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A b s t r a c t  

I n  r e c e n t  decades  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of women wi th  c h i l d r e n  who head 

t h e i r  own households h a s  i n c r e a s e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y .  A number of f a c t o r s  

have c o n t r i b u t e d :  d e c r e a s e  i n  f e r t i l i t y ,  i n c r e a s e  i n  d i v o r c e ,  i n c r e a s e d  

p r o p e n s i t y  f o r  women w i t h  c h i l d r e n  t o  e s t a b l i s h  independent  househo lds ,  

d e c r e a s e  i n  remar r iage ,  and i n c r e a s e  i n  nonmar i t a l  b i r t h s .  

T h i s  paper  u s e s  U.S. Census d a t a  t o  ana lyze  the  impact of these  major 

demographic components on t h e  growth i n  female-headed f a m i l i e s  from 1950 

t o  1980. 

The f i n d i n g s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  f o r  whi te  women, t h e  major source  of 

growth h a s  been t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  number of formerly  mar r ied  mothers,  

which r e s u l t s  from h i g h e r  d i v o r c e  r a t e s  and,  more r e c e n t l y ,  lower r a t e s  

o f  remarr iage.  For b lack  women, much of the  e a r l y  growth i n  female- 

headed f a m i l i e s  was caused by an  i n c r e a s e  i n  formerly  marr ied mothers ,  

b u t  r e c e n t  growth h a s  come from d e c l i n e s  i n  marr iage and i n c r e a s e s  i n  

b i r t h s  t o  never-marr ied women. 



The Growth of F a m i l i e s  Headed by Women: 1950 TO 1980 

The p r o p o r t i o n  of  a l l  f a m i l i e s  headed by women h a s  i n c r e a s e d  d r a m a t i -  

c a l l y  i n  r e c e n t  decades .  One impac t  of  t h i s  change  is t h a t  a  l a r g e r  pro-  

p o r t i o n  o f  c h i l d r e n  a r e  l i v i n g  w i t h  s i n g l e  mothe r s  t han  a t  any  t ime i n  

t h e  p a s t .  I f  c u r r e n t  c o n d i t i o n s  p e r s i s t ,  one -ha l f  of a l l  c h i l d r e n  born  

today  w i l l  l i v e  i n  a  f ema le  headed f a m i l y  a t  some t ime b e f o r e  r e a c h i n g  

a g e  18  ( ~ u m ~ a s s ,  1984) .  Whi le  t h e r e  i s  d e b a t e  o v e r  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

e  f  f  e c  t s  of  growing up i n  a  fema le -headed f a m i l y  , t h e  economic consequen- 

c e s  a re  c 1 e a r . l  About h a l f  of  mother-only  f a m i l i e s  have incomes below 

t h e  o f f i c i a l  U.S. p o v e r t y  l i n e  as compared w i t h  o n l y  1 3  p e r c e n t  of 

husband-wi fe  f a m i l i e s  ( ~ a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986).  Thus ,  t h e  

i n c r e a s e  i n  f ema le  h e a d s h i p  h a s  had a n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t  on t h e  economic 

w e l f a r e  o f  c h i l d r e n . 2  

T r e n d s  by r a c e  i n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of  f a m i l i e s  headed by women a r e  

shown i n  F i g u r e  1 f o r  t h e  p e r i o d  1940 t o  1985. S i n c e  1975,  t h e  f i g u r e s  

h a v e  been  r e p o r t e d  a n n u a l l y .  The t r e n d s  f o r  b l a c k s  and w h i t e s  a r e  similar 

i n  t h a t  b o t h  g r o u p s  e x p e r i e n c e d  s m a l l  i n c r e a s e s  i n  f ema le  h e a d s h i p  i n  t h e  

f i f t i e s  and l a r g e r  i n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  s i x t i e s  and s e v e n t i e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  

t h e  r a t e  of g rowth  d u r i n g  t h e  l a t t e r  two p e r i o d s  was similar f o r  b o t h  

r a c e s .  F o r  w h i t e s ,  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of  a l l  f a m i l i e s  headed by women grew 37 

p e r c e n t  be tween 1960 and 1970 and 40  p e r c e n t  between 1970 and 1980. For  

b l a c k s ,  g rowth  was 37 p e r c e n t  and 3 5  p e r c e n t  i n  t h o s e  two decades .  The 

s i m i l a r i t y  i n  g r o w t h  r a t e s  i s  s u r p r i s i n g ,  s i n c e  many a n a l y s t s  v iew female  

h e a d s h i p  a s  a  problem of t h e  b l a c k  community t h a t  h a s  o n l y  r e c e n t l y  

a f f e c t e d  w h i t e s .  The f o c u s  on b l a c k s  i s  due t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  female-  



