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Abs t r a c t  

From 1970 to the ear ly  1980s the population of adu l t s  of both sexes 

l i v i n g  in  poverty i n  the United Sta tes  increased by about 30 percent. 

The g rea te r  absolute increase in  the number of women l iv ing  i n  poverty 

during the period has been termed the feminization of poverty. This 

paper presents a theore t i ca l  and empirical analys is  of changes i n  family 

s t r u c t u r e  over the l a s t  15 years and the i r  resul t ing  e f f e c t ,  by race, on 

the feminization of poverty. 

Our empirical  analys is  uses the National Longitudinal Survey of Young 

Women (NLSYW), which tracks 5,159 women, ages 14 to 24 i n  1967, f o r  14 

years. This is an especia l ly  valuable data base because it oversamples 

blacks, permitting r a c i a l  comparisons, and covers the time of l i f e  when 

most mar i ta l  and f e r t i l i t y  t r ans i t ions  occur. We argue that  fo r  the pur- 

pose of analyzing the feminization of poverty the NLSYW is  c lea r ly  

super ior  to other data bases commonly used to study poverty. 

The feminization of poverty occurred almost so le ly  because of the 

s t a r t l i n g  secular  growth i n  the number of s ingle mothers. Thus, w e  focus 

our e f f o r t s  on quantifying the fac tors  behind the movement of women i n t o  

and out  of s ingle  motherhood during the ear ly  stages of t h e i r  a d u l t  

l ives .  Our statis t i c a l  method is  to estimate mul t ivar ia te  proportional 

hazard functions f o r  poverty entry and ex i t .  Our l i s t  of explanatory 

va r iab les  is parsimonious and contains only var iables  tha t  a re  t ru ly  pre- 

determined and, other things equal, of policy relevance. 

Of major i n t e r e s t  a r e  the differences and s i m i l a r i t i e s  i n  how young 

black versus young white women en te r  and leave poverty. We find that 

even a f t e r  control l ing  f o r  family background, age, and a measure of human 



c a p i t a l  accumulation, a s  w e l l  as  f o r  i n t e r s t a t e  va r ia t ion  i n  AFDC genero- 

s i t y ,  in  per capi ta  income, and i n  gender mix, young black women s t i l l  

e n t e r  poverty (through the s ingle  motherhood s t a t u s )  a t  almost three 

times the rate of t h e i r  white counterparts. Young black women have 

longer average s p e l l s  of poverty because they not only en te r  poverty a t  

higher r a t e s  but a l s o  e x i t  the poverty associated with s ing le  motherhood 

more slowly. Even control l ing  f o r  the var iables  i n  our l ist of explana- 

tory  fac to r s ,  the poverty e x i t  rate f o r  young black women is s t i l l  only 

about two-thirds tha t  of the young white women i n  our data. 

I n  conclusion, an important dimension of th i s  research is that  it 

permits us to (1) ru le  out  several  possible explanations f o r  the femini- 

za t ion  of poverty and (2)  speculate on whether i t  w i l l  continue i n  the 

future.  Concerning ( I ) ,  we  find that  while AFDC generosity a f f e c t s  

poverty rates, such programs have trended i n  a d i rec t ion  tha t  should have 

slowed the feminization of poverty. Concerning (2) ,  w e  f ind  tha t  aging 

tends to re tard  poverty entry more than it re tards  poverty exi t .  Since 

the U.S. population of women is now aging, w e  expect t h a t  the number of 

poor s ingle  mothers with children w i l l  f a l l  between now and the end of 

t h i s  century. 



Family S t ruc ture ,  Race, and the Feminization of Poverty 

I. BACKGROUND 

Leaving home, marriage, ch i ldbear ing ,  and remarriage a l l  play fun- 

damental r o l e s  i n  the well-being of ind iv idua ls  wer t h e i r  l i f e  cycles.  

For women, these  events a r e  o f t en  accompanied by d r a s t i c  changes i n  

income: d ivorce  o r  bearing a ch i ld  o u t  of wedlock f requent ly  accompanies 

e n t r y  i n t o  poverty, while  marriage or  remarriage of ten  r e s u l t s  i n  e x i t  

from poverty. I n  the United S t a t e s  between 1970 and the e a r l y  1980s the 

popula t ion  of a d u l t s  of both sexes l i v i n g  i n  poverty increased by about 

30 percent:  from 9.9 t o  12.9 mi l l ion  a d u l t  women and from 5.9 to  7.7 

a d u l t  men (Kniesner, 1983).l Although the r a t i o  of poor women to  poor 

men was 5:3 over  t h i s  period, the increase  in  the number of poor women 

exceeded the  increase  i n  the number of poor men by more than 1.2 mil l ion.  

Th i s  g r e a t e r  absolu te  increase  i n  the number of women l i v i n g  i n  poverty 

has been termed the feminizat ion of poverty. I n  t h i s  paper w e  provide a 

t h e o r e t i c a l  and empir ica l  ana lys i s  of changes i n  family s t r u c t u r e  over 

t he  last decade and a half  and t h e i r  impact, by race, on the  feminizat ion 

of poverty. 

An important consequence of the feminiza t ion  of poverty is that a 

l a r g e  number of ch i ldren  a r e  now being r a i sed  i n  poor f ami l i e s  headed by 

women. The most recent ly  a v a i l a b l e  data, f o r  1984, show t h a t  j u s t  over 

50 percent  of black f ami l i e s  with ch i ld ren  were headed by women. This  

compares to an a l ready  high 31 percent  i n  1970. The corresponding 

f i g u r e s  f o r  white fami l ies  with ch i ld ren  a r e  j u s t  over 15 percent  i n  

1984, up from 8 percent  i n  1970. 



A s  suggested i n  Table 1, the secular  increase i n  the number of women 

l i v i n g  i n  poverty during the 1970s and 1980s stems not  from higher 

poverty r a t e s  within various family s t ruc tu res ,  but from changes i n  the 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  of women among family structures.  Spec i f i ca l ly ,  the propor- 

t ion  of women who a r e  married has declined, whereas the proportion who 

a r e  divorced, separated, o r  never married has grown. 

For both races, the poverty r a t e  of female-headed famil ies  is 

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  higher than the poverty r a t e  f o r  husband-wife families- 

three and-one-half times a s  high i n  1983. A higher incidence of poverty 

among black women ref lects s t a r t l i n g  changes i n  blacklwhite differences 

i n  marriage patterns.  While divorce ra tes  g r e w  f o r  both black and white 

women, i n  1970 the odds that a black woman was divorced were about one- 

and-a-half tha t  of her white counterpart;  by 1983 those odds were nearly 

two times as  great.  2 

I n  l i g h t  of these f a c t s  our basic research goal is straightforward. 

It is to analyze theore t ica l ly  and empirically changes i n  family struc-  

ture  and the comcomitant contr ibution to the trend known a s  the feminiza- 

t i o n  of poverty. We do not wish to  imply t h a t  changes i n  income that 

push a woman and her children below the poverty threshold a r e  necessar i ly  

the only important issues. I f  one woman' s annual income plummeted by 

$10,000 to  a l e v e l  $1 above the poverty l i n e  while another woman's income 

dipped by only $100 but took her below the poverty l i n e ,  w e  would be 

l o a t h  to judge the l a t t e r  loss  a s  more serious than the former (or v ice  

versa). None the less ,  counts of individuals  above and below the poverty 

threshold a r e  useful ,  though crude, indexes of economic well-being, and 

a r e  of ten the ones used to t a rge t  government welfare policies.  Thus, 

t h i s  study of the feminization of poverty counts only income changes that  



Table 1 

Poverty Rates by Family s truc turea 

1970 1983 

Husband-wif e families 7% 8% 

Female-headed families 2 5 28 

Black female-headed families 52 54 

a ~ o r  sources, see note 1 i n  the text. 



c r o s s  the  poverty threshold and change the  poverty counts. It is i m p o r  

t a n t  t o  point  out,  however, t h a t  w e  a r e  not  in teres ted  here i n  merely 

temporary d ips  i n  income below some threshold but  r a t h e r  i n  poverty tha t  

e x h i b i t s  some persistence.  To check the robustness of our conclusions to 

the  s e l e c t i o n  of the threshold w e  vary the income l e v e l  t h a t  defines 

poverty by *25 percent,  leaving the study of the s i z e  of income changes 

and ut i l i ty-based welfare changes to fu tu re  work. A s  w e  emphasize 

throughout t h i s  paper, p e r s i s t e n t  poverty among women is l a rge ly  t i ed  to 

m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  and family s t ruc tu re .  

The next  sec t ion  of t h i s  paper summarizes evidence from micro panel 

d a t a  on the race d i f ferences  i n  flows i n t o  and out  of poverty by women 

heading households with children.  Sect ion I11 presents  our theore t i ca l  

framework f o r  analyzing the poverty experience of women--emphas iz ing  the 

j o i n t  r o l e s  played by chance, choice, and exogenous background f a c t o r s  i n  

t h e  determination of family s t ruc ture .  Sect ion I V  presents  corresponding 

estimated mu1 t i v a r i a t e  hazard funct ions  f o r  divorce and remarriage and 

t h e i r  r e l a t ionsh ip  to en t ry  i n t o  and e x i t  from poverty. The focus is on 

exogenous fac to r s ,  including both welfare generosi ty and demographics. 

