les  may be 

associa ted with greater  acceptance of s ingle  motherhood, given a 

pregnancy . l o  

A t  l e a s t  two s tudies  provide some evidence on th i s  issue. Data from 

the High School and Beyond survey show tha t  black adolescents from 

mother-only families and black, white, and Hispanic adolescents from 

remarried families a re  more l ikely  to consider having a child out of 

wedlock than adolescents from two-parent families (McLanahan e t  a l . ,  

1988). In  addit ion,  Thornton and Camburn (1987) report  tha t  divorced 

mothers, especial ly those who have remarried, hold l e s s  r e s t r i c t i ve  a t t i -  

tudes about premarital sex than continuously married mothers. They a l so  

f ind that  mothers' a t t i t u d e s  a r e  associated with sons' and daughters8 

a t t i t u d e s  and behavior. Adolescents whose mothers remarry perceive the i r  



mothers  t o  be l e s s  opposed t o  p r e m a r i t a l  s e x  and l e s s  r e s t r i c t i v e  than 

o t h e r  a d o l e s c e n t s .  Adolescent  c h i l d r e n  of remar r ied  mothers a r e  a l s o  

more s e x u a l l y  a c t i v e .  Thornton and Camburn a rgue  t h a t  a  mother ' s  d i v o r c e  

and subsequent  d a t i n g  i n c r e a s e s  t h e  v i s i b i l i t y  of h e r  s e x u a l i t y ,  which 

h a s  a  " d i s i n h i b i t i n g 9 '  e f f e c t  on c h i l d r e n ' s  a t t i t u d e s  and behavior.  Both 

s t u d i e s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  i n  remarr ied f a m i l i e s  a r e  even l e s s  t r a d i -  

t i o n a l  w i t h  regard  t o  gender r o l e s  and a t t i t u d e s  toward s e x u a l i t y  than 

c h i l d r e n  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s .  

Ch i ld ren '  a a t t achen t  to  p a r e n t s .  Deve lopmen t a l  theor  is  ts a r g u e  tha  t 

d i v o r c e  i n t e r r u p t s  primary bonds between p a r e n t s  and c h i l d r e n  and may 

i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  c h i l d r e n '  s normal development and s o c i a l i z a t i o n  ( ~ e s s  and 

Camara, 1979; R u t t e r ,  1980) .  The time f a t h e r s  spend w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  

f o r  example, i s  g r e a t l y  reduced a f t e r  d ivorce .  I n  a  s tudy  based on t h e  

N a t i o n a l  Survey of C h i l d r e n ,  Furs tenberg  e t  a l .  (1986) found t h a t  l e s s  

t h a n  h a l f  of the  c h i l d r e n  w i t h  d ivorced  p a r e n t s  i n  t h e i r  sample ( a g e s  11 

t o  1 6 )  had s e e n  t h e i r  f a t h e r s  d u r i n g  t h e  p a s t  y e a r  ( s e e  a l s o  F u r s t e n b e r g  

a n d  Nord, 1985) .  The f a c t  t h a t  c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  f a t h e r  i s  reduced 

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  a f f e c t i v e  bond between f a t h e r s  and c h i l d r e n  may be 

weakened. Indeed,  a t  l e a s t  two l a r g e  s t u d i e s  have found t h a t  c h i l d r e n  

from d i v o r c e d ,  mother-only f a m i l i e s  f e e l  l e s s  c l o s e  t o  t h e i r  f a t h e r s  than 

c h i l d r e n  from two-parent f a m i l i e s .  White e t  a l .  (1985) found t h a t  a b o u t  

17 p e r c e n t  of c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t s  from divorced f a m i l i e s  r e p o r t e d  having 

c l o s e  t i e s  w i t h  t h e i r  f a t h e r s  a s  compared w i t h  38 p e r c e n t  of c h i l d r e n  

f  rom two-parent  f a m i l i e s .  Furs tenberg  e t  a l .  (1986) reached s i m i l a r  

c o n c l u s i o n s  i n  t h e i r  s tudy.  

Not a l l  r e s e a r c h e r s  a g r e e  a b o u t  the  v a l u e  of a  good r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  

t h e  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r .  While some s t u d i e s  have shown t h a t  a  good 



f  a t h e r - c h i l d  r e l a  t i o n s h i p  enhances t h e  c h i l d ' s  wel l -being a f t e r  d i v o r c e  

(Hess  and Camara, 1979) ,  Furs  t enberg  and h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  (1986) n o t e  t h a t  

n e i t h e r  c o n t a c t  n o r  r e p o r t s  of c l o s e n e s s  a r e  r e l a t e d  to  c h i l d r e n '  s we1 l- 

be ing ,  a s  measured by an index of academic a b i l i t y ,  problem o r  d e v i a n t  

behav ior ,  and psycho log ica l  d i s t r e s s .  These r e s u l t s ,  which a r e  based on 

a  n a t i o n a l l y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  sample of c h i l d r e n ,  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  our b a s i c  

i d e a s  a b o u t  the  v a l u e  of p a r e n t - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s  and s u g g e s t  t h a t  more 

r e s e a r c h  is  needed on t h e  e f f e c t s  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  c h i l d  

and  t h e  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  p a r e n t .  

The mother-chi ld  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a l s o  a l t e r e d  by d ivorce ,  a l t h o u g h  i n  

d i f f e r e n t  ways. Whereas most s t u d i e s  r e p o r t  no d i f f e r e n c e  i n  mother- 

a t t a c h m e n t  among c h i l d r e n  i n  mother-only and two-parent f a m i l i e s  ( w h i t e  

e t  a l .  1985) ,  t h e r e  is  some ev idence  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  

mother becomes c l o s e r  and /or  l e s s  h i e r a r c h i c a l  a f t e r  a  d i v o r c e  ( D e v a l l  e t  

a l . ,  1986; Weiss, 1979).  Again, t h e r e  i s  disagreement  over  t h e  v a l u e  of 

a  n o n h i e r a r c h i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e  pa ren t .  Weiss (1979) speaks  

f a v o r a b l y  abou t  t h e  g r e a t e r  e q u a l i t y  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  whereas 

o t h e r s  a rgue  t h a t  such r e  l a t i o n s h i p s  may o v e r s e n s i t i z e  c h i l d r e n  t o  t h e  

f e e l i n g s  of a d u l  ts and i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  psycho log ica l  development (Hess and 

Camara, 1979).  These r e s u l t s  a r e  based on smal l ,  n o n r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

samples ,  and need t o  be r e p l i c a t e d  on l a r g e r  samples where o t h e r  f a c t o r s  

a  r e  c o n t r o l  led .  

F i n a l l y ,  p a r e n t a l  c o n f l i c t  may a l s o  undermine c h i l d r e n ' s  a t t achment  

t o  pa ren t s .  Indeed,  t h e r e  i s  a  l a r g e  l i t e r a t u r e  which s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i t  

i s  c o n f l i c t  r a t h e r  than l i v i n g  i n  a  mother-only fami ly  which l e a d s  t o  

fami ly  d i s r u p t i o n  and long- term n e g a t i v e  consequences f o r  c h i l d r e n .  T h i s  

i s s u e  is d i scussed  i n  more d e t a i l  i n  t h e  n e x t  s e c t i o n .  



Parental involvement and supervision. Two f i n a l  quest ions of con- 

s ide rab le  importance i n  a s se s s ing  parent -ch i ld  r e l a t i o n s  a r e  whether the 

s i n g l e  mother spends s u f f i c i e n t  time with her ch i ld ren  and whether she 

e x e r c i s e s  adequate superv is ion  and c o n t r o l  over t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s .  

Hetherington e t  a l .  (1978) have shown t h a t  during the f i r s t  year  a f t e r  

d ivorce  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  much l e s s  c o n s i s t e n t  i n  t h e i r  d i s c i p l i n e  

p a t t e r n s  and household rou t ines  a r e  more e r r a t i c .  They a t t r i b u t e  disorga- 

n i z a t i o n  t o  the s t r e s s  assoc ia ted  with divorce,  a s  opposed t o  s i n g l e  

parent ing  i n  genera l ,  and note  t h a t  most of the problems subside by 18 

months a f t e r  divorce. 

Others have simply looked a t  the a s s o c i a t i o n  between s i n g l e  parent ing  

and parent -ch i ld  r e l a t i o n s ,  without  considering time s ince  m a r i t a l  

d i s r u p t i o n  a s  a f a c t o r .  The l a t t e r  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  pa ren ta l  involvement 

and superv is ion  i n  mother-only f ami l i e s  i s  somewhat lower than i n  two- 

p a r e n t  fami l ies .  McLanahan e t  a l .  (1988), f o r  example, found t h a t  ado- 

l e s c e n t s  i n  mother- only fami l i e s  r e p o r t  rece iv ing  l e s s  help with homework 

and with planning t h e i r  high school  curriculum than adolescents  l i v i n g  

wi th  both parents .  They a l s o  found t h a t  parents  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  to  moni- 

t o r  adolescents '  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  ( s e e  a l s o  Abrahamse e t  a l . ,  1987). I n  

a s i m i l a r  vein,  Dornbusch e t  a l .  (1985) and Ste inberg  (1987) found t h a t  

s i n g l e  mothers have l e s s  i npu t  i n t o  c h i l d r e n ' s  dec is ions  than married 

pa ren t s ,  and adolescents  i n  mo ther-only f ami l i e s  a r e  more suscep t ib l e  t o  

peer  pressure  t h a t  ch i ld ren  i n  two-parent families.11 

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i n  t he  Dornbusch study the presence of a d u l t  r e l a -  

t i v e s ,  but  n o t  s t e p f a t h e r s ,  s t rengthened s i n g l e  mothers' i n f luence  r e l a -  

t i v e  to  t h a t  of c h i l d r e n ' s  peers.  I t  is  not  c l e a r ,  however, whether such 



a d u l t s  provided "back-up" s u p p o r t  f o r  the  mothers o r  whether they super- 

v i s e d  t h e  c h i l d r e n  d i r e c t l y .  I t  makes s e n s e  t h a t  grandmothers would have 

a  more p o s i  t i v e  i n f l u e n c e  on mother ' s  p a r e n t i n g  than s t e p f a t h e r s ,  s i n c e  

t h e  former  a r e  u s u a l l y  i n  t h e  household t o  he lp  wi th  the  c h i l d r e n  whereas 

t h e  l a t t e r  may compete w i t h  c h i l d r e n  f o r  t h e  mother 's  time. (See Kellam 

e t  a l . ,  1977, f o r  a d d i t i o n a l  in fo rmat ion  on t h e  b e n e f i t s  of having grand- 

mothers i n  the  household.)  

11. THE BEPRODUCTION OF POVERTY 

Much of t h e  p r e s e n t  concern abou t  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r i s e s  from 

t h e  f e a r  t h a t  such f a m i l i e s  may be harmful t o  c h i l d r e n .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  

we p r e s e n t  a  b r i e f  overview of the  e m p i r i c a l  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  consequences 

of growing up i n  a  mo ther-only  family  and t h e  changing o r i e n t a t i o n s  among 

r e s e a r c h e r s  on t h i s  t o p i c  d u r i n g  t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  decades. Following t h e  

d i s c u s s i o n  of e m p i r i c a l  r e s e a r c h ,  we e x p l o r e  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  explana- 

t i o n s  f o r  why c h i l d r e n  from mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  l e s s  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  

s c h o o l  and more l i k e l y  t o  become s i n g l e  p a r e n t s  themselves than c h i l d r e n  

who grow up i n  two-parent f a m i l i e s .  

A B r i e f  Summary of Empi r ica l  Research 

The li t e r a  t u r e  on the  i n  t e r g e n e r a  t i o n a  1 consequences of mari t a l  

d i s s o l u t i o n  and n o m a r r i a g e  has undergone s e v e r a l  t r ans format ions  d u r i n g  

t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  decades. During t h e  1950s and 1960s,  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  view 

was t h a t  d i v o r c e  and nonmari t a l  b i r t h s  were i n d i c a t i v e  of pa tho logy 

( i n d i v i d u a l  pathology a n d / o r  couple  pathology)  and t h a t  c h i l d r e n  of such 

un ions  were l i k e l y  t o  e x h i b i t  p a t h o l o g i c a l  behaviors  a s  we11.12 Much of 



t h e  r e s e a r c h  a t  t h i s  time was based on h i g h l y  s e l e c t i v e  samples,  such a s  

c h i l d r e n  i n  t r e a t m e n t  f o r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s o r d e r s  o r  wards of t h e  c r imi -  

n a l  j u s t i c e  system. Thus i t  is  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  p e r s o n a l  f a i l u r e  

r a t h e r  than s o c i a l  f a c t o r s  a r e  used t o  e x p l a i n  the  d i f f e r e n c e s  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e .  I n  t h e  e a r l y  1970s,  t h e  ideology began t o  change, 

a s  evidenced by Herzog and s u d i a ' s  (1973) review of t h e  r e s e a r c h  on 

c h i l d r e n  i n  " f a t h e r l e s s  f a m i l i e s . "  These  a u t h o r s  cha l l enged  e a r l i e r  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and showed t h a t  e x i s t i n g  s t u d i e s  of mo the r -on ly  f a m i l i e s  

c o n t a i n e d  s e r i o u s  me t h o d o l o g i c a l  f l aws .  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  they argued t h a t  

many of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between mo the r -on ly  and two-parent  f a m i l i e s  could  

b e  exp la ined  by d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  f ami ly  socioeconomic s t a t u s .  