Figure  1 

Growth i n  F a m i l i e s  Headed by Women, 1940-1985 

Source:  U.S. Census, 1940,  1950,  1960; Current  P o p u l a t i o n  Repor t s ,  
1967-1985, S e r i e s  P-20. 
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headed f a m i l i e s  a r e  more common among b lacks  and t h e r e f o r e  the  a b s o l u t e  

i n c r e a s e s  a r e  much g r e a t e r .  

I n  t h i s  paper  we ana lyze  the  major demographic components under ly ing  

t h e  growth i n  female-headed f a m i l i e s  from 1950 t o  1980. We begin by 

d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  p a t h s  t h a t  l e a d  t o  t h e  fo rmat ion  of female-headed fami- 

l i e s .  These p a t h s ,  o r  sequence of s t a t u s e s ,  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  l o g i c  behind 

t h e  cons t r u c  t i o n  of components f o r  t h e  decomposit ion a n a l y s i s .  Next, we 

d i s c u s s  p rev ious  s t u d i e s  of t h e  growth of female headship  and compare 

them t o  t h e  approach used here .  F i n a l l y ,  we p r e s e n t  f i n d i n g s  from our  

own a n a l y s i s .  

The f i n d i n g s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  f o r  w h i t e s ,  the  major source  of growth h a s  

been t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  fo rmer ly  marr ied mothers ,  which has  r e s u l t e d  from 

h i g h e r  r a t e s  of d i v o r c e  and,  more r e c e n t l y ,  lower r a t e s  of remarr iage.  

For  b l a c k s  t h e  p i c t u r e  i s  d i f f e r e n t .  Whereas much of t h e  e a r l y  growth i n  

f  emale-headed f a m i l i e s  was due t o  an i n c r e a s e  i n  fo rmer ly  marr ied 

mothers ,  r e c e n t  growth has  come from d e c l i n e s  i n  mar r iage  and i n c r e a s e s  

i n  b i r t h s  t o  never-marr ied women. 

PATHS TO FEMALE HEADSHIP 

A woman who i s  t h e  head of a  family  household has  u s u a l l y  taken one 

o f  two p a t h s  ( F i g u r e  2 ) .  Her f i r s t  d e c i s i o n  is  whether o r  n o t  t o  marry. 

I f  s h e  remains s i n g l e ,  s h e  i s  a t  r i s k  of becoming a  never-married female  

head.  Reaching t h i s  s t a t u s  depends upon two a d d i t i o n a l  d e c i s i o n s :  

whether  s h e  has  a  c h i l d  and whether she  l i v e s  independent ly  i n  the  e v e n t  

t h a t  s h e  becomes a  s i n g l e  mother. Of course  t h e  e v e n t s  may n o t  occur  i n  



Figure 2 

Paths to S ingle  Female Headship of a Family 
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t h i s  sequence. Some never-married women become pregnant  and then dec ide  

whether o r  n o t  t o  marry. 

For  women who marry, t h e  path  t o  female headship depends upon t h r e e  

a d d i t i o n a l  dec i s i ons :  t o  have a c h i l d ,  t o  d ivo rce ,  and t o  e s t a b l i s h  an 

independent  household. Obviously,  a woman does n o t  always c o n t r o l  the 

d e c i s i o n  t o  end he r  marr iage a s  i n  c a se s  where she i s  widowed. Once a 

woman becomes a female head, she may leave t h a t  s t a t u s  i n  one of t h r ee  

ways: she  may move i n  w i th  a r e l a t i v e  o r  un re l a t ed  household head, she 