We conclude by conjecturing t h a t  ( a t  l e a s t  through the year  2000) the 

poverty population w i l l  con ta in  proport ionately fewer female-headed 

households. 

11. CHANGING FAHILY STRUCTURE AND THE FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY 

For empirical  ana lys i s  w e  chose the  National Longitudinal Survey of 

Young Women (NLSYW), which follows a l a rge  number (5,159) of young women 

(aged 14 t o  24 i n  1967) a t  a s t age  i n  the l i f e  cyc le  when most marital 



and f e r t i l i t y  t r ans i t ions  occur. Equally important, the NLSYW covers a 

fourteen-year period (1968-1982) tha t  includes the t a i l  end of a long 

trend when feminine poverty declined (1968 through the ea r ly  1970s) and 

the  beginning of a long trend when feminine poverty increased, a s  w e l l  a s  

c y c l i c a l  va r i a t ions  around these two trends. This, coupled with an o v e r  

sampling of blacks (1,459) tha t  permits comparisons by race, gives the 

NLSYW data a decided edge i n  analyzing how women become poor s ingle  

mothers, how long they remain so, and the events that  t r igger  e x i t s  from 

t h i s  s ta te .  I n  contras t ,  the data bases commonly used to  analyze 

poverty, the Current Population Survey ( the  source of the o f f i c i a l  U.S. 

poverty s t a t i s t i c s )  and the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (as used, fo r  

example, i n  Bane and Ellwood, 1986, and Danziger e t  al . ,  1982) a re  not 

s u i t a b l e  f o r  th i s  study: the former is bas ica l ly  cross sec t ional ,  and 

the number of women i n  the latter is too small to study poor s ingle  

mothers and much too small to make meaningful comparisons by race. 

A. Def in i t ion  of Family Structure 

For the purposes of th i s  research, w e  define family s t ruc tu re  broadly 

a s  the in te r sec t ion  of l ega l  mari tal  s t a tus ,  family headship s ta tus ,  and 

l i v i n g  arrangements. Thus, a divorced woman l iv ing  with her parents and 

chi ldren has a d i f f e r e n t  family s t ruc tu re  from that of a divorced woman 

l i v i n g  only with her children. Following the Census Bureau's t e r  

minology, w e  r e f e r  to a female head of household with dependents a s  a 

female family householder (hereafter  FFH), o r  l e s s  formally, a s  a s ing le  

motherD3 The feminization of poverty occurred almost sole ly  because of 

the s t a r t l i n g  growth of the number of female family householders: over 4 

mi l l ion  more women were c lass i f i ed  a s  FFH i n  March 1970. Thus, we con- 



cen t r a t e  on quantifying the incidence of and forces behind the movement 

of women i n to  and out of t h i s  FFH s t ructure  during the ea r ly  stages of 

t h e i r  l i f e  cycle. 

B. Determining Poverty Status 

Of f i c i a l l y ,  a given family is c lass i f i ed  a s  poor i f  i t s  income l i e s  

below the threshold i n i t i a l l y  established by the Census ~ u r e a u , ~  updated 

annually by the r a t e  of i n f l a t i on  of the C P I . ~  Because we a r e  not 

in te res ted  i n  momentary dips below the threshold (poor f o r  a week or poor 

between paychecks), we recognize only those spe l l s  of poverty i n  which a 

given family un i t ' s  annual income l i e s  below the associated annual 

threshold. We es tab l i sh  the poverty s t a tus  of each woman a s  of each sur- 

vey date between 1968 and 1982, tracking both the family un i t  to which 

she belonged and the income of a l l  members of those units.  

The NLSYW asks respondents f o r  the i r  household's income by household 

member and category, including wages, farm and business income, 

unemployment insurance, alimony, and g i f t s  from re la t ives .  Remember 

tha t ,  among other things, we a r e  in teres ted i n  analyzing the impact of 

income support policy, on the decisions of couples to  divorce--decisions 

t h a t  enlarge the numbers of poor single mothers. Thus, government cash 

and in-kind t ransfers  a r e  excluded from our measure of income, while the 

parameters of the welfare sys tem a r e  treated a s  exogenous variables. 6 

Likewise, the income of an absent or former husband i s  excluded from the 

family's t o t a l O 7  

To check fo r  the robustness of our resu l t s  with respect  to  the defi- 

n i t i o n  of poverty, we repeat  our econometric analysis  using 75 percent 



and 125 percent of the o f f i c i a l  OMB poverty thresholds. For more 

discussion of how we determine poverty status,  see Appendix A. 

C. Modes of Entry into  FFH-Poverty 

A t  l e a s t  1,101 women in  the sample entered the FFH s t a t e  a t  some time 

between 1969 and 1982. This count of 1,101 omits those who e i t he r  l e f t  

the survey before their  entry into  FFH or had missing information that  

precludes ascertaining their  poverty status.  Excluding the 63 censored 

women who were i n  FPH poverty i n  the f i r s  t survey year leaves 1,038 women 

who were not already FPH poor a t  the s t a r t  of the survey.8 Of these, 645 

entered FFH poverty a t  l e a s t  once. We use only the f i r s t  observed spe l l  

of FPH poverty.9 

Entry into the FPH s t a t e  often brings with it swif t  entry into  

poverty-59 percent, or 479 of the 817 FPH women,are c lass i f ied  as  poor 

the f i r s t  time we observe them as  single mothers. Moreover, of those who 

en te r  FFH but a r e  not immediately poor (338), few (only 40, or 12 p e r  

cent)  subsequently become poor during t h a t  spe l l  of FFH. Second, because 

of the i r  lower marriage, higher divorce, and lower remarriage ra tes ,  the 

incidence of FFH poverty is substantial ly higher among young black 

women-in our sample, 24 percent of young black women but only 7 percent 

of young white women were observed to experience a t  l e a s t  one spe l l  of 

FFH poverty. 

For those 260 whites plus 385 blacks with observed f i r s t  spel ls  of 

FFH poverty, Table 2 gives an overview of entry and e x i t  modes. Going 

down the left-hand side of the table i s  a mutually exclusive and 

exhaustive lis t of entry modes; ex i t  modes adorn the top. Thus the f i r s t  

number (upper left-hand comer) i n  the table indicates that  of the 260 



Table 2 

Mode of Entry i n t o  FFH Poverty by Mode of Ex i t  f o r  Whites 
( f o r  Blacks),  i n  Percentages 

E x i t  Mode 

Entry \ Married 0 t h e r  
To Change I s o l a  ted 

Inde terminan t i n  Increase  
To Non- To Poverty Family i n  ROW 
Poverty Poverty S t a t u s  S t r u c t u r e  Income TOTAL 

1. Separated, 
divorced, 
and m r r i e  
spouse 
absen t  

2. B i r th  
o u t  of 
wedlock 

3. I so l a t ed  
drop i n  
income 

4. L e f t  the 
household 
of another  
a d u l t  

5. Income 
f e l l  and 
had anothe 
c h i l d  4 

COLUMN TOTAL 

66.7% e x i t  v i a  a change i n  family s t r u c t u r e  
(70.1% e x i t  via a change i n  family s t r u c t u r e )  

Note: The t o t a l  number of whites is 260; of blacks, 385. 



observed f i r s t  spe l l s  of whites, 26.7 percent began with separation o r  

d ivorce (henceforth "divorce") and terminated with a marriage above the 

poverty l i ne ;  summing across a l l  e x i t  modes gives the row t o t a l  of 70.9 

percent--the percentage of the observed spe l l s  f o r  whites tha t  began with 

mar i t a l  d isrupt ion and terminated i n  one of the f i v e  given modes. The 

p a r a l l e l  percentages f o r  blacks appear i n  parentheses below those f o r  

whites. 

A major blacklwhite d i f ference appears: while 71 percent of whites 

entered FFH poverty v ia  divorce, only 30 percent of blacks entered t h i s  

way. Nonetheless, f o r  both races changes i n  family s t ruc tu re  overwhelm 

i so l a t ed  income changes a s  the mode of entry. Recall t h a t  we  disregard 

temporary income fluctuations.  Consequently, w e  f ind tha t  only 0.6 p e r  

c e n t  of whites and 3.4 percent  of blacks with known entry modes began a 

s p e l l  of FFH poverty with a drop i n  income tha t  was unaccompanied by a 

change i n  family s t ruc tu re  (raw 3). This means tha t  o v e r 9 9  percent of 

white, and almost 97 percent of black, i n i t i a l  s p e l l s  of FFH poverty com- 

mence with a change i n  family structure.  Final ly ,  i n  these data, entry 

v i a  bearing a chi ld  out  of wedlock is a r a r e  event: despi te  a sample 

s i z e  of over 5,000 i n  the NLSYW, t h e i r  youth, and the oversampling of 

blacks, w e  observe only 16 white and 29 black en t r i e s  i n to  FFH poverty 

v i a  a b i r t h  out  of wedlocklo-numbers too small to support separate 

econometric analysis .  

D. Poverty Durations and Exi t  Modes 

There a r e  l a rge  race di f ferences  i n  durations of s p e l l s  of 

FFH poverty. For whites, over f o u r f i f t h s  of the s p e l l s  of FFH poverty 

ended within two years; f o r  blacks, only about two-thirds did so. 