The Herzog and S u d i a  review o f f e r e d  a  new p e r s p e c t i v e  on s i n g l e  

motherhood and,  t o g e t h e r  w i t h  a  changed p o l i t i c a l  c l i m a t e  i n  which b lack  

f a m i l i e s  and nonmarried mothers of a l l  r a c e s  were viewed more p o s i t i v e l y ,  

s t i m u l a t e d  new s t u d i e s  which focused  on t h e  " s t r e n g t h s "  of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s ,  i .e . ,  t h e  ways i n  which s i n g l e  mothers s u c c e s s f u l l y  cope w i t h  

p o v e r t y  and s t r e s s .  D e s p i t e  Herzog and s u d i a ' s  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  f a t h e r  

a b s e n c e  - d i d  have some n e g a t i v e  consequences f o r  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e i r  

me thodo log ica l  c r i t i q u e  was taken by many a s  ev idence  t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e s  

between one- and two-parent  f a m i l i e s  were minimal o r  due e n t i r e l y  t o  

income d i f f e r e n c e s .  

S i n c e  t h e  l a t e  s e v e n t i e s  r e s e a r c h e r s  have moved beyond s i m p l i s t i c  

p a t h o l o g i c a l  and i d e a l i z i n g  p e r s p e c t i v e s .  More r e c e n t  reviews of t h e  

l i t e r a t u r e  have emphasized bo th  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  i n  such f a m i l i e s  a r e  d i sad-  

v a n  taged and t h a t  t h e s e  d i sadvan tages  a r e  outcomes of i n t e r a c t i o n s  among 

a  v a r i e t y  of f a c t o r s .  Moreover, r e v i e w e r s  have no ted  t h a t  w h i l e  f ami ly  



socioeconomic s t a t u s  i s  a major p red ic to r  of c h i l d r e n ' s  a t ta inment ,  i t  

cannot account f o r  a l l  of the problems assoc ia ted  with pa ren ta l  divorce 

and growing up i n  a mother-only family ( ~ e t h e r i n g t o n  e t  a l . ,  1983; Shinn, 

1978) . I3  

Both Shinn and Hetherington e t  a l .  focused t h e i r  reviews on cogni t ive  

development i n  young and school-age chi ldren.  They found t h a t  ch i ldren  

from mo ther-only f ami l i e s  did l e s s  wel l  on s tandardized t e s t s  than 

c h i l d r e n  from two-parent f ami l i e s ,  bu t  the d i f f e r ences  were minimal. The 

g r e a t e s t  d i f f e r ence  i n  academic achievement was found i n  teacher  evalua- 

t i o n s ,  such a s  grade p o i n t  average and r epor t s  of behavioral problems i n  

school  and wi th  peers ,  which tended to be more negat ive f o r  boys from 

one-parent  f a m i l i e s  than f o r  boys from two-parent f ami l i e s .  Absences 

from school were a l s o  higher  f o r  ch i ld ren  i n  one-parent f ami l i e s  and were 

r e l a t e d  t o  teachers '  percept ions  and evaluations.14 

Hetherington and her  co l leages  a l s o  found evidence of a gender d i f -  

f  erence i n  the e f f e c t  of s i n g l e  motherhood on academic achievement, boys 

being s l i g h t l y  more disadvantaged than g i r l s .  Living with a same-sex 

pa ren t  was advantageous f o r  academic achievement compared t o  l i v ing  with 

a n  opposi te-sex parent .  While g i r l s  i n  mo ther-only f ami l i e s  have fewer 

i n i t i a l  problems of adjustment i n  response t o  parents '  divorce, they a r e  

more l i k e l y  to  become depressed during adolescence (Wal le rs te in ,  1986). 

Moreover, mother 's  remarriage has a more negat ive e f f e c t  on daughters 

than on sons,  increas ing  both agress ion  and depression. 

S ince  the e a r l y  1980s, new s t u d i e s  have appeared t h a t  a r e  consis  t e n t  

w i th  the conclusions reached by Shinn and Hetherington e t  a l .  and a t  the 

same time extend previous research  i n  s eve ra l  ways. F i r s t ,  these s t u d i e s  



a r e  based on l a r g e ,  n a t i o n a l l y  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  su rveys ,  many of which have 

l o n g i t u d i n a l  des igns .  Second, they examine the  long- term consequences of 

f a m i l y  d i s r u p t i o n  and s i n g l e  motherhood by fo l lowing  c h i l d r e n  from d i f -  

f  e r e n t  f ami ly  types  through l a t e  ado lescence  and i n t o  adulthood. 

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  r e s u l t s  of t h e s e  s t u d i e s  have been r e p l i c a t e d  by more than 

one d a t a  s e t ,  u s i n g  s i m i l a r  measures of fami ly  s t r u c t u r e  and similar 

i n d i c a t o r s  of o f f s p r i n g  behav ior  and a t ta inment .15 

The new r e s e a r c h  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  who grow up i n  mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  disadvantaged n o t  only  dur ing  chi ldhood o r  immediately 

a f t e r  p a r e n t s '  m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n ,  b u t  dur ing  adolescence and young 

adu l thood  a s  we l l .  Moreover, t h e  nega t ive  consequences a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  

f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e  ex tend  a c r o s s  a  wide range of socioeconomic outcomes. 

C h i l d r e n  from mo ther-only  fami l i e s  o b t a i n  fewer  y e a r s  of educa t i o n  and 

a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  drop o u t  of h igh  school  than o f f s p r i n g  from two-parent 

f a m i l i e s  (Kre in  and B e l l e r ,  1988; McLanahan, 1985; McLanahan and Bumpass, 

1988; McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1988; Shaw, 1982).  They have lower e a r n i n g s  i n  

young adu l thood  and a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be poor (Corcoran e t  a l . ,  1987; 

H i l l  e t  a l . ,  1987).  The daughte r s  of s i n g l e  mothers a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  

r e c e i v e  w e l f a r e  when they become a d u l t s  than daughte r s  from two-parent 

f a m i l i e s  ( A n t e l ,  1988; G o t t s c h a l k ,  1988; McLanahan, 1988). 

C h i l d r e n  from mo ther-only  f a m i l i e s  a r e  a l s o  disadvantaged w i  t h  

r e s p e c t  to  fami ly  format ion and d e v i a n t  behavior.  They a r e  more l i k e l y  

t o  marry e a r l y  and have c h i l d r e n  e a r l y ,  both  i n  and o u t  of wedlock 

(Abrahamse e t  a l . ,  1987 ; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985; McLanahan and Bumpass, 

1988; McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1988; s e e  Michael and Tuma, 1985, f o r  d i f f e r e n t  

r e s u l t s ) .  Those who marry a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  d i v o r c e  ( ~ c L a n a h a n  and 



Bumpass, 1988). I n  sho r t ,  c h i l d r e n  who grow up i n  mother-only f ami l i e s  

a r e  a t  g r e a t e r  r i s k  of becoming s i n g l e  mothers themselves, e i t h e r  through 

d ivorce  o r  nonmari ta l  chi ldbearing.  F ina l ly ,  off  spr ing from mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  to commit del inquent  a c t s  and to  engage i n  drug 

and a l coho l  use than o f f sp r ing  from two-parent f a m i l i e s  (Matsueda and 

Heimer, 1987; Mott and Haurin, 1987). 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  documenting a  wide range of negat ive outcomes among 

c h i l d r e n  from mother-only f ami l i e s ,  these  s t u d i e s  conta in  seve ra l  o the r  

f i nd ings .  F i r s t ,  income appears  to account f o r  some, but  no t  a l l ,  of the 

lower a t ta inment  of o f f s p r i n g  from mother-only fami l ies .  Second, the 

e f f e c t s  of s i n g l e  motherhood a r e  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  ac ros s  d i f f e r e n t  

types of mo ther-only f ami l i e s .  Offspr ing  of widowed mothers do b e t t e r ,  

on average, than off sp r ing  of divorced and separated mothers, a t  l e a s t  i n  

some surveys and on some indica tors .  Third,  the e f f e c t s  of s i n g l e  

motherhood a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  ac ros s  a  la rge  number of r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  

groups, inc luding  blacks, whites ,  Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, 

Nat ive Americans, and Asians. Fourth, family d i s rup t ions  occurring i n  

adolescence a r e  j u s t  a s  upse t t i ng  i n  terms of t h e i r  consequences a s  

d i s r u p t i o n s  occurr ing i n  ea r ly  childhood. F ina l ly ,  remarriage does - n o t  

appear  t o  mi t iga t e  the consequences of family d is rupt ion;  i f  anything,  i t  

may inc rease  the r i s k  t h a t  a  daughter w i l l  leave school e a r l y  and become 

a teen mother. 

Theories  of I n  tergencra t iona  1 Consequences 

Nearly a l l  of the research on the e f f e c t s  of s ing le  motherhood is 

d e s c r i p t i v e  and there  is no un ive r sa l ly  accepted theory to expla in  why 



c h i l d r e n  from mo the r -on ly  fami l i e s  have lower academic achievement  o r  

s t a r t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  e a r l i e r  than c h i l d r e n  from two-parent  f a m i l i e s .  

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  most  r e s e a r c h e r s  who s tudy  t h e  phenomenon u l t i m a t e l y  employ 

a p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s p e c t i v e  o r  t h e o r e t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  t o  make s e n s e  o u t  of 

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  observed i n  t h e  e m p i r i c a l  s t u d i e s .  The l i t e r a t u r e  on 

i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  consequences c o n t a i n s  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  such p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  

which a r e  n o t  mutual ly  e x c l u s i v e  b u t  which r e f l e c t  d i f f e r e n t  d i s c i p l i n e s  

and t r a d i t i o n s .  These i n c l u d e  the  "economic-depr ivat ion argument,"  which 

a t t r i b u t e s  t h e  d i sadvan tage  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  mother-only fami ly  t o  

l a c k  of p a r e n t a l  inves tment ;  t h e  " s o c i a l i z a t i o n  argument," which c la ims  

t h a t  n e g a t i v e  outcomes a r e  due t o  d y s f u n c t i o n a l  p a r e n t a l  v a l u e s  and 

p a r e n t - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ;  and  t h e  "neighborhood argument,"  which p o s i t s  

t h a t  outcomes a r e  due t o  s t r u c t u r a l  o r  neighborhood c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  such 

a s  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  and a l ack  of community resources .  To some degree ,  

t h e s e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  correspond t o  t h e  a r e a s  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  sec- 

t i o n  on m a t e r i a l  and s o c i a l  c o n d i t i o n s .  

The economf c- depriva tfon argument. Many r e  s e a r c h e r s  b e l i e v e  tha t t h e  

n e g a t i v e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between s i n g l e  motherhood and off  s p r i n g  a t t a i n m e n t  

i s  due t o  low p a r e n t a l  income. S i n g l e  mothers have l e s s  time and l e s s  

money t o  i n v e s t  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  which a f f e c t s  both  c h i l d r e n ' s  p e r s o n a l  

c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s  a s  w e l l  a s  how they view t h e  p a r e n t a l  household (Becker ,  

1981; K r e i n  and B e l l e r ,  1986; Michael  and Tuma, 1985).  Family income is  

r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  q u a l i t y  of c h i l d r e n ' s  s c h o o l s  and t o  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  

e x t r a c u r r i c u l a r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  summer t r a v e l  and camps, a l l  of 

which a r e  p o s i t i v e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  s c h o o l  achievement  ( ~ e y n s ,  1985) .  