may remarry,  o r  h e r  c h i l d r e n  may move out.  Although only a smal l  propor- 

t i o n  of formerly  marr ied mothers l i v e  wi th  t h e i r  pa r en t s ,  a l a r g e  propor- 

t i o n  of never-married mothers do so  (sweet  and Bumpass, 1987).3 

The p ropo r t i on  of women who a r e  female heads a t  any po in t  i n  time 

depends on t h e  cho ices  women make and the  r a t e s  a t  which they e n t e r  and 

e x i t  t he  v a r i o u s  s t a t u s e s  shown i n  F igure  2. S i m i l a r l y ,  a change i n  the  

p r o p o r t i o n  of females heading f a m i l i e s  r e f l e c t s  a change i n  cho ices  and 

r a t e s  of t r a n s i t i o n  a c r o s s  s t a t u s e s .  An i n c r e a s e  i n  female headship may 

be due t o  an  i n c r e a s e  i n  f e r t i l i t y ,  d ivorce ,  o r  t he  p ropens i t y  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  an  independent household. I t  may a l s o  be due t o  a decrease  i n  

remar r iage  o r  an i n c r e a s e  i n  nonmar i ta l  b i r t h s .  

The b e s t  way t o  e v a l u a t e  t h e  r e l a t i v e  importance of d i f f e r e n t  

demographic changes t o  t h e  growth of female-headed f a m i l i e s  is  t o  use 

l o n g i t u d i n a l  d a t a  t o  £01 low change i n  t h e  r a t e s  a t  which women move i n  

and o u t  of each of t h e  s t a t u s e s .  Unfor tuna te ly  such d a t a  do n o t  e x i s t  

f o r  t h e  pe r i od  1950 t o  1980, nor  is  aggrega te  da t a  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  a l l  of 

t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  r a t e s  of i n t e r e s t .  An a l t e r n a t i v e  s t r a t e g y  i s  to  examine 

change i n  t h e  p ropo r t i on  of women occupying each s t a t u s  i n  1950, 1960, 



1970, and 1980. Changes i n  t h e s e  p r o p o r t i o n s  r e f l e c t  the  cumulat ive  

e f f e c t  of changes i n  f lows  d u r i n g  t h e  preceding decade. Although t h e  

r e s u l t s  ob ta ined  from t h e  l a t t e r  approach a r e  l e s s  p r e c i s e  than  those  

o b t a i n e d  by us ing  a c t u a l  r a t e s ,  they do i n c r e a s e  our  unders tanding of the  

dynamics under ly ing  r e c e n t  growth. 

PAST RESEARCH 

The use of c r o s s - s e c t i o n a l  d a t a  t o  s tudy  the  demographic components 

o f  growth among female-headed f a m i l i e s  was in t roduced i n  the  e a r l y  seven- 

t i e s  by C u t r i g h t  (1974) and Ross and S a w h i l l  (1975).  C u t r i g h t  examined 

growth over  a  t h i r t y - y e a r  p e r i o d  (1940 t o  1970) ,  whereas Ross and S a w h i l l  

focused  on t h e  p e r i o d  from 1960 t o  1970. A t  l e a s t  two o t h e r  s t u d i e s  have 

updated t h e s e  r e s u l t s  and have a t t empted  t o  r e s o l v e  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s  i n  

t h e  e a r l i e r  f i n d i n g s  (cooney, 1979; Smith and C u t r i g h t ,  1985).  A l l  o f  

t h e s e  s t u d i e s  use somewhat d i f f e r e n t  samples and d i f f e r e n t  methods of 

a n a l y s i s .  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  they a l l  r e a c h  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  conclu- 

s i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  s i z e  of components. While most agree  t h a t  m a r i t a l  

d i s r u p t i o n  and t h e  p resence  of c h i l d r e n  were major sources  of growth of 

f  emale-headed f a m i l i e s  d u r i n g  t h e  s i x t i e s  and s e v e n t i e s ,  C u t r i g h t  (1974) 

and Smith  and C u t r i g h t  (1985) p l a c e  much g r e a t e r  importance on changes i n  

l i v i n g  arrangements  than do o t h e r  r e s e a r c h e r s .  