Simi la r ly  (adjus t ing  fo r  the censoring implied by sample a t t r i t i o n  a s  

w e l l  a s  missing data on poverty and nonintemiew years) ,  the average 

dura t ion  of a s p e l l  of FFH poverty was about 3.8 years  f o r  blacks but 

only 2.5 years  f o r  whites. More d e t a i l s  a r e  ava i l ab le  i n  Appendix B. 

A s  seen i n  Table 2, changes in  family s t r u c t u r e  dominate e x i t  modes 

a s  w e l l  a s  ent ry  modes. The column t o t a l s  show t h a t  f o r  whites the modal 

change in  family s t ruc tu re  leading to e x i t  from FFH poverty i s  

(re)marriage (38.2 + 2.4 + 7.3, or  48 percent).  For blacks, remarriage 

i s  less important (31 percent of e x i t s ) ;  o the r  changes i n  family struc- 

t u r e  (39 percent)  dominate exi t s .  Of these o ther  changes i n  family 

s t r u c t u r e  f o r  blacks, 87 percent e n t a i l  ex i t ing  poverty by joining the 

family of another adult-often a re turn  to  the parent ' s  household. I n  

con t ras t ,  escaping FPH poverty by joining the household of another a d u l t  

is r e l a t i v e l y  unimportant fo r  whites (12 percent).  Overal l ,  changes i n  

family s t r u c t u r e  account f o r  67 percent of white and 70 percent  of black 

e x i t s .  The residual-increases i n  income unaccompanied by a change i n  

family structure--accounts f o r  only about one-third of white and less 

than one- th i rd  of black e x i t s  . 

111. POVERTY SPELLS, MATCHING, AND (;HANGING FAMILY !STRUCTURE 

A s  j u s t  seen, most observed f i r s t  s p e l l s  of FFH poverty both commence 

and terminate with a change i n  family s t ruc tu re ;  i so la ted  income changes 

( t h a t  is, income changes tha t  a r e  unaccompanied by a change i n  family 

s t r u c t u r e )  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  unimportant. With t h i s  i n  mind, w e  now sketch 

the t h e o r e t i c a l  model of changing family s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  guides our sub- 

sequent econometric analysis .  



A. Entry i n t o  Poverty v ia  a Change i n  Family Structure 

I n  economic models of the family such a s  tha t  of Ekcker (1981), 

changes i n  family s t ruc tu re ,  such a s  divorce, a re  a t t r i b u t e d  to surpr ises  

t h a t  render a p a r t i c u l a r  family s t ruc tu re  suboptimal. These surpr ises  

a r e  unexpected bad o r  good outcomes (such a s  changes i n  income, health, 

o r  employment) tha t  must be in  pr inciple  unforeseeable a t  the t i m e  the 

family s t ruc tu re  was established. Consider, fo r  example, the case of a 

marriage. For a given surpr ise ,  the personal c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the 

couple a s  w e l l  a s  t h e i r  economic environment condition the l ikel ihood of 

divorce. I n  t h i s  way, a change i n  family s t ruc tu re  such a s  a divorce 

shares  many fea tu res  with labor turnover (qui ts  and layoffs) .  The sub- 

sequent theore t i ca l  discussion of changing family s t ruc tu re  synthesizes 

the theore t i ca l  ana lys i s  of the family and tha t  of job search and 

employer-employee matching (see Lipprnan and McCall, 1976 ; Jovanovic , 
1979; and Mincer and Jovanovic, 1981). For pedagogical convenience, the 

t h e o r e t i c a l  model w e  develop i n  the rest of t h i s  sec t ion is couched i n  

terms of divorce and remarriage, which a re  used a s  generic terms f o r  the 

d i s so lu t ion  of one two-parent family s t ruc tu re  and the subsequent 

recons ti tu t ion  of another. 

I n  an e f f i c i e n t  marriage market, a couple remains married i f  marital 

output  exceeds the sum of the expected outputs each spouse could receive 

i f  they divorced. For a m t c h  that  has l a s ted  f o r  t periods, l e t  

expected present  value of t o t a l  r n a r i t a l  output consis t  of a systematic 

component, M(t), and a random component, m(t). Likewise, l e t  t h e i r  

expected present  value of individual  incomes once divorced sum to  a 

systematic component, D(t) ,  plus a random component, d ( t ) .  Hence, a 



couple divorces a t  t i m e  t i f  and only i f  

where D and d a r e  n e t  of any transaction cos ts  of divorce. Rewriting 

( I ) ,  the couple divorces i f  and only i f  

where the expected present value of the systematic mar i ta l  gain is  

and the su rpr i se  mri tal  loss  is 

Over the course of a marriage, the value of the marriage increases, i n t e r  

a l i a ,  with marriage-specif i c  cap i t a l ,  x( t ) ,  o r  

( 5 )  
a M  

M(t) = M ( x ( ~ ) )  with > 0. 

The accumulation of mari tal-specif ic  c a p i t a l  is assumed to obey 

where measures the qual i ty  of the match a t  the beginning of the 

marriage, and k ( t )  is cumulated mari tal  c a p i t a l  a s  of t. Likewise, as  

the length of the marriage increases there may be systematic changes i n  

the sum of t h e i r  divorced incomes, D( t ) .  Rela t ive  to changes i n  M(t), 

these changes i n  D(t)  a r e  l i k e l y  to be small. For ana ly t i ca l  con- 

a D  venience, w e  assume that = 0. 



A given marriage faces a d i s t r ibu t ion  of in te rna l  (m) and external  

(d)  surprises.  Periodically,  surpr ises  a r r i ve  from the d i s t r ibu t ion  of 

su rpr i se  mari tal  losses u E d - m (a sudden i l l ne s s ,  a new job 

opportunity). These pos s ib i l i t i e s  a r e  characterized by a cumulative 

d i s t r i bu t i on  function F(u), with F' Z f > 0, F(-) = 0 and F(a) = 1. 

Across-the-board improvements in  opportunit ies outside of a marriage 

- s h i f t  up the cumulative dis t r ibut ion.  For example, a recession may put a 

husband out  of work. This is manifested a s  a large,  negative m (a 

surpr i se  marital loss) .  When such a su rpr i se  mar i ta l  loss  a r r ives ,  a 

couple compares the present value of the systematic mari tal  gain, U(t),  

t o  t he i r  current  draw on marital  loss ,  u( t ) .  Assuming that  the couple 

knows ( the  moments of)  the d i s t r ibu t ion  of surpr ise  mar i ta l  losses,  and 

t h a t  decisions to divorce a r e  made sequential ly and irrevocably, then 

there is a reservation l eve l  of marital gain--namely the current  level ,  

r( t )  - R( t )  - b( t ) .  I f  u( t )  > U( t ) ,  then they divorce. Thus, given a 

draw from the d i s t r ibu t ion  of surpr ise  marital losses,  F(. ), a marriage 

dissolves with probabil i ty 

Final ly ,  assume tha t  n e w  information on the o f f e r  d i s t r ibu t ion  is a 

r a r e  event tha t  follows a Poisson probabil i ty l a w  with parameter A .  

Given that  a marriage has las ted  u n t i l  time t, the probabil i ty of divorce 

a t  t i m e  t ( the  hazard ra te ) ,  is given by 

(see  Kalbfleisch and Prentice, 1980). I n  equation (a), the reservation 

u t i l i t y  level ,  M - D, embodies the choice to divorce, whereas X and F(.) 



au , a x  
manifest the chance elements i n  divorce. Using the r e s u l t  that % 
= 1, the s a l i e n t  propert ies of the hazard function i n  (8) a r e  

- a M  
( i )  ah/ako = -A f(K - D) < 0 , and 

That is, ( i )  couples who a r e  w e l l  matched (who have a l a rge  kg) a r e  less 

l i k e l y  to divorce, and ( i i )  a s  long as  the r a t e  of accumulation of marital- 

s p e c i f i c  c a p i t a l  is posi t ive (and therefore marital output increases with 

the durat ion of the marriage), the probabil i ty of divorce declines with 

the length of t i m e  married. 

There a r e  s i x  ways i n  which environmental fac tors  and past  decisions 

condit ion the e x i t  r a t es  from marriage. We see t h i s  more e a s i l y  by 

rewri t ing  the hazard (8) as  

where the z ' s  a r e  s h i f t  parameters fo r  the f ive  functions involved i n  the 

right-hand s ide  of (9). I n  equation (9) ,  kg includes a l l  those fac tors  

t h a t  increase the i n i t i a l  qual i ty  of the match; zl includes a l l  those 

f a c t o r s  that increase the rate of accumulation of c a p i t a l  therein;  

z2 includes fac to r s  tha t  increase the u t i l i t y  of e i t h e r  spouse i n  the 

match a p a r t  from increasing the i n i t i a l  l eve l  of match-specif i c  capi ta l .  

Similarly,  z3 includes a l l  variables tha t  increase the sum of divorced 

outputs  , D. The remaining two s h i f t  f ac to r s  i n  (9) a r e  z4, which cap- 

tu res  the influence of variables that increase the probabi l i ty  of 

favorable a l t e r n a t i v e s  to the match ( t h a t  is, a locat ion parameter tha t  



s h i f t s  the d i s t r i b u t i o n  of surpr ise  mari tal  losses  to the r igh t ,  thereby 

increasing the hazard r a t e  of e x i t  from marriage), and z5, which contains 

fac to r s  t h a t  increase the a r r i v a l  r a t e  of a l t e r n a t i v e  offers .  The ele- 

ments i n  kg, and zi ( i= l , .  . . ,5) a re  not necessari ly mutually exclusive. 