Economic necess  i t y  may a l s o  promo t e  t h e  prema t u r e  assump t i o n  of a d u l t  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  by encouraging a d o l e s c e n t s  t o  l e a v e  s c h o o l  e a r l y  i n  

o r d e r  t o  e a r n  money f o r  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  o r  t o  c a r e  f o r  younger s i b l i n g s  

( E l d e r ,  1974) .  T h i s  does n o t  mean t h a t  e a r l y  d e p a r t u r e s  from s c h o o l  a r e  

n e c e s s a r i l y  due t o  poor performance o r  n e g a t i v e  behav io r  i n  g e n e r a l .  On 

t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  c h i l d r e n  who l e a v e  s c h o o l  premature ly  t o  f u l f i l l  a d u l t  

r o l e s  may be h i g h l y  r e s p o n s i b l e .  T h e i r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  however, a r e  

d i r e c t e d  toward fami ly  s u r v i v a l  r a t h e r  than i n d i v i d u a l  achievement.  

F i n a  1 l y  , a d o l e s c e n t s  from low- income fami l i e s  have fewer economic oppor- 

t u n i t i e s  and may s e e  mar r i age  and parenthood a s  a means of e s c a p i n g  

h a r d s h i p  and e s t a b l i s h i n g  a n  a d u l t  i d e n t i t y  (Rubin,  1976).  Thus, because 

of  t h e i r  economic p o s i t i o n ,  we would e x p e c t  c h i l d r e n  of s i n g l e  mothers  t o  

l e a v e  s c h o o l  sooner  and to  marry a n d / o r  have c h i l d r e n  e a r l i e r  than 

o f f s p r i n g  from two-parent  f a m i l i e s .  

The economic-depr ivat ion argument, a s  p r e s e n t e d  above, does n o t  

d is t i n g u i s h  be tween low income a s  a cause  and a s  a consequence of 

d i v o r c e .  A s  no ted  e a r l i e r ,  d ivorced  mothers,  on average ,  e x p e r i e n c e  a 40 

p e r c e n t  l o s s  i n  income d u r i n g  the  f i r s t  y e a r  a f t e r  d ivorce ,  which means 

t h a t  f o r  many mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  low income i s  a consequence of a 

change i n  f ami ly  s t r u c t u r e .  I t  is  a l s o  t r u e ,  however, t h a t  a con- 

s i d e r a b l e  p r o p o r t i o n  of s i n g l e  mothers,  e s p e c i a l l y  never-marr ied  black 

mothers ,  a r e  poor p r i o r  to  becoming household heads ,  i n  which c a s e  low 

income i s  exogenous t o  f ami ly  s t r u c t u r e .  

To what e x t e n t  does  income a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e d u c a t i o n  

a n d  fami ly  fo rmat ion  behav io r  t h a t  a r e  observed between o f f s p r i n g  from 

mother-only and two-parent  f a m i l i e s ?  With r e s p e c t  to h i g h  schoo l  



g radua t i on  McLanahan (1985) found t h a t  income accounted f o r  about  40 t o  

50 p e r c e n t  of t he  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  high school  droppout r a t e s  of c h i l d r e n  

f  rom mo ther-only and two-parent f a m i l i e s ,  bu t  t h a t  family  d i f f e r e n c e s  

e x i s t e d ,  even a f t e r  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  income. These f i n d i n g s  have been 

r e p l i c a t e d  w i t h  s e v e r a l  l o n g i t u d i n a l  surveys ,  i nc lud ing  t he  Pane l  Study 

of  Income Dynamics, t he  Na t i ona l  Long i t ud ina l  Survey of Youth, and t he  

High School and Beyond Survey (Krein  and B e l l e r ,  1988; McLanahan and 

Bumpass, 1988; McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1988).  

Income i s  a l s o  impor tan t  i n  exp l a in ing  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between fami ly  

s t r u c t u r e  and fami ly  forma t i o n  behavior  of o f f  sp r i ng ,  a 1  though aga in  i t  

does  n o t  account  f o r  a l l  of the  c o r r e l a t i o n  (Abrahamse e t  a l . ,  1987; 

Hogan, 1985; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985; McLanahan, 1988; McLanahan and 

Bumpass, 1988). I n  t h e i r  comparison of t h r ee  l o n g i t u d i n a l  surveys ,  

McLanahan and he r  co 1 leagues  (1988) found tha t fami ly  income accounted 

f o r  betweeen 13  and 50 p e r c e n t  of the  i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  bet-  

ween growing up i n  a  mother-only family  and becoming a  s i n g l e  mother i n  

adu l thood ,  depending on which survey was used and whether one looked a t  

w h i t e s ,  b lacks  o r  Hispanics .  

The aocial i trt ion argument. This  argument emphasizes p a r e n t a l  va lue s  

and c h i l d r e a r i n g  p r a c t i c e s  a s  t he  major f a c t o r s  account ing  f o r  d i f f e r e n -  

c e s  i n  o f f s p r i n g  behav ior  and a t t a inment .  Many of these  family  charac- 

t e r i s t i c s  were d i scussed  i n  t he  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  under t h e  headings of 

s t r e s s ,  p a r e n t a l  involvement, and pa r en t - ch i l d  r e l a t i o n s .  S o c i a l i z a t i o n  

t h e o r i s t s  a rgue  va r i ous ly  t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  more accep t i ng  of 

d i v o r c e  and out-of-wedlock b i r t h  and t h e r e f o r e  t h e i r  o f f  s p r i n g  a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  become s i n g l e  pa r en t s  themselves. They cla im t h a t  s i n g l e  



mothers  have l e s s  i n f l u e n c e  over  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  behavior  because of a  

l a c k  of p a r e n t a  1 a t t achment ,  p a r e n t a l  involvement,  and s u p e r v i s i o n .  

F i n a l l y  , some a rgue  t h a t  s i n g l e  no t h e r s  a r e  under c o n s i d e r a b l e  s t r e s s ,  

which a f f e c t s  p a r e n t - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n s  and p a r e n t a l  c o n t r o l ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  

t h e  f i r s t  1 8  months a f t e r  a  d ivorce .  

The r e s e a r c h  on i n t e r g e n e r a  t i o n a l  consequences p rov ides  some s u p p o r t  

f o r  t h e  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  h y p o t h e s i s ,  a s  was no ted  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  s e c t i o n .  

With r e s p e c t  t o  p a r e n t a l  v a l u e s ,  we know that s i n g l e  mothers and t h e i r  

d a u g h t e r s  a r e  more a c c e p t i n g  of p r e m a r i t a l  s e x  and d i v o r c e   hornto ton and 

Camburn, 1983)  and t h a t  s i n g l e  motherhood i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  l e s s  paren- 

t a l  involvement  i n  s c h o o l  work, l e s s  s u p e r v i s i o n ,  and l e s s  p a r e n t a l  

i n f l u e n c e  (Dornbusch e t  a l . ,  1985; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985; Matsueda and 

Heimer, 1987; McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1988; S t e i n b e r g ,  1987).  

The c r i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n ,  however, i s  whether d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  s o c i a l i z a -  

t i o n  b e l i e f s  and p r a c t i c e s  accoun t  f o r  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  of 

c h i l d r e n ;  h e r e  t h e  answer is  more compl icated.  I f  we a s k  whether  s o c i a l i -  

z a t i o n  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  c h i l d  outcomes, t h e  answer i s  c l e a r l y  y e s  (Abrahamse 

e t  a l . ,  1987; Hogan and Ki t igawa,  1985; Matsueda and Heimer, 1987; 

McLanahan e t  a l . ,  1988) .  I f  we a s k  whether d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  

1 I a c c o u n t  f o r "  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  the  fami ly  s t r u c t u r e  e f f e c t ,  t h e  answer i s  

l e s s  c l e a r .  McLanahan e t  a l .  (1988)  found t h a t  a l t h o u g h  the  s o c i a l i z a -  

t i o n  p r a c t i c e s  they measured a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  bo th  fami ly  s t r u c t u r e  and 

c h i l d  outcomes, they do n o t  e x p l a i n  any of the  a d d i t i o n a l  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  

t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  of c h i l d r e n  from mother-only and two-parent  f a m i l i e s  once 

socioeconomic s t a t u s  is  taken i n t o  account .  T h i s  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  s o c i a l i -  

z a t i o n  f a c t o r s  a r e  simply one of the  mechanisms through which lower 



socioeconomic s t a t u s  o p e r a t e s .  A d d i t i o n a l  r e s e a r c h  is needed t o  d e t e r -  

mine t h e  i n t e r r e l a  t i o n s h i p  be tween s o c i a l i z a t i o n  p r a c t i c e s  and economic 

s t a t u s  and t o  a s s e s s  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  

a c c o u n t  f o r  d i f f e r e n c e s  between c h i l d r e n  i n  mother-only and two-parent  

f a m i l i e s .  

A s  was t h e  c a s e  w i t h  t h e  economic-depr ivat ion h y p o t h e s i s ,  some ana- 

l y s t s  a r g u e  t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  v a l u e s  and s o c i a l i z a t i o n  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  

n o t  endogenous t o  d ivorce .  Ra the r ,  they c l a i m  t h a t  such d i f f e r e n c e s  

e x i s t  p r i o r  t o  p a r e n t s '  d i v o r c e  o r  mothers '  out-of-wedlock b i r t h s .  The 

most  impress ive  ev idence  t o  d a t e  i n  s u p p o r t  of t h e  s e l e c t i o n  h y p o t h e s i s  

comes from s t u d i e s  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h  between happ i ly  and unhappi ly  marr ied  

c o u p l e s  o r  between low- and h i g h - c o n f l i c t  f a m i l i e s  (Block e t  a l . ,  1986; 

Chess e t  a l . ,  1984; Emery, 1982;  P e t e r s o n  and Z i l l ,  1986; Raschke and 

Raschke,  1979) .  These s t u d i e s ,  which f o c u s  on outcomes f o r  c h i l d r e n  

s till l i v i n g  a t  home, i n d i c a t e  t h a t  o f f  s p r i n g  from mo the r -on ly  f a m i l i e s  

a r e  no d i f f e r e n t  from o f f  s p r i n g  i n  unhappy o r  h i g h - c o n f l i c t  f a m i l i e s .  

T h i s  f i n d i n g  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  i t  is fami ly  c o n f l i c t  r a t h e r  than d i v o r c e  t h a t  

i s  t h e  de te rmin ing  f a c t o r  i n  c h i l d r e n ' s  behavior .  The c o n f l i c t  s t u d i e s  

a r e  based p r i m a r i l y  on s m a l l ,  n o n r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  samples and have n o t  been 

r e p l i c a t e d  w i t h  l a r g e r  d a t a  bases.  Moreover, n o t  a l l  s t u d i e s  a r e  con- 

s i s  t e n t  w i t h  t h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  ~ e t h e r i n ~ t o n '  s work i n  p a r t i c u l a r  

shows t h a t  p a r e n t a l  behav io r  and c h i l d r e a r i n g  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  l e s s  s t a b l e  

and c o n s i s t e n t  a f t e r  d ivorce .  

Although the  s e l e c t i o n  argument is  a s e n s i b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  it  i s  n o t  

a n  easy  h y p o t h e s i s  t o  t e s t .  F i r s t ,  a  wel l -des igned s tudy  r e q u i r e s  longi-  

t u d i n a l  d a t a  s o  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  and p a r e n t s  can be observed both  b e f o r e  and 



a f t e r  divorce. The predivorce period must be e a r l y  enough so a s  n o t  to 

be contaminated by the a n t i c i p a t i o n  of a divorce. Second, the da ta  base 

must be r i c h  enough to  allow the researcher  to  con t ro l  f o r  the c r i t i c a l  

pre-  and postdivorce measures. F ina l ly ,  even i f  one were to  determine 

t h a t  an event  such a s  m a r i t a l  d i s rup t ion  was assoc ia ted  wi th  a change i n  

o f f s p r i n g ' s  behavior, such a s  dropping ou t  of school o r  becoming 

pregnant ,  i t  is always poss ib le  t h a t  the a s soc i a t ion  is  due t o  a t h i rd ,  

unobserved v a r i a b l e  t h a t  is co r re l a t ed  with both family change and 

o f f  spr ing  behavior a s  opposed t o  parents '  m a r i t a l  d i s rup t ion  i t s e l f .  