T a b l e  1 summarizes t h e  major c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  and c o n c l u s i o n s  of pre- 

v i o u s  s t u d i e s .  To summarize b r i e f l y ,  t h e  C u t r i g h t  s t u d i e s  a r e  r e s t r i c t e d  

t o  women between t h e  a g e s  of 14 and 44 ,  whereas Ross and S a w h i l l  inc lude  

a l l  women over  17. The Cooney a n a l y s i s  a t t e m p t s  t o  r e c o n c i l e  t h e  two 



Table  1 

C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of Prev ious  S t u d i e s  of t he  
Growth of Female Headed Fami l ies  

S tudy Sample 
Major Components 

Per iod  of Growth 

C u t r i g h t  (1974) Ever-married 1940-70 popula t ion  growth; 
women, aged l i v i n g  arrangements 
14-44 

Ross and A l l  
S awh i l l  (1975) women aged 

18+ 

popula t ion  growth; 
m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  

Cooney (1979) Women, aged 1960-70 popu l a t i on  growth; 
14-44, 1 i v i n g  arrangements  
women 18+ m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  
New York, New 
J e r s e y ,  Pennsylvania  

Smith  and Ever-married 1940-70 m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  
Cu t r i g h t  (1985) women, aged 

14-44 
A 1 1 women, 1970-80 l i v i n g  arrangements 
aged 14-44 



previous s tud i e s  bu t  her  sample is res t r i c  ted to New York, Pennsylvania,  

and New Jersey.  Most important,  the analyses  d i f f e r  in  how they i d e n t i f y  

the  pool of women a t  r i s k  fo r  becoming female householders.  Cu t r igh t  

(1974) and Smith and Cut r igh t  (1985) use f e r t i l i t y  h i s t o r i e s ,  which 

determine whether a  women has given b i r t h  to a  c h i l d ,  whereas Ross and 

Sawhi l l  (1975) look a t  whether a  women c u r r e n t l y  l i v e s  with a  ch i ld  (own 

c h i l d ) .  The former approach includes i n  i t s  pool of s i n g l e  mothers women 

whose c h i l d r e n  l i v e  with t h e i r  f a t h e r ,  have been adopted, or have died,  

a s  wel l  a s  women who cu r r en t ly  l i v e  with t h e i r  ch i ldren .  Thus, t h e i r  

l i v i n g  arrangement component measures changes i n  cus tody dec is ions ,  adop- 

t i o n ,  and mor t a l i t y  as wel l  as  changes i n  dec is ions  to e s t a b l i s h  indepen- 

den t  households. 

METHODS OF ANALYSIS 

I n  t h i s  paper we analyse the growth of female-headed f ami l i e s  fo r  

t h r ee  time periods: 1950-60, 1960-70, and 1970-80 .~  I n  each decade, the 

t o t a l  number of females headed f ami l i e s  i s  equal to the sum of formerly 

married female heads and never-married heads. 

TFHF = FMFH + NMFH 

The number of formerly married female heads can be expressed a s  the 

product  of two components: the t o t a l  number of women and the r a t e  a t  

which women a r e  formerly married and heading t h e i r  awn households with 

c h i l d r e n  presen t .  The headship r a t e  component is in  turn a  product of 

fou r  cond i t i ona l  r a t e s :  the r a t e  a t  which women marry, the r a t e  a t  which 

marr ied women have t h e i r  awn ch i ld ren  l i v ing  wi th  them, the r a t e  a t  which 



marr ied mothers become formerly  marr ied,  and the  r a t e  a t  which formerly  

mar r ied  mothers head t h e i r  own households. 

Thus, t he  number of formerly  married female heads can be expressed a s  

a m u l t i p l i c a t i v e  sum of f i v e  components: 

FMFH = T * (EMIT) * (EMC/EM) * (FMCIEMC) * (FMFHIFMC) 

where T = t o t a l  number of women, EM = number of ever-marr ied women, EMC = 

number of ever-marr ied women w i t h  c h i l d r e n ,  FMC = number of ever-married 

mothers who a r e  c u r r e n t l y  n o t  marr ied,  and FMFH = t h e  number of formerly  

marr ied mothers who head t h e i r  own households. 