To summarize, 

ah a h  a h  ah  ah  ah  ( i i i )  xo< 0, El< 0, - < 0, while - > 0, - > 0, - > 0 . 
az2 a z 3  a24 a z 5  

The empirical measures of these s h i f t  variables w i l l  be iden t i f i ed  i n  the 

next section. 

B. Exi ts  from Poverty via a Change i n  Family St ructure  

Once divorced, a mother becomes a FF'H-if only momentarily. We 

employ a hazard function f o r  e x i t  from FFH tha t  p a r a l l e l s  the previous 

hazard f o r  ent ry  in to  FFH. I n  the obvious notat ion,  A* is the a r r i v a l  of 

* 
information on a l t e r n a t i v e s  to FFH, kg is the i n i t i a l  FFH-specific human 

c a p i t a l  the woman has a t  the beginning of her s p e l l  of l?FH, +(T) is the 

FFH-specific human c a p i t a l  accumulated i n  the T periods since the 

beginning of the s p e l l  of FFH, M*(T) is the present  value of her expected 

u t i l i t y  in  t h i s  state, W(T) is her expected l eve l  of u t i l i t y  i n  the next 

b e s t  a l t e r n a t i v e  family s t ruc tu re ,  U*(T) M*(T) - W ( T )  is the present  

value of her expected systematic ne t  gain from remaining FFH, U*'(T) 

d*(r) - @(T)  is her surpr ise  net  loss  from remaining FFH, P*(u*(T)) is 

the d i s t r i b u t i o n  of the su rpr i se  net  losses i n  the next best  family 

s t ruc tu re ,  and 1 - w ~ * ( T ) )  is the probabil i ty that she leaves FFH, 

- 
where T*(T) Z*(T) - W ( T )  is her current  systematic gain from FF'H. The 

der ivat ives  of these functions a re  the same a s  t h e i r  unstarred c o u n t e r  

p a r t s  above. Thus, 



* 
is  the hazard rate f o r  leav ing  FPH given a dura t ion  of r periods. The 2% 

i n  (10) are s h i f t  v a r i a b l e s  and the p a r t i a l s  of (10) with respec t  t o  them 

a r e  

aw ah* am ah* ah* ah* 
( i v )  =< 0, - <  0, - <  0 while  P > o , - > o , - > O  . 

a z  a z  a z  a z  
0 1 2 3 4 5 

I V .  THE INS AND OUTS OF FFH POVERTY 

I t  is important t o  reemphasize that 98 percent  of a l l  poverty s p e l l s  

of the s i n g l e  mothers i n  our da ta  begin with a change i n  family s t ruc-  

t u re ,  most f r equen t ly  divorce. We a l s o  saw that changing family 

s t r u c  ture-par t i c u l a r l y  remarriage-domina tes i s o l a t e d  income changes i n  

moving women ou t  of poverty. Thus, the foregoing t h e o r e t i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of 

family s t r u c t u r e  and the implied hazard func t ions  a l s o  descr ibe  the tran- 

s i t i o n  rates i n t o  and ou t  of FFH poverty. 

Based on the model of family formation and reformation developed i n  

Sec t ion  111, t h i s  s e c t i o n  f i r s t  s p e c i f i e s  the assoc ia ted  dynamic empiri- 

c a l  model of en t e r ing  and e x i t i n g  s p e l l s  of FPH poverty. Next, w e  

b r i e f l y  descr ibe  the es t imat ion  procedure and assoc ia ted  independent 

va r i ab l e s .  The f i n a l  p a r t  of t h i s  s ec t ion  presents  and d iscusses  our 

empi r i ca l  r e s u l t s .  



A. Speci f ica t ion of the Hazard Functions 

For the empirical implementation of (9) and (10) w e  chose the propor- 

t i o n a l  hazard spec i f i ca t ion  (see Kalbf l e i s c h  and Prentice,  1980, Ch. 4) 

because of i ts  well-known advantages-the main one being i t s  non- 

parametric character  i n  the form of an unspecified base-line hazard ( g ( t )  

and @(T ) i n  (11) and (12) below). Although it might prove enlightening 

t o  estimate an e labora te  competing-risks model f o r  various modes of 

poverty e x i t  (wherein d i f f e r e n t  modes of e x i t  compete to be the f i r s t  

e f f e c t i v e  mode), there a r e  well-known problems with competing-risk 

models, including doubts about ident i f  i a b i l i t y .  (For an in te res t ing  

discussion,  see Diamond and Hausman, 1984, and the references therein. ) 

We estimate separate hazards f o r  (9) and (10) ra the r  than a f u l l  infor- 

mation hazard, a s  do Flinn and Heckman (1981), f o r  severa l  reasons. 

There are,  of course, always doubts about speci f ica t ion.  I n  general, 

s ingle-equa t ion  techniques quarantine the e f f e c t  of misspecif i ca  t ion to 

t h a t  equation and prevent it from spreading to  the parameter estimates i n  

the  remaining equation( s ) . Second, the main gain from ful l - inf  orma t ion  

methods is increased efficiency. I n  our case, we have a s u f f i c i e n t  

number of observations so tha t  ef f ic iency is not a major concern. This, 

i n  conjunction with the great ly  increased computational burden of fu l l -  

information methods , swayed us to single-equa t i o n  techniques. 

I n  l i g h t  of the discussion i n  the last paragraph, the functional  form 

spec i f i ed  f o r  the entry hazard (9) is 

(11) h ( t , z )  = g ( t )  exp(zb3 ; 

the p a r a l l e l  functional  form for  the e x i t  hazard (10) is 



Here z : ( ~ ; z l , z 2 , z 3 , z 4 , z 5 ) ,  and z*. is analogously defined f o r  the e x i t  

hazard. Note that i n  (111, exp(zb) is the product of A (z5) and another 

exponential  function tha t  is l i n e a r  i n  z. Thus, i f  a va r i ab le  (such a s  

f a t h e r ' s  occupation) enters  both and z2, its corresponding element i n  

b is the sum ( o r  d i f ference)  of two s t r u c t u r a l  coeff ic ients .  S imi lar  

remarks apply to the elements of b* i n  (12). Final ly,  it is important to 

keep i n  mind that each component of b, bi, is in terpre ted  a s  the propor- 

t i o n a t e  change i n  the hazard due to a u n i t  increase i n  the corresponding 

element of 2, or  a lnhlaxi. The exponentiated coe f f i c i en t ,  ebi, is 

in te rp re ted  a s  the proportionate rate of change of the hazard due to  an 

increase  in  xi (hence the name, proport ional  hazard model). 

B. Factors t h a t  Explain Entry in to  and Exit from FFH Poverty 

I n  Sections 1 I . A  and 1 I .B  above, w e  explained both our choice of data 

set and our measure of poverty. Subject  to data cons t ra in t s  due to 

missing values, w e  selected a parsimonious l i s t  of measured explanatory 

va r i ab les  corresponding to the vectors z and z* i n  our theory. We chose 

only var iables  that a r e  t ru ly  predetermined, and, other  things equal, of 

pol icy  relevance. 

Of p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  is the AFDC variabie,  which is an index of 

welfare generosi ty i n  the s t a t e  of residence. Parameterizing the tangled 

s a f e t y  ne t  of AFDC payments, housing benefi ts ,  Medicaid, and food stamps 

is  e s s e n t i a l l y  hopeless. For example, our i n i t i a l  work included a three- 

parameter representa t ion  of the AFDC budget cons t ra in t :  a slope, an 

in te rcep t ,  and a dummy var iable  fo r  s t a t e s  with AFDC-UP. These added no 



a d d i t i o n a l  explanatory power t o  the simple AFDC index used here ( t he  

maximum b e n e f i t  a v a i l a b l e  i n  a state to a three-person family).  I t  has 

been f o r c e f u l l y  argued elsewhere ( f o r  example, Ellwood and Bane, 1985 ) 

t h a t  t h i s  maximum b e n e f i t  l e v e l  i s  probably the b e s t  poss ib le  instrument 

f o r  a "correct"  index of total welfare  generosity.  The map of the states' 

maximum AFDC payments shows enormous con t r a s t s :  the h ighes t  peaks a r e  

$719 and $555 f o r  Alaska and Cal i forn ia ,  respec t ive ly ;  the low spo t  is 

Miss i s s ipp i ,  wi th  $96 per  month. Over time, these r e l a t i v e  he ights  vary 

l i t t l e ,  although the e l l u s i v e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  enforcement of e l i g i b i l i t y  

r u l e s  might a l t e r  t h i s  p ic ture .  

We view f e r t i l i t y  as j o i n t l y  determined with changes i n  family s t ruc-  

t u r e  such as divorce. Hence, KIDS is n o t  an independent v a r i a b l e  f o r  

hazards expla in ing  t r a n s i t i o n s  from non-FFH to FFH poverty o r  from 

non-FFH to FFH. I n  con t r a s t ,  once a woman is a FFH, the number of 

c h i l d r e n  i n  the survey p r i o r  to en t ry  i n t o  poverty (KIDS) is exogenous. 

Hence, w e  included KIDS as an explanatory va r i ab l e  i n  the econometric 

a n a l y s i s  of d ips  below the poverty l i n e  fol lowing en t ry  i n t o  F'FH as w e l l  

as i n  the FFH poverty-exi t  hazards. 