The neighborhood argument. The neighborhood argument s t a t e s  t h a t  

mother-only f ami l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  economically and s o c i a l l y  

i s o l a t e d  neighborhoods which, i n  turn,  lower the opportuni ty f o r  economic 

mobi l i ty  and r a i s e  the l ike l ihood t h a t  off spr ing  w i l l  q u i t  school  and/or  

become teen parents .  This  argument, b e s t  and most r ecen t ly  a r t i c u l a t e d  

by Wilson (1987), incorpora tes  elements of both the economic-deprivation 

and s o c i a l i z a t i o n  perspec t ives  and r a i s e s  the debate over family s t ruc-  

t u r e  t o  a more macro l eve l  of ana lys i s .  Whereas those who adhere to the 

economi c-depriva t i o n  argument genera l ly  emphas i z e  supply- s i d e  f a c t o r s ,  

such a s  household resources and pa ren ta l  investment, neighborhood 

t h e o r i s t s  s t r e s s  the demand s ide  of the labor  market, e s p e c i a l l y  the 

e x t e n t  t o  which r e s i d e n t i a l  l oca t ion  is r e l a t e d  t o  the  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of 

jobs.  According t o  t h i s  view, ch i ld ren  from mo ther-only f a m i l i e s  have 

l e s s  access  t o  jobs and the re fo re  l e s s  incent ive  to i n v e s t  i n  educat ion 

o r  o t h e r  human c a p i t a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  S imi l a r ly ,  whereas s o c i a l i z a t i o n  

t h e o r i s t s  focus pr imar i ly  on parent -ch i ld  r e l a t i o n s  and communication and 

c o n t r o l  w i th in  the family, neighborhood a n a l y s t s  s t r e s s  the importance of 



community a t t i t u d e s ,  l o c a l  networks,  and peer-group a c t i v i t i e s .  The 

l a t t e r  a r g u e  t h a t  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  i s o l a t e d  i n  "underclass"  

neighborhoods w i t h  high l e v e l s  of pover ty  and d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  which, i n  

t u r n ,  reduce p a r e n t a l  c o n t r o l  and i n c r e a s e  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  t h a t  o f f s p r i n g  

w i l l  be exposed t o  a n t i s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  

The neighborhood h y p o t h e s i s  is  d i s t i n c t  from prev ious  arguments p r i -  

m a r i l y  i n  i t s  emphasis on how s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  c o n s t r a i n s  f a m i l y  beha- 

v i o r .  According t o  t h i s  view, economic i n c e n t i v e s  and s o c i a l  norms 

w i t h i n  g h e t t o s  d i scourage  socioeconomic a t t a i n m e n t  and encourage e a r l y  

f a m i l y  f o m a  t ion .  A s  was the  c a s e  w i t h  the  p rev ious  two hypotheses ,  t h e  

neighborhood e f f e c t  can be viewed a s  a  cause  o r  a  consequence of family  

d i s r u p t i o n  o r  nonmar i t a l  b i r t h s .  I n  t h e  v e r s i o n  s e t  f o r t h  by Wilson, 

s c h o o l  dropout  and s i n g l e  motherhood a c r o s s  g e n e r a t i o n s  a r e  t r e a t e d  a s  

consequences of t h e  l ack  of jobs  f o r  men. Another v e r s i o n  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

s i n g l e  mothers a r e  l e s s  a b l e  than married p a r e n t s  t o  cope w i t h  l i f e  i n  

g h e t t o  neighborhoods,  where community c o n t r o l s  a r e  weaker and p e e r  a c t i -  

v i t i e s  more dangerous (Sampson, 1987).   amps son' s s tudy sugges t s  t h e  

e x i s  t ence  of an i n t e r a c t i o n  e f f e c t  between s i n g l e  motherhood and neigh- 

borhood c o n d i t i o n s .  

S e v e r a l  r e s e a r c h e r s  have found some s u p p o r t  f o r  the  neighborhood 

argument. I n  t h e i r  Chicago s t u d y ,  Hogan and Kitagawa (1985) were  a b l e  to  

c l a s s i f y  responden ts  a c c o r d i n g  t o  census t r a c t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  such a s  

medium income, pe rcen tage  poor,  j u v e n i l e  crime r a t e s ,  mar r iage  and f e r -  

t i l i  ty  r a t e s .  They found t h a t  neighborhood q u a l i t y  has a  s i g n i f i c a n t  

e f f e c t  on e a r l y  pregnancy and is s t r o n g l y  r e l a t e d  t o  p a r e n t a l  super- 

v i s i o n .  More r e c e n t l y ,  Corcoran and h e r  c o l l e a g u e s  (1987) have shown 



t h a t  r e s i d e n t i a l  l o c a t i o n  is r e l a t e d  t o  c h i l d r e n ' s  socioeconomic a t t a i n -  

men t. 

A s  i n  the  c a s e  of the  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  v a r i a b l e s ,  the  r e l a t i v e  power of 

neighborhood c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  v e r s u s  fami ly  income and s o c i a l i z a t i o n  prac- 

t i c e s  i n  account ing  f o r  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between c h i l d r e n  from mo the r -on ly  

and two-parent f a m i l i e s  is  n o t  known. What i s  c l e a r ,  however, i s  t h a t  

neighborhood q u a l i t y  has  a n  indpendent  e f f e c t  on c h i l d r e n ' s  a t t a i n m e n t ,  

even  a f  t e r  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  fami ly  income. A major l i m i t a t i o n  of the  

neighborhood h y p o t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  i t  a p p l i e s  t o  a r e l a t i v e l y  smal l  propor- 

t i o n  of a l l  mother-only f a m i l i e s .  Whereas neighborhoods may be impor tan t  

i n  e x p l a i n i n g  v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  behavior  and a t t a i n m e n t  of b lack  ado- 

l e s c e n t s ,  they cannot  account  f o r  d i f f e r e n c e s  among most whi tes .  A s  

n o t e d  above, l e s s  than 1 p e r c e n t  of whi te  mother-only f a m i l i e s  l i v e  i n  

h i g h l y  c o n c e n t r a t e d  pover ty  a r e a s  (McLanahan and G a r f i n k e l ,  1988).  

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  might a l s o  be viewed a s  a 

neighborhood c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  i n  t h a t  i t  measures whether an  i n d i v i d u a l  o r  

a fami ly  is s o c i a l l y  i s o l a t e d  and whether they r e c e i v e  in£ ormal s o c i a l  

s u p p o r t  of some kind. A s  no ted ,  s i n g l e  mothers do n o t  appear  t o  d i f f e r  

from mar r ied  p a r e n t s  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  c o n t a c t  w i t h  f r i e n d s  and r e l a t i v e s ,  

e x c e p t  i n  one i n s t a n c e :  they a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  know t h e i r  neighbors .  

I t  is a l s o  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  q u a l i t y  of s o c i a l  exchange may be lower i n  

mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  poor f a m i l i e s ,  which may a f f e c t  mothers '  

a b i l i t y  t o  monitor and i n £  luence t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  behavior.  Thus f a r ,  no 

one h a s  examined t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  between mothers '  in fo rmal  s u p p o r t  o r  

c o n t a c t  w i t h  f r i e n d s  and ne ighbors  on t h e  one hand and o f f  s p r i n g  behav ior  

on t h e  o t h e r .  



111. THE POLITICS OF SINGLE MOTHERHOOD 

The growth of mother-only f a m i l i e s  and the  f e m i n i z a t i o n  of pover ty  

have s t i m u l a t e d  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d i s c u s s i o n  among r e s e a r c h e r s  and p o l i c y  

makers dur ing  t h e  p a s t  decade. S i n g l e  motherhood i s  a  h igh ly  p o l i t i c i z e d  

s u b j e c t  t h a t  i n v o l v e s  c o n f l i c t i n g  va lues  and compe t i n g  i n t e r e s t s  i n  terms 

o f  gender ,  c l a s s ,  and race .  F i r s t  and foremost ,  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  

women, and t h e r e f o r e  t h e i r  p reva lence  and m a t e r i a l  c o n d i t i o n  have r e l e -  

vance f o r  deba tes  over  i n e q u a l i t y  between men and women. The pover ty  of 

s i n g l e  mothers h i g h l i g h t s  the  economic v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t h a t  is i n h e r e n t  i n  

women' s r o l e  a s  mothers and c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  r e l a t i v e l y  low earn-  

i n g s  c a p a c i t y  and d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  c h i l d r e n  t h a t  is  

s h a r e d  by a l l  women. 

S i n g l e  mo t h e r s  a r e  a l s o  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  poor; hence t h e i r  con- 

d i t i o n  i s  r e l e v a n t  t o  deba tes  over  i n e q u a l i t y  a c r o s s  s o c i a l  c l a s s e s .  

Although many of these  women were poor p r i o r  t o  becoming heads of house- 

h o l d  and a l t h o u g h  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  number of poor women and c h i l d r e n  l i v e  i n  

two-parent fami l i e s ,  t h e  p l i g h t  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  has a t t r a c t e d  t h e  

n a t i o n ' s  a t  t e n t i o n  and r a i s e d  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  f a i r n e s s  and e f f i c i e n c y  

o f  our  s o c i a l  programs and income t r a n s f e r  system. How c a n  a  s o c i e t y  

w i t h  such a  high s t a n d a r d  of l i v i n g  account  f o r  the  f a c t  t h a t  a b o u t  20 

p e r c e n t  of i t s  c h i l d r e n  a r e  l i v i n g  below the  pover ty  l i n e  (U.S. Bureau of 

t h e  Census, 1987)7 For p o l i c y  makers and a n a l y s t s  who s u p p o r t  g r e a t e r  

e q u a l i t y  a c r o s s  c l a s s e s ,  t h e  mother-only family  has  become a  r a l l y i n g  

p o i n t  around which t o  push f o r  income r e d i s t r i b u t i o n .  

F i n a l l y ,  a  l a r g e  number of s i n g l e  mothers a r e  black,  which means t h a t  

d i s c u s s i o n s  of the  t r e n d s  i n  fami ly  d i s r u p t i o n  and nonmarriage a r e  



i n e v i t a b l y  l inked  t o  d i s c u s s i o n s  of r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y  and d i s c r im ina t i on .  

The p o l i t i c s  of s i n g l e  motherhood a r e  perhaps nowhere more e v i d e n t  than 

i n  t h e  deba te  over  t he  b lack  mother-only family ,  which d a t e s  back to t h e  

1960s and the  p u b l i c a t i o n  of the  Moynihan Report  ( ~ o y n i h a n ,  1965).  A t  

t h a t  time s i n g l e  mothers were c i t e d  a s  evidence of a  growing pathology i n  

t h e  black family  and a s  a  c r i t i c a l  l i n k  i n  the  i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  

t r an smi s s ion  of poverty.  T h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of the black family  was 

widely  c r i t i z e d  by many b lack  s c h o l a r s  and l i b e r a l  p o l i t i c i a n s  f o r  being 

i m p l i c i t l y  r a c i s t  and f o r  "blaming the  victim."  o or a  d i s c u s s i o n  of 

t h i s  deba te ,  s e e  Rainwater and Yancy, 1967 .) More r e c e n t l y ,  some of 

t h e s e  i s s u e s  have reemerged i n  response t o  Wilson's r e s ea r ch  on the urban 

unde rc l a s s  (1987).  Now, a s  then, t he  p o l i t i c a l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  dilemma 

i s  how t o  develop an a n a l y s i s  t h a t  s t r e s s e s  the  economic and s o c i a l  

d i s advan t ages  f a ced  by poor s i n g l e  mothers w i thou t  r e en fo rc ing  nega t i ve  

s t e r e o t y p e s  abou t  t h e i r  l i f e s t y l e s  and values .  

I n  sum, ana ly se s  of t he  growth and economic cond i t i ons  of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  never  t o t a l l y  o b j e c t i v e  bu t  a r e  f r a u g h t  w i th  the  c o n f l i c t i n g  

v a l u e s  and b i a s e s  of the  d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r e s t  groups t h a t  a r e  a f f e c t e d  by 

t h e  phenomenon. To i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  p o i n t  and he lp  c l a r i f y  the  major 

p o l i t i c a l  a c t o r s  and t h e i r  p o s i t i o n s ,  t he  f i n a l  s e c t i o n  of the  paper  

f o c u s e s  on two ques t i ons  t h a t  a r e  c e n t r a l  t o  t he  debate  over  s i n g l e  

motherhood: ( 1 )  do mother-only f a m i l i e s  r e p r e s e n t  a  "problem," and i f  

s o ,  what is the  n a t u r e  of t h e  "problemg'--is i t  preva lence  o r  i s  i t  

pover ty?  and ( 2 )  what k inds  of s o c i a l  p o l i c i e s  should be developed t o  

d e a l  w i th  t h e  pover ty  and income i n s e c u r i t y  of mother-only f a m i l i e s ?  



Mother-only Families: S o c i a l  Problem o r  Not? 

A major ques t ion  debated by academicians and a c t i v i s t s  is  whether the 

growth of mother-only f ami l i e s  i s  a s i g n  of s o c i a l  progress  o r  decl ine.  

The pos i t i on  taken by a n a l y s t s  on t h i s  i s sue  i s  shaped by t h e i r  values 

regarding women's t r a d i t i o n a l  family r o l e s  and whether they view s ing le  

motherhood a s  a cause o r  consequence of economic in secu r i ty .  Those who 

view the t r a d i t i o n a l  two-parent family a s  a primary source of women's 

i n e q u a l i t y  and oppression tend to  see  the growth of mother-only f ami l i e s  

a s  a gain f o r  women. Those who view s i n g l e  motherhood a s  a consequence 

of economic depr iva t ion  and male joblessness  tend to see i t  a s  a s ign  of 

dec l in ing  opportuni ty f o r  poor minority fami l ies .  