The number of never-marr ied female heads can be expressed a s  the  

p roduc t  of two components: t he  t o t a l  number of women and t he  r a t e  a t  

which women a r e  never  marr ied and heading t h e i r  own households wi th  

c h i l d r e n  p r e sen t .  Th is  headship r a t e  component is a product  of t h r ee  con- 

d i t i o n a l  r a t e s :  t h e  r a t e  a t  which women remain unmarried,  the  r a t e  a t  

which unmarried women have t h e i r  own c h i l d r e n  l i v i n g  wi th  them, and the  

r a t e  a t  which unmarried mothers head t h e i r  own households. 

The number of never-marr ied female heads can be expressed a s  a 

m u l t i p l i c a t i v e  sum of f o u r  components: 

NMFH = T * (NM/T) * (NMCINM) * (NMFH/NMC) 

where T = t o t a l  number of women, NM = number of never-married women, NMC 

= number of never-marr ied women w i th  c h i l d r e n ,  and NMFH = number of 

never-marr ied mothers who head t h e i r  own households.  

Change i n  t h e  number of female heads between two po in t s  i n  time is  

t h e  sum of change i n  t he  number of formerly  married female heads and 



change i n  the number of never-married female heads. These two changes can 

each  be decomposed i n t o  p a r t s  owing to change i n  the m u l t i p l i c a t i v e  com- 

ponents .  T o t a l  change can thus be broken down i n t o  the fol lowing com- 

ponents:  

Changes A t t r i b u t a b l e  to Change i n  the Number of Formerly Married Heads 

a )  change i n  T holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
b )  change i n  EMIT ho ld ing  c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
c )  change i n  EMCIEM holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
d )  change in  F'MCIEMC holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
e )  change i n  FMFH/FMC holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
f )  i n t e r a c t i o n  between change i n  T and change i n  r a t e  components 
g )  i n t e r a c t i o n  between changes i n  r a t e  components 

Changes A t t r i b u t a b l e  to  Change in  the Number of Never-Married Heads 

h)  change i n  T holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
i )  change i n  NM/T holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
j) change i n  NMC/NM holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
k )  change i n  NMFHINMC holding c o n s t a n t  o t h e r  changes 
1 )  i n t e r a c t i o n  between change i n  T and change i n  r a t e  components 
m) i n t e r a c t i o n  between changes in  r a t e  components 

The i n t e r a c t i o n  r e p r e s e n t s  the j o i n t  change i n  two o r  more f a c t o r s  

t h a t  cannot  be separa ted .  I n  t h i s  a n a l y s i s ,  we d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between the 

p o p u l a t i o n  s i z e l r a t e  i n t e r a c t i o n  and the i n t e r a c t i o n  among r a t e s .  T h i s  

makes it p o s s i b l e  to  measure p r e c i s e l y  the t o t a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of r a t e  

changes to o v e r a l l  change. The d e t a i l e d  equa t ions  f o r  the decomposit ion 

i s  given i n  the Appendix. 5 

Our approach d i f f e r s  from previous  s t u d i e s  i n  severa  1 impor tan t  

r e s p e c t s .  F i r s t ,  we inc lude  a component f o r  the p ropor t ion  of a l l  women 

who a r e  ever  nrarried (EMIT), which a l lows  us t o  s e p a r a t e  the e f f e c t  of 

p o p u l a t i o n  growth from the e f f e c t  of change i n  r a t e s  of f i r s t  marriage.  

These two f a c t o r s  a r e  combined i n  the Smith and C u t r i g h t  and Ross and 



Sawhi l l  ana ly se s ,  thereby in£ l a t i n g  the  popula t ion  component dur ing e a r l y  

decades  (when marr iage r a t e s  were r i s i n g )  and d e f l a t i n g  i t  dur ing the  

s e v e n t i e s  (when r a t e s  were f a l l i n g ) .  