Also included i n  the e x i t  bu t  no t  the e n t r y  hazards is UCYCLIC, our 

measure of the aggregate  c y c l i c a l  unemployment rate. We cannot use 

UCYCLIC i n  the en t ry  hazards because a l l  s p e l l s  of non-FPH poverty begin 

i n  the f i r s t  sample year ,  making the v a r i a b l e  i d e n t i c a l  f o r  a l l  respon- 

den t s  f o r  a l l  durat ions.  

The complete set of independent v a r i a b l e s  ( t he  xi's 'and xz ' s )  f o r  

each hazard appears i n  Table 3. Also l i s t e d  a r e  the expected s igns  of 

t he  p a r t i a l  e f f e c t s  of the independent va r i ab l e s  on the hazard f o r  en t ry  



Table 3 

Predicted Effects of Shift Variables ca Hazard Furrtions 
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i n t o  ( e x i t  from) FFH poverty. These have appeared a s  equations ( i i i )  and 

( i v )  i n  the last sect ion and can be obtained via the re la t ionships  

ah  = a h  a z j  ah* = ah* az  

i 

im (13) ;r;;l T F ' ~ ~ ~ ~  D a X  
j i 

I n  Panel A, the plus and minus signs above the column heads record the 

s igns  of ahlaz  i n  accordance with ( i i i )  above; the signs i n  the table 
j 

a r e  those of az  /axi. The sign of the product--ahlaxi--is i n  the next- 
j 

to- las t  column of Panel A. For example, kg includes var iables  that 

increase  i n i t i a l  mari tal-specif ic  cap i t a l ,  while z2 includes var iables  

t h a t  increase the couple's well-being while married; both, i n  turn, 

decrease the divorce hazard (a h/ako < 0 and ahla z2 < 0) a s  indicated by 

the minus s igns  above kg and z2. Further, a kolaZVOPAR > 0 and 

az2/aTWOPAR > 0 a r e  indicated by the plus signs following TWOPAR. This 

means that the model predic ts  

a s  indicated by the corresponding minus sign i n  the next-to-last column 

of Panel A. I n  a p a r a l l e l  fashion, Panel B of Table 3 summarizes the 

empirical  predict ions of our e x i t  hazard. 

C. Varying the Poverty Threshold 

A l l  of the econometric r e s u l t s  reported in subsequent sec t ions  a re  

based on the o f f i c i a l  poverty threshold. Results  obtained using f i r s t  a 

poverty threshold of 75 percent of the o f f i c i a l  poverty l i n e  and then 125 

percent  of the o f f i c i a l  poverty l i n e  a r e  suppressed, for  the following 

reason: obviously, because the poorer poor a re  disproport ionately black 



and the r i cher  poor a r e  disproport ionately white, decreasing the poverty 

threshold not  only decreases the number of respondents who f a l l  in to  

FFH poverty but a l s o  increases the proportion of blacks who do so. The 

converse holds for  increasing the poverty threshold. We observe, 

however, no addi t ional  in te res t ing  var ia t ions  i n  our r e s u l t s  when w e  

changed the poverty l i n e  subs t a n t i a l l y  (f 25 percent)-- the signs, s izes ,  

and s igni f icance  of coef f i c ien t s  remained remarkably similar .  

Consequently, the empirical r e s u l t s  we discuss a r e  based exclusively on 

use of the o f f i c i a l  poverty l ine .  

D. Becoming a Poor Head of Household 

The f i r s t  four columns i n  Table 4 present  exponentiated hazard func- 
A  

t ion  coef f i c ien t s  fo r  entry in to  PR1 poverty ( the  ebi from equation 

(11)).  I f  xi increases by one uni t ,  the implied proportionate change i n  
A  

the hazard function is ebi. Note tha t  i f  bi is posi t ive  (negative), then 
A  

ebi is greater  ( l e s s )  than one. The absolute values of the t-ratios fo r  
A  A A  

the associa  red coef f i c ien t s ,  (bi/ubi), appear i n  parentheses. (Table 5 

shows the sample means f o r  the hazard functions. ) 

Of major i n t e r e s t  a r e  the s i m i l a r i t i e s  and differences i n  how blacks 

and whites en te r  and leave FFH poverty. Because blacks a r e  more l i k e l y  

t o  divorce and a l s o  to have lower income leve l s ,  they a r e  much more 

l i k e l y  to  become poor heads of households. I n  pa r t i cu la r ,  the f i r s t  

column of Table 4 shows that ,  a t  any ins tan t ,  not control l ing  f o r  any 

o the r  fac tors ,  w e  estimate young black women to enter  FFH poverty a t  3.92 

times the r a t e  of t h e i r  white counterparts.  Column 2 shows that a f t e r  

con t ro l l ing  fo r  family background, age, a measure of human cap i t a l ,  a s  

w e l l  a s  f o r  i n t e r s t a t e  var ia t ions  i n  AFDC generosity, i n  per capi ta  
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Table 4 

Estimated Hazard Functions f o r  T rans i t ions  I n t o  and Out of FFH Poverty 

aThe o v e e r  denotes the Complement of the s t a t e .  Thus, is any S t a t e  (such a s  married) p r i o r  to FFH poverty 
and FFHPOV + FPHPOV denotes the t r a n s i t i o n  from FFH but  not poor to FFH and poor. 

b ~ x c e p t  f o r  column (7), the numbers in  t h i s  table  a r e  the exponentiated hazard function c o e f f i c i e n t s ,  exp (b ) and 
exp (bf). In  column (7) they are  the exponentiated logi  t coefficients.  i 

I - 
E x i t  Hazards 

From i n  PFH Poverty to 
out  of FM Poverty 

FFHPOV + 

pooled whi te  black 
(9) (10) (11) (12) 

.51 .67 
(5.57) (2.72) 

1.05 .87 1.27 
5 5  ( 1 1 5  1.72 

1.00 1.08 .93 
(.003) (1.25) (1.19) 

.92 .92 .92 
(3.45) (2.27) (2.36) 

1.01 1.01 1.01 
(2.91) (2.30) (1.68) 

1.97 2.02 2.58 
(2.12) (1.94) (1.26) 

1.16 1.13 1.18 
(5.11) (2.93) (4.09) 

.90 -91 .89 
(1.91) (1.15) (1.39) 

.98 -82 1.21 
( -18 )  (1.20) (1.03) 

.94 1.03 .75 
(-56) (.20) (1.46) 

.94 -91 1.01 
( -45)  ( -52)  (-03) 

1.34 1.63 1.14 
(1.55) (1.79) ( -48)  

-66 a61 .67 
(3.47) (3.28) (2.06) 

U"U 
29.9 29.6 30.1 

$24,050 $396 $446 

/uf-' 
1568.27 686.48 675.52 

456 456 199 257 

CThe numbers i n  parentheses a r e  asymptotic t-ratios.  For column (71, these  were ca l cu la t ed  a s  the square roo t  of 
the  Chi-square sta t i 6  t i c s .  

From Not From Not 
FFH to i n  
FFH Poverty 
Poverty to  FFH 
Imme- Poverty 
d i a t e l y  Event- 

u a l k  
FPHPOV + 

l o g i t  FFHPOV 

pooled pooled 
(7) (8 

.88 1.79 
(.77) (1.51) 

1.12 .90 
(-99) (-50) 

1.07 .99 
1 .14)  (.16) 

.86 .95 
(5.71) (-63) 

1.00 1.00 
(1.20) ( -03)  

.57 .43 
(1.36) (-90) 

.82 .96 
(4.86) (-48) 

2.52 1.37 
(8.38) (1.78) 

-98 1.72 
(-10) (-85) 

.83 1.10 
(1.20) (.35) 

.79 1.00 
(1.25) (.01) 

1.14 .87 
( -49)  (-27) 

1.05 1.32 
(-56) (1.06) 

40.9 113.5 

$391 $16 

462.20 210.56 

817 338 

Entry 

From Not i n  FFH Poverty 
t o  FFH Poverty 

- 
Variable  FFH + F M P O V ~  

pooled whi te  black 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 

BLACK 3 . 9 ~ ~  2.70 
(14.90)' (8.79) 

AFDC 1.22 1.17 1.30 
(2.91) (1.76) (2.58) 

AFDCSQ -95 .96 .90 
(1.86) (.82) (2.19) 

AGE 1.03 1.05 1.00 
(1.86) (1.95) (-07) 

AGESQ .99 .99 .98 
(5.10) (3.02) (4.81) 

DUNCAN .47 .62 .19 
(2.92) (1.58) (2.89) 

K W  .87 .85 .89 
(6.80) (5.12) (4.26) 

KIDS 

%FEMALE 1.15 1.06 1.35 
(1.71) ( -52)  (2.39) 

STATEY 1.00 1.10 .87 
(.04) 7 1 .11 

TVOPAR .55 .48 .61 
(5.96) (4.57) (3.91) 

NOSTATE 

UCYCLIC 

AGE 
parabola 

AGE turn 26.4 27.9 24.9 

AFDC m r n  $475 $512 $430 

AFDC 
parabola 

-log 3806.83 1732.07 1738.82 
l i ke l ihood  

sample 4,297 4,297 3,200 1,097 
s i z e  

Hazards 

From Not FPH 
to  FPH 

- 
FM + FFH 

white black 
(5) (6) 

-96 1.24 
(-65) (2.59) 

1.08 .99 
(2.48) 2 

1.08 1-01 
(4.23) (-43) 

.99 .99 
(4.38) (4.62) 

.76 .40 
(1.28) (2.16) 

-93 -94 
(2.80) (2.63) 

1 -01  1.27 
(-16) (2.56) 

1.08 .95 
( -83)  (.53) 

.59 .65 
(4.15) (3.99) 

28.7 25.3 

$331 $1410 

nnnu/nn 
3211.78 2390.14 

3,200 1,097 



Table 5 

Sample Means f o r  Estimated Hazard Function Variables  
(100% Poverty Threshold) 

a~~~ is t i m e  varying. This is the mean age i n  the f i r s t  year of the sample, 1968. 
bt.v. denotes t i m e  varying variable.  
CAGE is t i m e  varying. This is the mean age upon f i r s t  en t ry  i n t o  FPH. 
d~~~ is time varying. This is the mean age upon en t ry  i n t o  FFH-poverty. 
eFor the survey years between 1968 and 1982 the annualized values of UCYCLIC were -1.2, -1.4, -1.7 
-04,  .4, -.I, -.55, 2.2, 1.1, -05, 1.7. 