Most mainstream femin i s t s  argue t h a t  the growth of mother-only fami- 

l i e s  is a s ign  of forward movement i n  the s t rugg le  f o r  women's equa l i t y  

(Bergmann, 1986; Hartmann, 1985).16 They note  t h a t  the increase  i n  the 

demand f o r  women workers and r i s i n g  wage r a t e s  a f t e r  World War I1 drew an  

eve r  g r e a t e r  propor t ion  of women i n t o  the paid labor  fo rce  which, i n  

turn ,  expanded women's ro l e s  and made i t  e a s i e r  f o r  them to support  them- 

s e l v e s  ou t s ide  of marriage. A s  a consequence, women today marry l e s s  

o f t e n ,  divorce more, and form mother-only f ami l i e s  a t  a f a s t e r  r a t e  than 

they did i n  the past.17 

Wilson (1987) o f f e r s  a very d i f f e r e n t  perspec t ive  on the growth of 

mother-only fami l ies .  He argues t h a t  the r i s e  i n  nonmarriage and mar i t a l  

d i s r u p t i o n  is  due t o  a dec l ine  in  the a b i l i t y  of poor black men to  sup- 

p o r t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  o r  a t  l e a s t  to make a s u b s t a n t i a l  economic contribu- 

t i o n  t o  the household. According to  Wilson, the increase  i n  male 

unemployment and joblessness  between 1960 and 1980 was g r e a t e s t  i n  the 



North Cent ra l  and Northeast  regions of the country, a r eas  which a l s o  

showed the g r e a t e s t  increase  i n  the number of mother-only famlies.  

Decl ines  i n  employment during the 1970s were due to  a  l o s s  of low-skilled 

jobs i n  the c e n t r a l  nor thern  c i t i e s  where blacks a r e  highly concentrated. 

Jobs  f o r  unsk i l l ed  workers i n  c i t i e s  such a s  New York, Phi lade lphia ,  and 

Baltimore decl ined by more than 30 percent  during the 1970s, whereas jobs 

f o r  s k i l l e d  workers increased from 21 t o  38 percent .  The s h i f t  to 

higher-paying jobs i n  the  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  worked to  the disadvantage of 

black men who were l e a s t  l i k e l y  t o  have a  co l lege  education. ~ i l s o n ' s  

theory s t r e s s e s  the c o n s t r a i n t s  on men a s soc i a t ed  with the growth of 

mother-only fami l ies - -as  opposed to  the increased opt ions f o r  women--and 

the re fo re  he sees  the c u r r e n t  t rend a s  i nd ica t ive  of s o c i a l  d i s l o c a t i o n  

r a  t h e r  than progess. 

The d i s p a r i t y  between Wilson's p o s i t i o n  and t h a t  of many f emin i s t s  is  

noteworthy inasmuch a s  both groups a r e  concerned with poverty and 

i n e q u a l i t y  and both a r e  viewed a s  spokespersons f o r  the i n t e r e s t s  of 

m i n o r i t i e s  and disadvantaged persons. And y e t  t he re  is  cons iderable  

disagreement and some animosity between the two camps, a t  l e a s t  on the 

i s s u e  of s i n g l e  motherhood. On the  one hand, Wilson has been accused of 

framing h i s  a n a l y s i s  exc lus ive ly  around the i n t e r e s t s  of poor minori ty  

men. For example, h i s  emphasis on men's unemployment and h i s  use of 

s i n g l e  motherhood a s  an i n d i c a t o r  of s o c i a l  d i s loca t ion  has angered many 

f  m i n i s  ts and led them t o  accuse him of being an t i f emin i s t .  On the o t h e r  

hand, t he  l i b e r a l - f  eminis t p o s i t i o n  has been accused of being or ien ted  

exc lus ive ly  around the i n t e r e s t s  of white middle-class women and of 

ignor ing  the  problems t h a t  poor minority women share  with poor minority 

men (Brenner, 1987; Malvaux, 1985). 



To some e x t e n t  t h e  c o n f l i c t  between Wilson and the  l i b e r a l - f e m i n i s t s  

i s  due t o  the  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  two groups  a r e  look ing  a t  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of 

t h e  gender  ea rn ings  r a t i o  (women's ea rn ings  t o  men's e a r n i n g s )  and a t  

d i f f e r e n t  ends of t h e  income d i s t r i b u t i o n .  L i b e r a l - f e m i n i s  ts focus  on 

i n c r e a s e s  i n  women's e a r n i n g s  ( t h e  numerator of t h e  r a t i o )  and a t  the  

middle  t o  upper  end of t h e  income d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  whereas Wilson and h i s  

c o l l e a g u e s  a r e  looking a t  d e c l i n e s  i n  men's e a r n i n g s  ( t h e  denominator of 

t h e  e a r n i n g s  r a t i o )  a t  t h e  bottom of t h e  income d i s t r i b u t i o n .  S i n c e  

Wilson is concerned p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  poor b lack  f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  i n  urban 

g h e t t o s ,  t h e  more r e l e v a n t  f a c t o r  f o r  him i s  the  d e c l i n e  i n  male earn-  

i n g s ,  which h a s  occur red  a t  t h e  bottom end of the  d i s t r i b u t i o n .  

Converse l y  , the  l i b e r a  1-f eminis  t argument is mos t convincing when app l i e d  

t o  midd le -c lass  women who a r e  economical ly  independent.  Although women's 

e a r n i n g s  and a c c e s s  t o  income have i n c r e a s e d  a t  both  ends of the  d i s t r i -  

b u t i o n ,  i t  is hard t o  a rgue  t h a t  the  "independence" of poor m i n o r i t y  

mothers  i s  a s i g n  of p r o g r e s s  f o r  women o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .  By t h e  same 

token, male j o b l e s s n e s s  cannot  f u l l y  account  f o r  the  d e c l i n e  i n  marr iage 

and r i s e  i n  s i n g l e  motherhood among midd le -c lass  women. 

The con£ l i c t  between Wilson and the  s o c i a l i s t - f e m i n i s t s  is somewhat 

d i f f e r e n t ,  s i n c e  both  focus  on t h e  bottom end of the  income d i s t r i b u t i o n .  

Here  t h e  disagreement  is over  t r a d i t i o n a l  gender  r o l e s  and women's econo- 

mic independence. I n  Wilson's  view the  s o l u t i o n  t o  the  pover ty  and eco- 

nomic i n s e c u r i t y  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  to  i n c r e a s e  employment 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  m i n o r i t y  men s o  t h a t  they can marry and s u p p o r t  t h e i r  

f a m i l i e s .  The s o c i a l i s t - f e m i n i s t  s o l u t i o n  i s  t o  i n c r e a s e  employment 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  poor minor i ty  women a s  w e l l ,  and i n  doing s o  t o  p rov ide  



them w i t h  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  choose whether  they w i l l  marry o r  l i v e  indepen- 

d e n t l y  ( S a r v a s y  and Van A l l e n ,  1984) .  

F i n a l l y ,  c o n s e r v a t i v e  a n a l y s t s  such a s  G i l d e r  (1981) and Murray 

(1984)  o f f e r  a somewhat d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h e  r e c e n t  t r e n d  i n  

m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  and nonmarriage.  They a g r e e  w i t h  l i b e r a l - f e m i n i s  ts 

t h a t  the  growth i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  

women's e a r n i n g s  and income. But they d i s a g r e e  s t r o n g l y  w i t h  t h e  c l a i m  

t h a t  women's economic independence is  a s i g n  of s o c i a l  p rogress .  G i l d e r  

s e e s  o b l i g a t i o n s  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  two-parent  f ami ly  a s  the  primary 

c i v i l i z i n g  i n f l u e n c e  on men, and t h e r e f o r e  he views women's employment 

and t h e  subsequen t  d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  n u c l e a r  f ami ly  a s  d i s a s t e r s  f o r  

s o c i e t y .  Murray i s  e q u a l l y  p e s s i m i s t i c ,  a l though  he blames the  w e l f a r e  

s y s  tem i n s t e a d  of women's employment f o r  both  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  mo the r -on ly  

f a m i l i e s  and j o b l e s s n e s s  among young b lack  men. According t o  Murray, 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  have grown because i t  makes more "economic sense"  

f o r  a young coup le  t o  e s t a b l i s h  s e p a r a t e  households and l i v e  on w e l f a r e  

t h a n  t o  marry and s u p p o r t  t h e i r  f ami ly  by working. Both a u t h o r s  blame 

women' s economic independence f o r  t h e  i n c r e a s e s  i n  m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  and 

f o r  i n c r e a s e s  i n  male i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  toward fami ly  and c h i l d r e n  and 

b o t h  view a r e t u r n  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  two-parent  f ami ly  form a s  t h e  b e s t  

s o l u t i o n  t o  pover ty .  

While a p p e a l i n g  t o  c o n s e r v a t i v e s ,  Murray's  argument i s  i n c o n s i s t e n t  

w i t h  e m p i r i c a l  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between r i s i n g  w e l f a r e  bene- 

f i t s  and i n c r e a s e s  i n  d i v o r c e  and n o n m a r i t a l  b i r t h s .  Using i n f o r m a t i o n  

from t h e  b e s t  s t u d i e s  on t h e  t o p i c ,  G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan (1986) e s t i -  

mate t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  accounted f o r  9-14 p e r c e n t  of 



t h e  o v e r a l l  growth i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  between 1960 and 1975, and f o r  

p o s s i b l y  30 p e r c e n t  of the  growth a t  the  bottom of the  income d i s  t r i b u -  

t i o n .  ~ i l d e r '  s assessment  of women's employment a s  t h e  key mechanism 

behind t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  more s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  

a c c u r a t e  than Murray' s , b u t  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of nonmarried men as 

" u n c i v i l i z e d "  i s  h i g l y  i d e o l o g i c a l  and h i s  va lues  regard ing  t r a d i t i o n a l  

g e n d e r  r o l e s  a r e  o u t  of l i n e  w i t h  those  of mainstream s o c i e t y .  

How Should We Deal with the Poverty and Income Insecurity of Single 
Mothers? 

I n  o u r  e a r l i e r  d i s c u s s i o n  of pover ty  and income i n s t a b i l i t y  we 

p o i n t e d  t o  t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  s o u r c e s  of income a v a i l a b l e  t o  mo the r -on ly  

f a m i l i e s :  mother ' s  e a r n i n g s ,  income s u p p o r t  paid  by n o n c u s t o d i a l  

p a r e n t s ,  and government s u b s i d i e s .  Changes i n  economic wel l -being can be 

a c h i e v e d  by changing any one of these  sources ,  and n o t  s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  the  

c u r r e n t  p o l i c y  d e b a t e  over  how t o  a i d  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i n v o l v e s  a l l  

t h r e e .  P o l i c i e s  aimed a t  i n c r e a s i n g  women's e a r n i n g s  i n c l u d e  a f f i r m a t i v e  

a c t i o n  and job  i n t e g r a t i o n ,  e q u a l  pay f o r  e q u a l  work, and comparable 

worth .  Af f  irma t i v e  a c t i o n  and job i n t e g r a t i o n  a r e  des igned t o  r e d i s  tri- 

b u t e  jobs  between men and women and between w h i t e s  and b lacks ,  and i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  numbers of women and of b lacks  of both  sexes  

i n  higher-paying jobs. Comparable worth  is designed t o  i n c r e a s e  wages 

and e a r n i n g s  i n  jobs  he ld  p r i m a r i l y  by women, and pay e q u i t y  i s  o r i e n t e d  

toward e q u a l i z i n g  wages of men and women i n  s i m i l a r  jobs. C h i l d  s u p p o r t  

p o l i c i e s  i n c l u d e  p r o p o s a l s  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  propor t i o n  of s i n g l e  mothers 

w i t h  awards,  t o  s t a n d a r d i z e  the  amount of the  award, t o  improve c o l l e c -  

t i o n s ,  and t o  g u a r a n t e e  a minimum c h i l d  s u p p o r t  b e n e f i t .  P o l i c i e s  t h a t  



i nc rease  government b e n e f i t s  to  s i n g l e  mothers inc lude  c h i l d  ca re  sub- 

s i d i e s  and c e r t a i n  types of work-welfare programs. Although a l l  of these 

proposa ls  a r e  designed t o  reduce the economic v u l n e r a b i l i t y  of women i n  

gene ra l ,  they a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  important  f o r  improving the s t a t u s  of s i n g l e  

mothers. 18 

Programs designed t o  i nc rease  women's earnings and to  increase  the 

c h i l d  suppor t  paid by nonres iden t i a l  f a t h e r s  a r e  genera l ly  viewed a s  