Second, our components a r e  based on a  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  sequence of 

e v e n t s  from those  of p a s t  s t u d i e s .  Here t he  sequence is from married 

(EM) t o  marr ied w i th  c h i l d r e n  (EMC) t o  divorced w i th  c h i l d r e n  (FMC); i n  

p r ev ious  s t u d i e s  i t  is from married (EM) t o  d ivorced  (FM) t o  divorced 

w i t h  c h i l d r e n  (FMC). Our approach prov ides  more e a s i l y  i n t e r p r e t a b l e  

r e s u l t s  because it i nco rpo ra t e s  t h e  even t s  i n  t h e i r  u sua l  time order .  

The advantage is t h a t  a l l  of t h e  components may be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  r a t e s ,  

i . e . ,  a s  t he  number of people who exper ienced an  even t  d iv ided  by the  

number exposed t o  t h e  event .  Although the  component f o r  d ivo rce  i n  the  

e a r l i e r  s t u d i e s  can be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a  r a t e ,  t h e  f e r t i l i t y  component 

cannot.  The l a t t e r  i s  t h e  r a t i o  of divorced women with  c h i l d r e n  t o  a l l  

d ivo rced  women. Given t h e  usua l  o r d e r  of even t s ,  d ivorced women w i l l  n o t  

b e a r  c h i l d r e n  u n l e s s  they remarry,  and remarr iage t ake s  them o u t  of the 

d ivorced  populat ion.  

F i n a l l y ,  t h i s  approach d i f f e r s  from t h a t  of Smith and C u t r i g h t  i n  

t h a t  we inc lude  a  broader  age  range of women (18 through 59) and i d e n t i f y  

s i n g l e  mothers by presence of c h i l d r e n  r a t h e r  than f e r t i l i t y  h i s t o r i e s .  

The d a t a  a r e  taken from the  1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980 PUS Census 

tapes .  

RESULTS 

Tab l e  2 shows t h e  number of women from age 18 through 59 by family  

s t a t u s  f o r  wh i t e s  and b lacks  i n  1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980. One 



Table 2 

Number of Women (thousands) Aged 18 through 59 by Family S ta tus ,  Race, and Year 

White Women 

1. Tota l  (T) 341,789 387,652 409,313 462,037 515,524 

2. Ever married (EM) 265,098 329,812 358,117 390,079 416,508 
3. Ever married with chi ldren  (EMC) 150,613 188,236 229,505 239,433 234,122 
4. Formerly married with chi ldren  (FMC) 11,904 12,668 16,450 22,851 30,143 
5. Formerly married female heads (FMFH) 8,424 8,721 12,875 19,312 26,456 

6. Never married (NM) 76,691 57,840 51,196 71,958 99,016 
7. Never married with ch i ld ren  (NMC) 227 210 279 1,284 2,927 
8.  Never-married female heads (NMFH) 129 107 20 5 7 64 1,823 

9. FMFH per 1000 women (FMFH * 1000/T) 24.65 22.50 31.45 41.80 51.32 
10.NMFH per 1000 women (NMFH * 1 0 0 0 / ~ )  0.38 0.28 0.50 1.65 3.54 

Black Women 

11. Tota l  (T) 37,149 44,147 48,354 57,366 77,057 

12. Ever married (EM) 30,394 38,085 40,870 45,075 52,015 
13. Ever married with ch i ld ren  (EMC) 13,285 16,662 22,424 27,529 31,038 
14. Formerly married with chi ldren  (FMC) 2,736 3,429 5,381 8,226 11,215 
15. Formerly married female heads (FMFH) 1,915 2,272 3,997 7,078 10,075 

16. Never married (NM) 6,755 6,063 7,484 12,291 25,042 
17. Never married with ch i ld ren  (NMC) 183 277 677 2,559 7,469 
18. Never-married female heads (NMFH) 109 171 499 1,640 5,376 

19. FMFH per 1000 women (FMFH * 1 0 0 0 / ~ )  51.55 51.46 82.66 123.38 130.75 
20. NMFH per 1000 women (NMFH * 1000/T) 2.93 3.87 10.32 28.59 69.77 

Source: Tapes: 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980. U.S. Census Public  Use Sample. 



c a n  s e e  from Table  2 t h a t  t h e  t o t a l  number of women i n  t h i s  age range 

i n c r e a s e d  markedly between each  time p o i n t  (rows 1 and 11)  a s  d i d  the  

number of women who were formerly  marr ied female fami ly  heads (rows 5 and 

15)  and never-marr ied female  heads (rows 8 and 18) .  The two e x c e p t i o n s  

t o  t h i s  growth were fo rmer ly  mar r ied  and never-married w h i t e  female heads  

i n  t h e  1940-50 decade.  