Exit Hazards 

FFHPOV + FFH- 

pooled white  black 
(9)  o r  (10) (11) (12) 

.56 

2.81 3.29 2.44 

2.58 2.76 2.44 

6.38 6.67 6.16 

24.gd t.v. t.v. 

15.42 t.v. t.v. 

.23 -33 .55 

6.05 7.17 5.19 

1.68 1.64 1.71 

46.2 46.6 45.8 

.63 .73 .55 

.10 .09 .11 

t. v. t.v. t.v. 

456 199 257 

FFH- + 

l o g i t  FFHPOV 

pooled pooled 
(7 (8)  

.48 .38 

3.17 3.32 

1.97 2.09 

7.14 7.24 

25.45c t.v. 

17.22 t.v. 

.26 .30 

6.59 7.39 

51.35 51.34 

.70 .78 

.10 

817 3 38 

Entrv 

- 
Variable  FFH + FFHPOV 

pooled white  black 
(1)  o r  (2)  (3)  (4 )  

BLACK .26 

AFDC 3.20 3.47 2.43 

( AFDc-3 ) 1.86 1.93 1.65 

STATEY 7.13 7.28 6.72 

AGE 18.77a t . ~ . ~  t.v. 

AGESQ 48.01 t.v. t.v. 

DUNCAN .32 .37 .17 

KWW 7.27 7.80 5.73 

KIDS 

%FEMALE 51.3 51.3 51.4 

TWOPAR .82 .87 .66 

NOSTATE 

UCYCLIC te 

sample 
s i z e  4297 3200 1097 

Hazards 

- 
FFH + FFH 

white black 
(5)  (6)  
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income and i n  the gender mix,'' young black women s t i l l  enter  FPH poverty 

a t  about 2.7 times the ra te  of the i r  white counterparts. 

The t rans i t ion  to PFH poverty can occur in  two steps-a change in  

family s ta tus  that  makes the woman a FFH, followed by a movement below 

the poverty line-or i n  a s ingle  step, s t r a i g h t  to FFH poverty. To 

c l a r i f y  the difference, we have resolved the single-s tep t rans i t ion  for  

the pooled data (column 2) in to  the events: ( i )  the t r ans i t ion  (of 817 

women) to FFH s t a tu s  (FFH + FFH hazards by race i n  columns 5 and 6);  ( i i )  

l o g i t  analysis  of which 479 of these 817 women a r e  poor upon a r r i v a l  in 

FFH ( l o g i t  regression in  column 7);  and ( i i i )  fo r  those 338 who were not 

poor upon a r r i va l ,  the subsequent t r ans i t ion  of 43 of them to  

FFH poverty. 

Using th i s  resolution we see that  i n  column 5 (6),  other things the 

same, young white (black) women from i n t a c t  families of or ig in  (TWOPAR = 

1 )  become s ingle  mothers a t  jus t  under (somewhat over) 60 percent of the 

r a t e  of the i r  counterparts from broken families. They become poor s ingle  

mothers a t  even lower ra tes  (columns 3 and 4). Young black women whose 

f a the r s  had a re la t ive ly  high socioeconomic s ta tus  (DUNCAN) a r e  drama ti- 

c a l l y  l e s s  l i ke ly  to become s ingle  mothers (column 6) and poor s ingle  

mothers (column 4); these e f fec t s  a re  much l e s s  pronounced f o r  whites. 

For both races, more market human cap i t a l  (as measured by KWW) c lea r ly  

re ta rds  both entry in to  FFH s ta tus  (columns 5 and 6) and the chances of 

being poor upon that  entry (column 7). For those who become s ingle  

mothers but a r e  i n i t i a l l y  not poor, more children j u s t  pr ior  to entry 

i n t o  FFH speeds eventual t r ans i t ion  to poverty (column 8). However, none 

of the measures of background or human cap i t a l  seem to promote or retard 

these transi t ions.  



A s  was indicated i n  Table 3, the percentage of women i n  the popula- 

t ion  increases expected divorced income fo r  men, because i t  means they 

have r e l a t i v e l y  more choices of a po ten t i a l  wife, but decreases i t  fo r  

women, because they i n  turn have re la t ive ly  fewer choices of a po ten t i a l  

husband, and therefore has a theore t ica l ly  ambiguous e f f e c t  on the 

divorce hazard. A s  column (6) shows, black women i n  s t a t e s  with one more 

percentage point  (which is about two standard deviat ions)  of women i n  the 

population have a 27 percent higher r i sk  of s ingle  motherhood. Their 

r i s k  of poor s ing le  motherhood is even g rea te r  (column 4), 35 percent. 

For blacks, the increase i n  the man's expected income upon divorce evi- 

dently outweighs the decrease i n  the woman's expected income. We find no 

such e f f e c t  for  whites. 

The preponderance of respondents who appear to become householders 

and poor simultaneously (479 of the 522 who became FFH poor i n  our 

sample) corroborates the aggregate time-series evidence c i t ed  i n  Section 

I that the feminization of poverty is closely linked to the secular  trend 

i n  divorce. One of the main implications w e  should draw from the f i r s t  

e i g h t  columns of Table 4 is that  fac tors  hastening entry in to  female 

family householder s t a t u s  (columns 5 and 6) a r e  a l s o  the fac to r s  

underlying the increasing rate of entry over time i n t o  FFH poverty 

(columns 1 through 4). Apart from STATEY, most of our independent 

var iables  help to explain rates of entry in to  FFH and in to  FFH poverty. 

Further, a l l  of these entry hazards underline the importance of a good 

economic start i n  l i f e  and the subsequent accumulation of human capi ta l .  

Nonetheless, once a woman becomes a FFH, few of our independent var iables  

help to explain e i t h e r  immediate (column 7) o r  subsequent (column 8) 

moves below the poverty line. Only ( i )  growing older, ( i i )  more 



knowledge of the workplace, and ( i i i )  fewer children j u s t  pr ior  to ent ry  

i n t o  F'FH seem to reduce the i n i t i a l  probabi l i ty  of poverty. For those 

who change family s t a t u s  but a r e  not immediately poor, column 8 shows 

t h a t  only more chi ldren  j u s t  p r i o r  to ent ry  in to  FFH hastens subsequent 

movements below the poverty l ine.  

Life-cycle e f f e c t s  a r e  r e f l ec ted  i n  the coe f f i c i en t s  of AGE and AGESQ 

i n  Table 4. I n  the lower p a r t  of the table,  w e  draw the shape of the 

implied parabolas ind ica te  the sample mean with a dot, and repor t  the 

turning points a s  AGE turn. Where the turning point  is so f a r  from the 

mean a s  to be outside of the relevant  range ( f o r  example, AGE turn = 114 

years i n  column 8 ) ,  only one leg of the parabola is  shown. Note that the 

chances of becoming a s ing le  mother and of becoming a poor s ingle  mother 

increase  u n t i l  roughly age 29 fo r  whites and 25 f o r  blacks; they decrease 

thereaf ter .  This  pa t t e rn  r e f l e c t s  the f a c t  that  FFH s t a t u s  is almost 

always preceded by the set of events marriage, chi ldbearing,  and divorce, 

and that by t h e i r  middle to l a t e  twenties nearly 80 percent of women have 

been married ( S t a t i s t i c a l  Abstract of the United Sta tes ,  1986., p. 38). 

Beyond ages 28 o r  29 f o r  whites and age 25 fo r  blacks, fu r the r  aging 

r e t a r d s  both ent ry  in to  FFH and FFH poverty, possibly r e f l ec t ing  ( i )  the 

development of mari tal-specif i c  c a p i t a l  t h a t  outweighs the development of 

labor  market c a p i t a l ,  and ( i i )  a general decl ine i n  a l t e r n a t i v e  mar i ta l  

oppor tuni t ies  to both spouses. 