II  p r i va t e "  s o l u t i o n s  t o  the problem of income in secu r i t y .  Such s o l u t i o n s  

a r e  no t  f inanced d i r e c t l y  by the s t a t e  and t h e i r  primary goal  is  to  

r e d i s t r i b u t e  income and economic oppor tun i t i e s  be tween men and women, a s  

opposed t o  ac ros s  c l a s se s .  These d i s t i n c t i o n s  a r e  no t  absolute .  For 

example, the government is  respons ib le  f o r  enforcing a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  

and c h i l d  support  payments, and i t  may become involved i n  f inanc ing  

s p e c i f i c  elements of d i f f e r e n t  programs, such a s  guaranteeing a minimum 

c h i l d  suppor t  b e n e f i t  and implementing comparable worth i n  the pub l i c  

s e c t o r .  Moreover, depending upon how p r i v a t e  employers f inance  pay 

equ i  ty proposa 1s , the l a t t e r  may have r e d i s  t r i b u  t i v e  consequences ac ros s  

households. Nevertheless ,  a s  compared w i  t h  proposals  t h a t  i nc rease  

p u b l i c  b e n e f i t s  d i r e c t l y ,  t h i s  s e t  of p o l i c i e s  is  r e l a t i v e l y  p r i v a t e  and 

aimed a t  reducing gender i nequa l i t y .  ( see  S t a r r ,  1988, f o r  a more 

complete d i s cus s ion  of the publ ic-pr iva t e  d i s t i n c t i o n .  ) 

The proposals  ou t l i ned  above have been c r i t i c i z e d  from both the po l i -  

t i c a l  l e f t  and r i g h t .  Conservat ives  o b j e c t  t o  pay equ i ty  and c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  on grounds t h a t  they promote women' s economic independence and 

thereby threa ten  the t r a d i t i o n a l  two-parent family (Gi lder ,  1981). 



S o c i a l i s t s  and some l i b e r a l s  a rgue ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h a t  such p o l i c i e s  

do n o t  go f a r  enough i n  reduc ing  c l a s s  and r a c i a l  i n e q u i t i e s  and i n  

chang ing  t h e  gender  d i v i s i o n  of l abor .  With r e s p e c t  t o  employment oppor- 

t u n i t y  p r o p o s a l s ,  Brenner  (1987) a r g u e s  t h a t  comparable worth does n o t  

h e l p  m i n o r i t y  women, whose main problem i s  l a c k  of e d u c a t i o n  and a  d e c e n t  

wage. Moreover, she  n o t e s  t h a t  comparable worth, a s  c u r r e n t l y  proposed,  

i s  c o n s e r v a t i v e  because  i t  does n o t  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  use  of market  c r i t e r i a  

f o r  j o b  e v a l u a t i o n .  S e v e r a l  s o c i a l i s t - f e m i n i s t s  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  u n l e s s  

comparable  worth  is  accompanied by enforcement  of a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  

p o l i c i e s ,  m i n o r i t y  women w i l l  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  b e n e f i t  from a  new wage 

s t r u c t u r e  (Malvaux, 1985; Sa rvasy  and Van Al len ,  1984)  .I9 

With r e s p e c t  t o  c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  c r i t i c s  have complained t h a t  

i n c r e a s i n g  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  payments may simply s e r v e  t o  r e d i s  t r i b u t e  income 

f  rom poor  f a m i l i e s  t o  t h e  r i c h .  They a r g u e  t h a t  c o l l e c t i n g  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

i s  a n  a t t e m p t  by t h e  s t a t e  t o  r educe  w e l f a r e  c o s t s  and w i l l  have no n e t  

b e n e f i t s  on t h e  economic we l l -be ing  of poor s i n g l e  mothers  on w e l f a r e  

( G l a s s ,  1987) .  G l a s s ' s  argument assumes t h a t  t h e  income c o l l e c t e d  from 

n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r s  w i l l  be used t o  save  w e l f a r e  d o l l a r s  i n s t e a d  of 

i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  t o t a l  b e n e f i t s  of s i n g l e  mothers,  b u t  t h i s  remains t o  be 

seen.  C u r r e n t  p o l i c y  a l l o w s  w e l f a r e  mothers t o  d i s r e g a r d  t h e  f i r s t  $50 

p e r  month of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i n  c a l c u l a t i n g  t h e i r  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t .  

S e v e r a l  f e m i n i s t s  a l s o  c r i  t i z e  proponents  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  reform f o r  

t r y i n g  t o  p r i v a t i z e  t h e  c o s t s  of c h i l d  c a r e  r a t h e r  than i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  

s t a t e ' s  r o l e  i n  r eproduc ing  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  (Sarvasy and Van A l l e n ,  

1984) .  Other  c r i t i c s  n o t e  t h a t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  reform i g n o r e s  t h e  problems 

o f  poor  m i n o r i t y  men and w i l l  s imply push more of them and t h e i r  new 



f a m i l i e s  i n t o  pover ty  (Brenner,  1987; Brown, 1980; Ma lvaux, 1985). These 

a n a l y s t s  focus  a lmos t  exc lu s ive ly  on the  e f f e c t  of c h i l d  suppor t  a t  the  

bottom end of the  income d i s t r i b u t i o n  and ignore  t he  impact on s i n g l e  

mothers who a r e  n o t  dependent on welfare .  

F i n a l l y ,  some f e m i n i s t s  o b j e c t  to c h i l d  suppor t  on the  grounds t h a t  

i t  r e i n f o r c e s  women's t r a d i t i o n a l  dependence on men and i nc r ea se s  

f a t h e r s '  c o n t r o l  over  c h i l d r e n  a g a i n s t  mothers '  wishes  (Brush, 1988; 

Sarvasy  and Van Al len ,  1984). I f  r equ i red  t o  pay suppor t ,  n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  

f a t h e r s  w i l l  undoubtedly demand more time w i th  and more c o n t r o l  over 

t h e i r  ch i l d r en .  Hence, wh i l e  c h i l d  suppo r t  r e d i s t r i b u t e s  income from 

f a t h e r s  t o  mothers, p a r e n t a l  power may go i n  t h e  oppos i te  d i rec t ion .20  

A second s e t  of p roposa l s  f o r  i nc r ea s ing  t he  economic wel l -being of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  can  be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  "public" s o l u t i o n s ,  inasmuch 

a s  they a r e  designed t o  s h i f t  a l a r g e r  sha r e  of t he  c o s t  of r a i s i n g  

c h i l d r e n  on to  government, which, i n  t u rn ,  pays f o r  such programs through 

g e n e r a l  revenues. S ince  higher-income f a m i l i e s  pay a g r e a t e r  sha r e  of 

t h e  c o s t  of pub l i c  programs, t he  programs have t h e  e f f e c t  of r e d i s t r i -  

b u t i n g  economic r e sou rce s  a c r o s s  c l a s s e s .  Such programs inc lude  

f e d e r a l l y  subs id i zed  c h i l d  c a r e  and c e r t a i n  types of work-welfare 

programs, such a s  educa t ion  and t r a i n i n g ,  employment placement, and wage 

s u b s i d i e s .  (See Gueron, 1986, f o r  a d e s c r i p t i o n  of work-welfare 

programs . )21  

A s  was the  case  f o r  " p r i v a t e  s o l u t i o n s , "  p u b l i c  programs a l s o  have 

t h e i r  c r i t i c s .  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  conse rva t i ve s  o b j e c t  t o  s o c i a l i z i n g  

c h i l d  c a r e  f o r  two reasons.  F i r s t ,  i t  is expensive,  second, it is viewed 

a s  encouraging employment among wives and mothers which, a s  noted above, 



i s  be l i eved  t o  undermine the  t r a d i  t i o n a l  two-parent family.  G i l d e r  

a r g u e s  t h a t  i t  is u n f a i r  t o  t a x  f a m i l i e s  i n  which the  w i f e  is a f u l l - t i m e  

homemaker t o  pay f o r  t h e  c h i l d  c a r e  c o s t s  of f a m i l i e s  i n  which the  w i f e  

works o u t s i d e  the  home. 

C r i  t i c s  from the  l e f t  a l s o  have concerns about  the consequences of 

g r e a t e r  p u b l i c  involvement i n  p rov id ing  economic suppor t  t o  s i n g l e  

mothers. A primary o b j e c t i o n  of many s o c i a l i s  t - femin is  ts is t h a t  pub l i c  

programs w i l l  merely s h i f t  women's economic dependency from husbands and 

f a t h e r s  t o  t he  s t a t e ,  c r e a t i n g  what they term a " s t a t e  pa t r i a r chy"  

( B a r r e t t ,  1983; Brown, 1980; E i s e n s t e i n ,  1983; McIntosh, 1978; Wilson, 

1977).  The c u r r e n t  debate  over  the  r o l e  of the s t a t e  v i s  a v i s  s i n g l e  

mothers  is  r emin i s cen t  of an e a r l i e r  exchange invo lv ing  t he  we l f a r e  s t a t e  

and t he  poor, which took p l ace  i n  the  l a t e  s i x t i e s  and e a r l y  s even t i e s .  

A t  t h a t  time, c r i t i c s  argued t h a t  the primary f u n c t i o n  of the  c a p i t a l i s t  

s t a t e  was one of s o c i a l  c o n t r o l  and t h a t  we l f a r e  programs were designed 

t o  r egu l a  t e  l abo r  r a t h e r  than a l l e v i a t e  economic i n s e c u r i t y  (Piven and 

Cloward, 1971).  Today, many s o c i a l i s  t - femin is  ts make a s i m i l a r  argument 

w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  the  i n t e n t i o n s  and consequences of government. Not a l l  

a g r e e ,  however. I n  her  d i s cus s ion  of family v io lence ,  Gordon (1986) 

shows how t h e  s t a t e  can s e r v e  a s  a resource  a s  w e l l  a s  a mechanism of 

c o n t r o l .  S i m i l a r l y ,  P iven  s t a t e s  t h a t  "the main o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  women 

t o  e x e r c i s e  power today i nhe re  p r e c i s e l y  i n  t h e i r  'dependent t  r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p s  w i th  t he  s t a t e "  (1985: 266) .22 



SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The mother-only fami ly  has o v e r  t h e  p a s t  t h r e e  decades emerged a s  a 

major  f a m i l y  form. T h i s  change has  major i m p l i c a t i o n s  n o t  only  f o r  t h e  

women who a r e  a t  r i s k  of becoming s i n g l e  mothers,  bu t  a l s o  f o r  t h e  men 

who a r e  a t  r i s k  of becoming n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r s  and whose sons  and 

d a u g h t e r s  may grow up i n  a mo the r -on ly  fami ly .  

A t  p r e s e n t ,  we know a good d e a l  a b o u t  t h e  economic a s p e c t s  of t h e s e  

f a m i l i e s .  We know t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers  have h i g h e r  pover ty  r a t e s  than  

o t h e r  f a m i l i e s  and t h a t  a s u b s t a n t i a l  p o r t i o n  of t h e i r  pover ty  is  a con- 

sequence  of m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n .  We know t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers b e a r  most of 

t h e  economic c o s t s  of t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  even though t h e i r  e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y  

i s  l i m i t e d  by l a c k  of work e x p e r i e n c e ,  s e x  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  i n  t h e  l a b o r  

market ,  and t h e  h igh  c o s t  of c h i l d  ca re .  We know t h a t ,  on average ,  

c h i l d r e n  who grow up i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  l e s s  l i k e l y  to  complete 

h i g h  schoo l  and more l i k e l y  t o  be poor a s  a d u l t s  than c h i l d r e n  who grow 

up w i t h  bo th  n a t u r a l  pa ren t s .  Moreover, we know t h a t  a s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t  

o f  c h i l d r e n ' s  lower a t t a i n m e n t  is  due t o  economic d e p r i v a t i o n  i n  the  

f a m i l y  of o r i g i n .  

Answers t o  o t h e r  impor tan t  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  l e s s  c l e a r .  For example, we 

need t o  know more a b o u t  p a r e n t i n g  p r a c t i c e s  and p a r e n t - c h i l d  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p s  i n  mo the r -on ly  and two-parent  families--whe t h e r  they d i f f e r  and 

whether  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  c h i l d  outcomes. Do s i n g l e  mothers  

have d i f f e r e n t  v a l u e s  and e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  and a r e  they 

l e s s  a b l e  t o  c o n t r o l  a d o l e s c e n t  o f f s p r i n g  t h a n  mar r i ed  mothers? Does 

c o n t a c t  w i  t h  t h e  noncus t o d i a l  p a r e n t  a n d / o r  the  p resence  of a grandmo t h e r  

i n  t h e  household reduce t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  of dropping o u t  of schoo l?  Does 



s o c i a l  suppo r t  from f r i e n d s  and r e l a t i v e s  o r  being p a r t  of a  wel l -  

i n t e g r a t e d  and economically s t a b l e  community m i t i g a t e  t he  nega t ive  out- 

comes a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  s i n g l e  motherhood? There  a r e  sound t h e o r e t i c a l  

r e a sons  f o r  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  each of t he se  f a c t o r s  a f f e c t s  off  s p r i n g f  s 

behav ior ,  bu t  the  emp i r i c a l  evidence is inconc lus ive .  

Most important ,  we need t o  know whether d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  pa r en t i ng  s t y -  

l e s  and pa r en t - ch i l d  r e l a t i o n s  a r e  a  consequence of m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  

( o r  n o m a r r i a g e )  o r  whether they r e f l e c t  p r e e x i s t i n g  cond i t i ons  among 

couples  who d ivo rce  o r  never  marry i n  t he  f i r s t  p lace .  A p l a u s i b l e  

e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  why c h i l d r e n  from mother-only f a m i l i e s  do l e s s  we l l  a s  

a d u l t s  than c h i l d r e n  from two-parent f a m i l i e s  is t h a t  " t roubled couples1' 

a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  break up and t o  have " t roubled ch i l d r en"  than "happy 

couples";  i f  t h i s  is t r ue ,  c h i l d r e n  from such unions  would have done 

poor ly  r e g a r d l e s s  of whether t h e i r  pa r en t s  s tayed  married o r  l ived  a p a r t .  

A major cha l l enge  t o  r e s ea r che r s  dur ing  t he  nex t  decade is  t o  t r y  and 

s o r t  o u t  how much of t he  lower a t t a i nmen t  among t he se  o f f s p r i n g  i s  due t o  

f ami ly  d i s r u p t i o n  and nonmarriage and how much is due t o  s e l e c t i v i t y  i n t o  

t h e  s ingle-mother  s t a t u s .  

I s  s i n g l e  motherhood a  problem i n  and of i t s e l f ,  o r  is i t  r a t h e r  t h a t  

s i n g l e  mothers have problems? Th i s  ques t i on  has s t imu la t ed  cons ide r ab l e  

deba t e  dur ing  t he  p a s t  decade. The answer, however, is  no t  s imple ,  and 

depends on whose p o i n t  of view is taken and what p a r t  of the income 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  is  considered.  On the  one hand, t he  mother-only family is  

more economically v i a b l e  and more s o c i a l l y  a ccep t ab l e  i n  the  1980s than 

i t  was i n  t h e  1950s,  which r e p r e s e n t s  an  i nc r ea se  i n  women's oppor- 

t u n i t i e s ,  bo th  economically and s o c i a l l y .  From many women's p o i n t  of 



view, s i n g l e  motherhood i s  n o t  a problem i n  and of i t s e l f .  On t h e  o t h e r  

hand, i f  Wilson i s  c o r r e c t ,  many s i n g l e  mothers,  and e s p e c i a l l y  young 

b l a c k  mothers,  no longer  have t h e  o p t i o n  t o  marry because the  f a t h e r s  of 

t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  unemployed and cannot  s u p p o r t ,  o r  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  the  

s u p p o r t  o f ,  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  For  these  women, most of whom depend on 

w e l f a r e  and l i v e  below the  pover ty  l i n e ,  s i n g l e  motherhood i s  a n  i n d i c a -  

t o r  of a problem, a l though  i t  is  n o t  - the  problem. 

S i n g l e  motherhood may a l s o  be a problem. The evidence on the  i n t e r -  - 
g e n e r a t i o n a l  consequences of family  d i s r u p t i o n  overwhelmingly s u g g e s t s  

t h a t  c h i l d r e n  who grow up w i t h  b o t h  p a r e n t s  a r e  b e t t e r  o f f  a s  a d u l t s  than 

c h i l d r e n  who l i v e  a p a r t  from one paren t .  The c r i t i c a l  q u e s t i o n  is  

whether  t h e s e  c h i l d r e n  would have done b e t t e r  had t h e i r  p a r e n t s  s t ayed  

t o g e t h e r .  I f  the  answer is yes ,  than the  i n c r e a s e  i n  mother-only fami- 

l i e s  is a problem from t h e  p o i n t  of view of c h i l d r e n ,  and from the  p o i n t  

o f  view of s o c i e t y  which has a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  wel l -being of a l l  

c h i l d r e n .  I f  t h e  answer i s  no, o r  i f  the  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  

would have been worse o f f ,  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  s i n g l e  motherhood is a n e u t r a l  

phenomenon, o r  a s i g n  of p r o g r e s s  f o r  bo th  women and ch i ld ren .  A s  no ted  

above,  t h e  answer t o  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  is  unknown, and t h e r e f o r e  t h e  c o s t s  

and  b e n e f i t s  of s i n g l e  motherhood cannot  be determined. 

F i n a l l y ,  what should  be done t o  reduce pover ty  and income i n s e c u r i t y  

i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s ?  Should we move i n  the  d i r e c t i o n  of p r i v a t e  

s o l u t i o n s ,  such a s  i n c r e a s e d  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  and employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s ?  

O r  should  t h e  s t a t e  provide s u p p o r t  d i r e c t l y ,  i n  t h e  form of c h i l d r e n ' s  

a l lowances ,  s u b s i d i z e d  c h i l d  c a r e ,  o r  a minimum c h i l d  s u p p o r t  b e n e f i t ?  

I t  would appear  t h a t  we need a mix of p u b l i c  and p r i v a t e  programs. From 



t h e  p o i n t  of view of p o l i t i c a l  f e a s i b i l i t y ,  i t  is unreasonable  t o  e x p e c t  

t a x p a y e r s  t o  i n c r e a s e  p u b l i c  s u b s i d i e s  f o r  s i n g l e  mothers u n l e s s  p a r e n t s  

themselves a r e  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t h e i r  f a i r  sha re .  Thus, the  implementa t i o n  

of a p u b l i c l y  guaran teed  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  minimum b e n e f i t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  be 

accompanied by a s t r e n g t h e n i n g  of t h e  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  s y s  tem. 

S i m i l a r l y ,  s u p p o r t  f o r  s u b s i d i z e d  c h i l d  c a r e  i s  most l i k e l y  to  be l inked  

t o  programs t h a t  promote mothers'  employment, e s p e c i a l l y  mothers 

c u r r e n t l y  on wel fa re .  

W i  11 e n f o r c i n g  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  r e i n f o r c e  women' s t r a d i -  

t i o n a l  dependence on men a n d / o r  push low- income minor i ty  f a t h e r s  (and 

t h e i r  new f a m i l i e s )  i n t o  pover ty?  W i l l  i n c r e a s i n g  p u b l i c  s e c t o r  b e n e f i t s  

c r e a t e  new dependencies  on the  s t a t e ?  The b e s t  way t o  p r o t e c t  poor 

f a t h e r s  from economic h a r d s h i p  is  t o  make c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  a 

pe rcen tage  of c u r r e n t  income. Then i f  the  f a t h e r  i s  poor o r  i f  he is 

unemployed, h i s  o b l i g a t i o n  w i l l  a l s o  be low. Another way is t o  d e s i g n a t e  

a minimum income t h a t  is n o t  s u b j e c t  t o  the  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  tax .  Both 

s o l u t i o n s  a r e  p r e f e r a b l e  t o  exempting a l l  f a t h e s  from c h i l d  s u p p o r t  on 

t h e  grounds t h a t  i t  may impoverish a few. 

The b e s t  way t o  minimize s i n g l e  mothers '  dependency is t o  ( 1 )  

r e d i s t r i b u t e  t h e i r  s o u r c e s  of s u p p o r t  a c r o s s  a broader  a r r a y  of i n s  ti  tu- 

t i o n s ,  e.g., t h e  fami ly ,  t h e  market,  and t h e  s t a t e ;  and ( 2 )  extend sup- 

p o r t  t o  a wider  popula t ion .  Dependency i t s e l f  i s  n o t  t h e  problem, b u t  

r a t h e r  t h e  l o s s  of power and t h e  f e e l i n g  of h e l p l e s s n e s s  t h a t  o f t e n  

accompanies it. D i s t r i b u t i n g  s u p p o r t  a c r o s s  m u l t i p l e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  mini-  

mizes  the  degree  of dependence on any one person o r  o rgan iza t ion .  I t  i s  

one t h i n g  t o  depend on t h e  ex-spouse o r  the  s t a t e  f o r  90 p e r c e n t  of one ' s  



income; i t i s  a n o t h e r  t o  be 20 p e r c e n t  dependent  on each of t h e s e  i n s  ti- 

t u  t i o n s  and t o  be 60 p e r c e n t  dependent  on a  p a i d  job. Extending s u p p o r t  

t o  a  b roader  p o p u l a t i o n  would mean making programs such a s  c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  

c h i l d  c a r e ,  and pay e q u i t y  a v a i l a b l e  t o  a l l  women ( a s  opposed t o  those  

who a r e  poor) .  U n i v e r s a l  programs have t h e  v i r t u e  of b u i l d i n g  a  s t r o n g  

p o l i t i c a l  c o n s t i t u e n c y  , which i n  t u r n  makes them l e s s  v u l e r n a b l e  t o  cu t -  

backs  and d i s c r e t i o n a r y  p r a c t i c e s .  P u b l i c  e d u c a t i o n  i s  a c a s e  i n  p o i n t .  

Near ly  a l l  f a m i l i e s  a r e  dependent on t h e  s t a t e  f o r  primary and secondary 

e d u c a t i o n ,  and y e t  t h i s  form of dependency i s  n o t  viewed a s  oppress ive .  

R a t h e r ,  s t a  t e - suppor ted  s c h o o l s  a r e  seen  a s  a  p u b l i c  e n t i t l e m e n t .  

U l t i m a t e l y ,  a  f u l l  s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  problems faced  by mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  w i l l  n e c e s s i t a t e  a  r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  of t h e  s e x u a l  d i v i s i o n  of 

l a b o r ,  which a t  p r e s e n t  p l a c e s  a  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e  s h a r e  of c h i l d  c a r e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  on women and i n  doing s o  r e s t r i c t s  t h e i r  e a r n i n g s  capa- 

c i t y  and economic independence. I n  t h e  meantime, a c h i e v i n g  t h e  g o a l  of 

economic s e c u r i t y  f o r  s i n g l e  mothers w i l l  r e q u i r e  t h e  coming t o g e t h e r  of 

d i f f e r e n t  i n t e r e s t  groups  i n  s u p p o r t  of m u l t i p l e  p o l i c i e s  aimed a t  

s o l v i n g  t h e  problems of bo th  midd le -c lass  and poor mo the r -on ly  f a m i l i e s .  



Notes 

l 1 n  t h i s  paper ,  we u s e  t h e  term "mother-only family"  t o  r e f e r  t o  

f a m i l i e s  headed by nonmarried mothers w i t h  a l e a s t  one c h i l d  under a g e  18  

l i v i n g  i n  t h e  household.  T h i s  i n c l u d e s  f a m i l i e s  headed by fo rmer ly  

m a r r i e d  mothers who a r e  c u r r e n t l y  widowed, s e p a r a t e d ,  o r  d ivorced  a s  w e l l  

a s  f a m i l i e s  headed by never-marr ied  mothers. We a l s o  use  t h e  term 

" s i n g l e  mother" t o  r e f e r  t o  a l l  nonmarried mothers w i t h  dependent  

c h i l d r e n ,  e x c e p t  when s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h  regard  t o  m a r i t a l  s t a -  

t u s  a r e  d i s c u s s e d .  The l a t t e r  v i o l a t e s  t h e  demographers1 conven t ion  of 

r e s e r v i n g  " s i n g l e "  f o r  never-marr ied  persons .  However, t h e  b roader  usage 

i s  now common i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  on fami ly  s t r u c t u r e  and p r o v i d e s  a con- 

v e n i e n t  way of t a l k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  a g g r e g a t e  c a t e g o r y  of nonmarried 

mothers.  

2 ~ o r  peop le  who a d h e r e  t o  t h e  former p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

two-parent  f ami ly  is  t h e  on ly  v a l i d  f ami ly  form; o t h e r  forms a r e  con- 

s i d e r e d  t o  be d y s f u n c t i o n a l  and a b e r r a n t .  