The impact of AFDC support has a l s o  been speci f ied  a s  a parabola. I n  

the  same manner a s  f o r  AGE, the turning point  (AFDC turn) ,  shapes, and 

sample means f o r  these parabolas a r e  reported i n  the lower portion of 

Table 4. Recall  tha t  while government t r a n s f e r  po l i c i e s  a r e  exogenous, 

the  amounts t ransfer red  a r e  endogenous and thereby excluded from the 



income we used to asce r ta in  poverty s ta tus .  The s t rength  of the e n t i r e  

income maintenance safe ty  ne t  f o r  each state is proxied by monthly maxi- 

mum APDC payments. l2 We find that throughout the observed range, g rea te r  

welfare generosity increases entry in to  s ing le  motherhood and thereby 

ent ry  in to  poor s ingle  motherhood. The estimated coef f i c ien t s  i n  Table 4 

imply that  i f  welfare generosity increased so t h a t  our index rose by $100 

per month, then white women would enter  FPH poverty a t  a 12 percent 

higher r a t e  (column 5) and black women would en te r  a t  a 22 percent higher 

r a t e  (column 6 ) ,  c e t e r i s  paribus. l3 These increases r e f l e c t  e l a s  t i c i t i e s  

of the probabil i ty of becoming a female family householder with respect  

t o  AFDC payments of 0.33 f o r  white and 0.53 f o r  black women. We cannot, 

however, de tec t  any secondary impact of AFDC generosity on earnings or  

o ther  income of single mothers. Speci f ica l ly ,  women i n  s t a t e s  with rela- 

t i v e l y  generous income maintenance systems are  no more o r  less l i k e l y  to 

f a l l  beneath the poverty threshold e i t h e r  immediately upon enter ing FFH 

(column 7) or  subsequently (column 8) than otherwise s imi la r  women i n  

states with less generous systems. 

E. Escaping FFH Poverty 

Young black women not  only enter  FFH poverty a t  higher r a t e s  than 

t h e i r  white counterparts,  but a l s o  e x i t  FFH poverty more slowly and, 

consequently, have longer average spel ls .  The last four columns of Table 

4 repor t  the e x i t  hazards fo r  pooled (columns 9 and 10) and race- 

s t r a t i f i e d  (columns 11 and 12) hazards. Recall t h a t  Table 2 told us tha t  

i so la ted  changes i n  income play a re la t ive ly  small ro le  i n  e x i t s  f o r  both 

races (one-third of white and l e s s  than one-third of black e x i t s ) ,  

leaving changes in family s t ruc tu re  a s  the dominant e x i t  mode. Of these 



changes in  family structure that  resu l t  in poverty ex i t ,  remarriage 

accounts for nearly three-quarters of the white but less  than half (44 

percent) of the black transit ions (see Table 2). 

A s  seen in Table 4, the average young black single mother ex i t s  

poverty a t  only about half the ra te  of her white counterpart (column 9)  ; 

even controll ing for  a l l  other variables i n  Table 4, blacks s t i l l  e x i t  

FFH poverty a t  only about two-thirds the white r a t e  (column 10). More 

generous welfare programs as indexed by AFDC do not appear to retard 

ex i t s  from FFH poverty. Indeed, for  blacks, more generous programs 

appear to hasten exits .  (Remember that  income is measured exclusive of 

government transfers. ) 

Poor single mothers are  more than twice a s  l ikely to ex i t  FFH poverty 

via a change in  family s t ructure  than via an isolated change in  income 

(Table 2). This provides some evidence that  single mothers with more 

children may ex i t  poverty (of ten via remarriage) a t  slower rates,  but no 

evidence that  coming from an in tac t  family of origin makes a difference. 

Although changes in family s t ructure  dominate FFH poverty exi ts ,  nonethe- 

l e s s  columns 11 and 12 show that, other things equal (including welfare 

policy), the human capi ta l  of a single mother is a significant d e t e r  

minant of her chance of r is ing above the poverty threshold: more market 

human capi ta l  (as measured by KWW), and, a t  l e a s t  for whites, coming from 

a family with a higher socioeconomic s ta tus  (as measured by DUNCAN) are  

both associated with s ignif icant ly  higher e x i t  rates. Likewise, fo r  both 

races aging seems to retard e x i t  up through approximately age 30; a f t e r  

that ,  aging is associated with a s ignif icant  increase in  e x i t  rates. It 

appears that prior to age 30 the negative e f fec t s  of age on remarriage 



dominate, while i n  l a t e r  years the dominant e f f e c t s  a r e  general human 

cap1 t a l  accumulation and the maturation of children. 

The marketabil i ty of human c a p i t a l  depends upon the state of the econ- 

omy a s  a whole. We estimate tha t  an increase of one percentage point  i n  

the c y c l i c a l  unemployment r a t e  (UCYCLIC) re tards  by one-third the e x i t  

r a t e s  of young black mothers. The observed re tardat ion is somewhat 

g r e a t e r  fo r  whites. I n  typical  postwar U.S. recessions, the unemployment 

r a t e  rose by about 3.5 percentage points (Zarnowitz, 1985). This 

suggests tha t  during a recession the poverty e x i t  rate f o r  young white 

mothers w i l l  be only about 18 percent of w h a t  it is during a period of 

f u l l  employment. The analogous f igure  f o r  young black women is 25 p e r  

cent. This Implies tha t  the business cycle a f f e c t s  white FFH-poverty 

durat ions r e l a t i v e l y  more than black FFH-poverty durations. 

I n  conclusion, it should be emphasized tha t  changes i n  family s t a t u s  

dominate movements in to  and out of FFH poverty. Further, the i n s t i t u t i o n  

of marriage works much better a t  keeping young white women out  of poverty 

than a t  keeping young black women out  of poverty. One c lue  is  that ,  of 

the young women who e x i t  FFH poverty via (re)marriage, only 6 t o  20 p e r  

c e n t  of whites do so to marriages tha t  a r e  below the poverty l ine ,  

whereas 15 t o  40 percent of blacks e x i t  to marriages tha t  a r e  below the 

poverty l i n e  (see Table 2). 

V. THE IMPORTANCE OF DEMOGRAPHICS AND THE FUTURE DEFEMINIZATION OF 
POVERTY 

I n  studying poverty, our research underscores the overwhelming lmpor- 

tance of the i n s t i t u t i o n  of marriage. The trend known a s  the feminiza- 

t i o n  of poverty r e f l e c t s  a sharp increase i n  the f r a c t i o n  of women with 



chi ldren but without husbands. The r e l a t i v e l y  small proportion of black 

women who a r e  married goes a long way toward explaining the higher 

poverty r a t e s  of young black women. Using the estimated hazard functions 

f o r  poverty entry and e x i t  i n  Table 4 w e  can t en ta t ive ly  ru le  out  severa l  

possible explanations of the feminization of poverty. For example, while 

w e  f ind  tha t  welfare generosi ty a f f e c t s  i n t e r s t a t e  d i f ferences  i n  poverty 

r a t e s ,  such programs have trended i n  a d i rec t ion  tha t  should have slowed 

the feminization of poverty. I n  par t icular ,  between 1970 and 1984, 

average real AFDC benef i t s  f e l l  by about 66 percent ( S t a t i s t i c a l  

Abstract  of the United S ta tes ,  1986, pp. 379 and 477). Likewise, the 

pa t t e rns  of s t a t i s t i c a l  ( in)s igni f icance  and magnitudes of our parameter 

es t imates  f o r  TUOPAR i n  the entry and e x i t  hazards ru le  out  the secular  

increase  i n  the proportion of women who come from broken famil ies  of ori-  

g in  a s  quan t i t a t ive ly  important i n  explaining the feminization of 

poverty. I n  shor t ,  w e  speculate that  the feminization of poverty over 

the last 15 years stems largely  from demographics: a g rea t  increase i n  

the number of women i n  t h e i r  childbearing years coupled with the (as  ye t  

unexplained) secular  upward trend i n  the f rac t ion  of s ing le  mothers. 14 

Economists emphasize the r o l e  of the sex and age composition of the labor 

force  i n  determining the so-called normal unemployment rate. I n  a 

p a r a l l e l  fashion our empirical r e s u l t s  underscore the intertwined ro les  

of population demographics, the marriage market, and family s t ruc tu re  i n  

explaining the s i z e  of the female poverty population and the trend known 

a s  the feminization of poverty. 

I n  conclusion, w e  note tha t  our r esu l t s  indica te  t h a t  once a woman 

reaches her late twenties, aging tends to both re tard  ent ry  in to  FFH 

poverty and hasten exit .  This is important because the U.S. population 



of women is now aging. For example, from 1970 to 1983, the core of the 

period when poverty was feminized, the number of women 18 to  24 years old 

rose by over 2.6 million. Compare t h i s  to w h a t  is predicted to  happen - 
between now and the year 2000: the population of women ages 18 to  24 is 

projected to f a l l  by about 2 mi l l ion  ( S t a t i s t i c a l  Abstract of the United 

S ta tes ,  1986, p. 25).15 These data suggest, then, that the number of 

poor s ingle  mothers with chi ldren w i l l  decline between now and the year 

2000. The down s ide  of th i s  s tory  is, however, that s ing le  mothers w i l l  

probably continue to rear  a growing f rac t ion  of U.S. children. The fun- 

damental s t r u c t u r a l  changes in  famil ies  analyzed here c a l l  fo r  f u r t h e r  

economic research. 



Notes 

l ~ l l  of the summary s t a t i s t i c s  i n  th i s  section are  avai lable  i n  

Kniesner (1983) and a l so  i n  more dispersed form in  A Growing Cr i s i s  

(1983), U.S. Bureau of the Census (1984), and S t a t i s t i c a l  Abstract of the 

United Sta tes  (1986 and e a r l i e r  years). 

2 ~ o r  blacks, the odds rose from 81/1000 i n  1970 to  230/1000 i n  1983, 

while the corresponding odds for white women increased from 55/1000 to 

3~ woman is defined as  a FFH i f  she is the head of her household and 

has children i n  the household. She is the head of the household i f  she 

i s  ( i )  not married-with-spouse-present, and, ( i i )  reports  herself a s  

e i t h e r  the head of the household or as  the s i s t e r  of head of household 

but  - no related adul ts  (including the s i s t e r )  a re  present. She is - not the 

head of the household i f  she i s  e i the r  ( i i i )  married, with spouse present 

o r  i n  the armed forces, or ( iv)  does not meet ( i i )  above. By this  def i- 

n i t i on  a female family householder could have dependent parents. 

4 ~ h e  modal AFDC household consists  of a s ingle  mother with two 

children. I n  1982, the 1 , s  t year of our sample, the annual poverty 

threshold for the average three-person family was $7,693 i n  1982 dollars. 

( S t a t i s t i c a l  Abstract, 1986, p. 430). 

5 ~ e  do not address the issue that the CPI may overstate the in f la t ion  

r a t e  and, thereby, overstate the feminization of poverty. 

6 ~ y  ignoring cash transfers,  the discrepancy between our def ini t ion 

of poverty and that  of the federal  government is the number of indivi- 

duals who a re  l i f t e d  out of poverty via such cash transfers.  



ÿÿ he f inanc ia l  a id  tha t  a woman receives from r e l a t i ve s  and alimony 

payments were included but were qui te  meager. I n  the CPS fo r  1982, the 

l a s t  year of our sample, alimony payments to women 18 to 29 years of age 

were too few in number to compute a r e l i ab l e  mean. I n  1981, only 40 per- 

cen t  of these women held chi ld  support awards; of them, l e s s  than 50 p e r  

cen t  ac tua l ly  received payments. For those who received payments i n  t h i s  

young cohort, the average t o t a l  payment was about $100 per month. The 

average fo r  a l l  women is higher by only $20 per month ( S t a t i s t i c a l  

Abstract,  1985, p. 383). 

8 ~ h i s  r e s u l t  is based on what we have referred to above a s  the 100 

percent poverty threshold. From now on we discuss only the 100 percent 

poverty threshold unless substantive differences arose when the threshold 

was varied. 

 his avoids wersampling spe l l s  from awl t i spe l l  individuals. 

Although there is information in  second and higher-order spe l l s ,  these 

s p e l l s  tend to be associated with second divorces or other repeated 

changes i n  family type and a r e  of secondary importance here. 

l01f the woman is i n  FFH poverty in the current  survey but was 

unmarried and without children on the previous survey, then her entry 

mode was defined a s  entry via b i r t h  out of wedlock. 

 he last three variables a r e  time-varying i n  tha t  they change a s  a 

respondent moves from s t a t e  to s ta te .  

1 2 ~ o t e  tha t  s t a t e  per capita income (STATEY) and the percentage of 

the s t a t e  population that is female (%FEMALE) help to sh ie ld  these 

r e s u l t s  from contamination due to unmeasured differences across s t a tes .  

Unreported r e s u l t s  using a dummy variable fo r  the presence of a s t a t e  

AFDC-UP program produced no s ign i f i can t  differences among states. 



13~llwood and Bane (1985) repor t  a 10 percent increase i n  divorce by 

women of a l l  ages due to a $100 per month increase in  monthly maximum 

AFDC payments. 

14see, fo r  example, Michael (1985), who finds that the time-series of 

divorce ra tes  in  the United Sta tes  seems s t a t i s t i c a l l y  t o  "lead" other  

important trends. 

5 ~ h e  significance of th i s  can be m s  t eas i ly  understood by noting 

t h a t  through the end of th i s  century the total population of U.S. women 

i s  expected to r i s e  by 25 million. 



Appendix A 

CALCULATING POVERTY STATUS 

The National Longitudinal Survey of Young Women (NLSYW) interviewed 

respondents who were ages 14-24 i n  1968. These interviews were conducted 

annually from 1968 to 1982, except f o r  1974, 1976, 1979 and 1981. I n  

each survey year, the respondents were asked deta i led  questions about the 

l a s t  calendar year ' s  income and current  family structure.  For each sur- 

vey year w e  ascertained family s t ruc tu re  and poverty s ta tus .  This 

allowed us to c rea te  beginning and ending years f o r  FFH and FFH-poverty 

s t a t u s  a s  well a s  censor codes f o r  noninterview and missing income. 

Occasionally, respondents claimed no income or income t rans fe r s  of 

any kind. We assumed that these respondents had "missing" income and 

therefore c l a s s i f i e d  t h e i r  poverty s t a t u s  a s  missing a s  well. When other 

income data indicated tha t  the household was above the poverty threshold, 

respondents were designated as  nonpoor even though income was missing 

from par t i cu la r  categories. 

I n  some cases, the composition of the family un i t  was problematic. 

I n  pa r t i cu la r ,  some households had a member (other than the spouse) who 

was age 14 or  older,  and t h i s  ext ra  member, perhaps a teenage son or  the 

woman's parent, may have contributed income. I n  t h i s  case, the income of 

the woman (and her spouse i f  present)  was used as  a lower bound on family 

income. The separate questions on the categories of household income 

were used to es tab l i sh  upper and lower bounds. We combined these to 

a r r i v e  a t  upper and lower bounds f o r  household income. Where working-age 

nonspouses a re  present,  the lower bound is the maximum of the lower bound 

income revealed by the income questions and the lower bound of the income 



ca tegory  se lec ted .  The upper bound is the minimum of the  income sum 

(poss ib ly  missing) and the upper bound f o r  the category se lec ted .  For 

each family w e  compared these  upper and lower income bounds to the real 

pover ty  threshold.  

( i )  I f  the upper bound is less than the threshold,  then a woman is 
c a l l e d  poor. 

( i i )  I f  the lower bound is g r e a t e r  than the threshold,  then she is 
c a l l e d  n o t  poor. 

( i i i )  Otherwise, i f  the woman was FFH, on AFDC and n o t  l i v i n g  with 
working-age r e l a t i v e s ,  then we c l a s s i f i e d  her  a s  poor. 

The problematic  case  occurred when the th reshold  l a y  between the  upper 

and lower income bounds and the  woman did n o t  r ece ive  AFDC. 

( i v )  I f  she does no t  l i v e  wi th  o the r  working-age persons,  then poverty 
s t a t u s  is  missing. 

( v )  I f  she l i v e s  w i th  o the r  working-age persons (husband excepted) ,  
then  she is c l a s s i f i e d  a s  poor i f  the poverty th reshold  is g r e a t e r  
than  the midpoint of the upper bound and lower bounds. 

Missing va lues  on ques t ions  regarding wages were patched up using se l f -  

r epo r t ed  usua l  hours worked per  week, weeks worked i n  the p a s t  year ,  and 

hourly wages. Our c a l c u l a t i o n  of income was checked a g a i n s t  the key 

v a r i a b l e s  i n  the NLSYW da ta  tape. The wage imputat ions were then in t ro-  

duced and AFDC and food stamp income n e t t e d  out. 

F i n a l l y ,  t o  c a l c u l a t e  poverty thresholds  f o r  minors-only households, 

w e  def ined  the head a s  an  "adul t"  f o r  the purposes of s e l e c t i n g  the 

fami ly  type i n  the  poverty tables .  



Appendix B 

Year of Entry by Year of Exit f o r  Whites ( fo r  Blacks) 

Y e a r o f E n t r y  
(Percentage) 

1969 

1970 

1971 

1972 

1973 

1975 

1977 

TOTAL 

8.5 
(10.71 

3.6 
(9.6) 

9.7 
(13.6) 

13.3 
(17.0) 

12.7 
(14.7) 

23.0 
(15.8) 

14.6 
(10.2) 

7.3 
(4.5) 

7 -3  
(4.0) 

100.0 
(100.0: 

r 

C 

1978 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(1.1 

0.0 
(1.7) 

0.0 
(2.3) 

6.7 
(2.8) 

13.3 
(5.1) 

A 

1970 

5.4 
(3.4) 

20.0 
(13.0) 

Year 
1975 

0.6 
(2.3) 

0.0 
(0.6) 

0.6 
(2.8) 

1.8 
(4.5) 

10.9 
(10.2) 

1980 

0.0 
(0.6) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.6 
(0.6) 

0.6 
(0.0) 

2.4 
(1.7) 

0.6 
(5.1) 

.of Exit  
1977 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.6 
(2.3 

1.2 
(2.8) 

1.2 
(2.3) 

13.9 
(10.2) 

13.9 
(20.3) 

1971 

1.2 
(2.3) 

3.0 
(5.1) 

1978 

1980 

TOTAL 

1982 

0.0 
(0.6) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.6 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(1.1) 

0.6 
(0.0) 

6.7 
(2.8) 

10.9 
(10.7) 

17.0 
(17.5; 

4.2 
(7.3) 

5.5 
(3.4) 

1 

0.6 
(1.7) 

7.3 
(4.0; 

9.1 
(7.3) 

1972 

0.6 
(1.7) 

0.6 
(1.1) 

7.9 
(6.2) 

1973 

0.6 
(0.0) 

0.0 
(2.8) 

0.6 
(1.1) 

9.1 
(7.3) 

9.1 
(9.0) 

10.3 
(11.3) 
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