3 ~ h e  p r e s e n t  review f o c u s e s  p r i m a r i l y  on mother-only f a m i l i e s  a s  

opposed t o  a l l  one-paren t  f a m i l i e s .  Although i n t e r e s t  i n  f a t h e r - o n l y  

f a m i l i e s  has  been growing, t h e  number of such f a m i l i e s  i s  s t i l l  small--  

l e s s  t h a n  10 p e r c e n t  of a l l  one-parent  f a m i l i e s .  Moreover, f a t h e r - o n l y  

f a m i l i e s  a r e  a h i g h l y  s e l e c t  group f o r  whom most of our  i n f o r m a t i o n  is  

based on s m a l l  convenience  samples. For  t h e s e  reasons  we decided t o  

f o c u s  on mother-only f a m i l i e s .  Readers  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  f a t h e r - o n l y  fami- 

l i e s  a r e  r e f e r r e d  t o  G r i e f  (1985a, 1985b) ,  P i c h i t i n o  (1983) ,  Risman 

(1986) ,  San t rock  and Warshak (1979) ,  and Smith  and Smith (1981).  



4 ~ o v e r t y  r a t e s  a r e  based on t h e  o f f i c i a l  government d e f i n i t i o n  of 

p o v e r t y .  The r a t e s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  F i g u r e  1 take  i n t o  accoun t  the  

a s s i s t a n c e  provided by t h e  major government income s u p p o r t  programs, such 

a s  AFDC, S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  and D i s a b i l i t y  Insurance .  They do n o t  i n c l u d e  

t h e  v a l u e  of in-kind b e n e f i t s  such a s  food stamps and Medicaid.  I f  t h e  

l a t t e r  were i n c l u d e d ,  pover ty  r a t e s  would be lower,  b u t  t h e  o v e r a l l  pa t -  

t e r n  would remain t h e  same. 

5 ~ h i s  d i f f e r s  c o n s i d e r a b l y  by race.  Bane (1986) h a s  shown t h a t  a b o u t  

7 5  p e r c e n t  of poor w h i t e  s i n g l e  mothers become poor a t  t h e  time of 

becoming s i n g l e  p a r e n t s ,  whereas  only  abou t  3 3  p e r c e n t  of poor b lack  

s i n g l e  mothers  a r e  c a s e s  of "new poverty." 

6 ~ o r  a d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e  deba te  o v e r  the  r e l a t i v e  income l o s s  of 

d i v o r c e d  men and women, s e e  Hoffman and Duncan ( fo r thcoming) .  

7 ~ h e r e  a r e ,  however, some i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  wage gap has  

d e c r e a s e d  s i n c e  1980 f o r  women aged 25 t o  34 ( ~ i a n c h i  and S p a i n ,  1986).  

8~amerman  and Kahn (1978, 1988) n o t e  t h a t  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  is v i r -  

t u a l l y  unique i n  r e l y i n g  s o  h e a v i l y  upon w e l f a r e  t o  a i d  mother-only fami- 

l i e s .  We a l s o  p rov ide  l e s s  c h i l d  c a r e  and h e a l t h  c a r e  than  most o t h e r  

i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  c o u n t r i e s .  

' ~ n  t h e  e m p i r i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  s o c i a l  s u p p o r t  is d e f i n e d  a s  m a t e r i a l  

a s s i s t a n c e ,  a d v i c e ,  and emot iona l  n u r t u r a n c e  (Cobb, 1976; Weiss, 1969).  

I t  is  measured v a r i o u s l y  a s  c o n t a c t  w i t h  f r i e n d s  and r e l a t i v e s ,  exchange 

of  s e r v i c e s  and emot iona l  s u p p o r t  among f r i e n d s  and r e  l a  t i v e s ,  t h e  po ten- 

t i a l  f o r  s u p p o r t ,  and s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i t h  s u p p o r t  ( ~ o u s e  and Kahn 1985; 

House e t  a l . ,  1988) .  



l 0 ~ i b e r a l  a t t i t u d e s  toward sex r o l e s  may a l s o  reduce the l ike l ihood 

of ea r ly  parenthood by promoting use of e f f e c t i v e  contracept ion.  

''with r e spec t  t o  the genera l  i s s u e  of con t ro l ,  Morgan e t  a l .  (1979) 

found t h a t  white  s i n g l e  mothers were more l i k e l y  to value conformity i n  

t h e i r  ch i ld ren ,  a s  opposed t o  s e l f - d i r e c t i o n .  Alwin (1988) has 

r e p l i c a t e d  these  r e s u l t s  i n  a study based on the D e t r o i t  Area Survey; he 

i n t e r p r e t s  the emphasis on conformity a s  i nd ica t ing  t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers 

experience l e s s  c o n t r o l  over t h e i r  ch i ld ren  and therefore  value i t  more 

highly.  

1 2 ~ e r z o g  and Sudia (1973) b r i e f l y  summarize t h i s  perspect ive.  

130ther  reviews of the l i t e r a t u r e  on the in t e rgene ra t iona l  consequen- 

c e s  of divorce inc lude  Blechman (1982 ) , Cashion (1982) , Chase-Lansdale 

and Hether ington (1988) , Demo and Acock (1988), Emery (1982), Goe t t i n g  

(1981),  Hetherington (1980) , Hetherington and Camara (1988) , Wallers t e i n  

and Kelly (1979),  Zaslow (1987). 

1 4 ~ u c h  of the l i t e r a t u r e  on cogni t ive  development and o the r  outcomes 

among younger c h i l d r e n  e i t h e r  focused on the e f f e c t s  of pa ren ta l  divorce 

on c h i l d r e n  o r  combined a l l  mother-only f ami l i e s  i n t o  a s i n g l e  category. 

Consequently, there  was very l i t t l e  t reatment  of never-married, widowed, 

o r  separa ted  mothers or  d i scuss ion  of how the ch i ld ren  of these women 

might d i f f e r  from those i n  divorced fami l ies .  Furthermore, researchers  

tended t o  inc lude  s t ep fami l i e s  i n  comparison groups of nondivorced fami- 

l i e s .  Severa l  reviews (Chase-Lansdale and Hetherington, 1988; 

Hetherington and Camara, 1988; Hetherington e t  a l . ,  1983; Zaslow, 1987) 

have c r i t i c i z e d  t h i s  tendency, c i  t i ng  evidence of d i f f e r ences  i n  family 

processes  between s t ep fami l i e s  and t r a d i t i o n a l  two-parent fami l ies .  



1 5 ~ h e  major l ong i tud ina l  data s e t s  include the Panel  Study of Income 

Dynamics (PsID) , the National  Longitudinal  Surveys (NLS) , and the High 

School and Beyond survey (HSB). 

16Not a l l  f emin i s t s  adhere t o  t h i s  l i n e  of argument, which can be 

broadly charac te r ized  a s  a  l i b e r a l - f e m i n i s t  perspect ive.  For many 

s o c i a l i s  t-f  eminis t s ,  the ex i s t ence  and growth of mo ther-only f ami l i e s  i s  

a  more ambiguous sign. Sarvasy and Van Allen (1984),  f o r  example, note  

t h a t  unmarried mothers, e spec i a l ly  those who were poor before becoming 

mothers, a r e  not  neces sa r i l y  more autonomous than married women because 

they remain constrained by t h e i r  r o l e  a s  unpaid domestic l abo re r s  and by 

sexual  (and r a c i a l )  s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  i n  the labor  market, which a s s igns  t o  

them underpaid jobs. Only when these c o n s t r a i n t s  a r e  removed and the 

s t a t e  takes a  much l a r g e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  care tak ing  can s i n g l e  

mothers be t r u l y  independent. For middle-class women, more l i k e l y  to be 

a b l e  t o  earn a  l i v i n g  wage and to be a b l e  t o  a f fo rd  t o  pass on some of 

t h e i r  domestic labor  t o  poorer women--maids and daycare workers--heading 

a  family alone may wel l  be a  move toward independence. These f emin i s t  

t h e o r i s t s  c r i t i c i z e  l i b e r a l - f e m i n i s t s  f o r  f a i l i n g  t o  note c l a s s  and 

r a c i a l  d i f f e r ences  among s i n g l e  mothers and f o r  i d e a l i z i n g  these women's 

apparent  "independence. " Other f emin i s t s  argue t h a t  even middle-class 

women have l o s t  r a t h e r  than gained from t h e i r  new independence. Hewlett 

(1986),  f o r  example, argues t h a t ,  i n  the absence of s o c i a l  p o l i c i e s  and 

i n s  t i  tu t ions  t h a t  support  women's dual r o l e s  a s  c h i l d  ca re  providers  and 

breadwinners, the s t r u g g l e  f o r  independence and e q u a l i t y  has been a  

d i s a s t e r  f o r  a  majori ty  of women. 



1 7 ~ h e s e  w r i t e r s  of t e n  i g n o r e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  c o s t s  t o  c h i l d r e n  of 

women's growing independence.  S  tacey (1986) n o t e s  i n  h e r  review of 

"pro-family  feminism" t h a t  t h e  n o t i o n  of a c o n f l i c t  of i n t e r e s t  between 

mothers  and c h i l d r e n  i s  a  d i f f i c u l t  i s s u e  f o r  most f e m i n i s t s .  And y e t  the  

p o t e n t i a l  f o r  such a  c o n f l i c t  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  g e n e r a l  movement 

toward t r e a t i n g  women a s  i n d i v i d u a l s  d i s t i n c t  from t h e i r  p a r e n t a l  and 

s p o u s a l  r o l e s .  See  D e g l e r  (1982) ,  Gordon (1986) ,  R o s s i  (1977) ,  and 

Thorne (1982) ,  f o r  a d d i t i o n a l  d i s c u s s i o n s  of t h e  p o s s i b l e  c o n f l i c t  

between mothers  and c h i l d r e n .  

18For  a  d i s c u s s i o n  of a f f i r m a t i v e  a c t i o n  and j o b  i n t e g r a t i o n  p o l i -  

c i e s ,  s e e  Bergmann (1986) and O ' F a r r e l l  and H a r l a n  (1984).  For  a  

d i s c u s s i o n  of comparable worth ,  s e e  A l d r i c h  and Buchele (1986) ,  Hartmann 

( 1 9 8 5 ) ,  and Remick (1984).  For a  d i s c u s s i o n  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  s e e  

Garf  i n k e l  and McLanahan (1986).  For  a  d i s c u s s i o n  of c h i l d  c a r e  s e e  

Z i g l e r  and Gordon (1982).  

19For  a  response  t o  s o c i a l i s t - f e m i n i s t  c r i t i c i s m s  of comparable 

wor th ,  s e e  Hartmann (1985).  

2 0 ~ a r v a s y  and Van A l l e n  (1984) n o t e  t h a t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  p o l i c i e s  which 

f o r c e  women t o  i d e n t i f y  f a t h e r s  do n o t  promote women's autonomy and can 

r e s u l t  i n  i n c r e a s i n g  men's a c c e s s  n o t  only t o  c h i l d r e n  b u t  to  women, 

many of whom may then be s u b j e c t  t o  abuse  from t h e i r  former  p a r t n e r s .  

' ' ~ e c e n t  p r o p o s a l s  f o r  w e l f a r e  reform c o n t a i n  numerous e lements  t h a t  

a r e  des igned  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  e a r n i n g s  of s i n g l e  mothers  and t o  reduce 

t h e i r  dependence on w e l f a r e .  Depending on how the  new work-welfare 

programs a r e  implemented, they may e i t h e r  i n c r e a s e  o r  reduce the  o v e r a l l  

p u b l i c  s u b s i d y  t o  poor  s i n g l e  mothers. I f  work-welfare programs a r e  



s imply used t o  r e p l a c e  we l f a r e  w i th  work, a s  many c r i t i c s  f e a r ,  than the  

p u b l i c  subsidy w i l l  d e c l i n e  and s i n g l e  mothers w i l l  be worse o f f .  I f ,  

however, government money is used t o  educa te ,  t r a i n ,  and provide jobs t o  

poor s i n g l e  mothers,  and i f  we l f a r e  s av ings  a r e  used t o  f i nance  c h i l d  

c a r e ,  medical  c a r e ,  and a guaranteed c h i l d  suppo r t  b e n e f i t ,  then the  

p u b l i c  subsidy w i l l  i n c r e a s e  and s i n g l e  mothers w i l l  be b e t t e r  o f f .  For 

a d i s c u s s i o n  of work-welfare programs s e e  Focus, n e w s l e t t e r  of the 

I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Research on Pover ty ,  "Special  I s s u e  on Welfare Reform," 

11:2 ( s p r i n g  1988). 

2 2 ~ i v e n ' s  argument r e p r e s e n t s  a change i n  he r  e a r l i e r  p o s i t i o n ;  s h e  

was a l e ad ing  proponent of the  "welfare a s  s o c i a l  c o n t r o l "  argument ( s e e  

P iven  and Cloward, 1971). 
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