T a b l e  2 a l s o  r e p o r t s  t h e  number of formerly  marr ied and never-marr ied 

f e m a l e  heads p e r  1000 women (rows 9 and 10 and rows 19 and 20) .  The 

r a t i o s  d e c r e a s e  between 1940 and 1950 f o r  formerly  marr ied and never- 

m a r r i e d  w h i t e  women and f o r  fo rmer ly  marr ied b lack  women, and i n c r e a s e  

f o r  never-marr ied black women. The r a t i o s  i n c r e a s e  i n  a l l  o t h e r  decades 

f o r  both  b l a c k s  and whi tes ,  i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  t h e  p r o p e n s i t y  of women t o  

head t h e i r  own f a m i l i e s  was i n c r e a s i n g .  I n  t h e  fo l lowing  a n a l y s i s ,  we 

a t t e m p t  t o  q u a n t i f y  how much of t h e  growth between 1950 and 1980 was due 

t o  p o p u l a t i o n  i n c r e a s e  and how much was due t o  changes i n  behavior .  

T a b l e  3 r e p o r t s  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of women who occupied each s t a t u s  i n  

1950, 1960, 1970, and 1980. Table  4 shows the  r a t i o  of a p r o p o r t i o n  i n  a 

l a t e r  y e a r  t o  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  i n  an  e a r l i e r  year .  A r a t i o  g r e a t e r  than one 

means t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  i n c r e a s e d  over  t h e  p e r i o d  and a r a t i o  l e s s  than 

one means t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  decreased.  I n c r e a s e s  i n  p r o p o r t i o n s  have a 

p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t  on t h e  number of female-headed households whereas 

d e c r e a s e s  have a n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t .  

According t o  T a b l e  4 ,  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of whi te  women who were e v e r  

m a r r i e d  and t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of ever-marr ied women who l i v e d  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  

i n c r e a s e d  d u r i n g  t h e  f i f t i e s  b u t  decreased t h e r e a f t e r .  The p r o p o r t i o n  of 

ever -mar r ied  w h i t e  mothers who were formerly  marr ied and t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  



Table  3 

P r o p o r t i o n  of Women Aged 18 through 59 i n  Family S t a t u s e s  by Race and Year 

White Women 

P r o p o r t i o n  of t o t a l  women 
who have e v e r  marr ied (EMIT) ,851 .875 .844 .808 

P r o p o r t i o n  of ever-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (EMC/EM) .571 .641 .614 .562 

P r o p o r t i o n  of ever-marr ied mothers 
who a r e  fo rmer ly  marr ied (FMC/EMC) .067 .072 .095 .I29 

P r o p o r t i o n  of formerly  marr ied mothers 
who a r e  household heads  (FMFH/FMC) .688 .783 .845 .878 

P r o p o r t i o n  of t o t a l  women 
who have never  mar r ied  (NMIT) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of never  marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  ( N M C ~ N M )  

P r o p o r t i o n  of never-marr ied mothers 
who a r e  household heads (NMFHINMC) 

B l a c k  Women 

P r o p o r t i o n  of t o t a l  women 
who have e v e r  marr ied (EMIT) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of ever-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (EMCIEM) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of ever-marr ied mothers 
who a r e  fo rmer ly  mar r ied  ( F M C ~ E M C )  

P r o p o r t i o n  of fo rmer ly  mar r ied  mothers 
who a r e  household heads  ( FMFH/FMC) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of t o t a l  women 
who have never  mar r ied  (NMIT) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of never-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (NMCINM) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of never-marr ied mothers 
who a r e  household heads (NMFHINMC) 

Note: P r o p o r t i o n s  a r e  based on numbers i n  Tab le  2. 



Tab le  4 

R a t i o s  of P ropo r t i ons  of Women Aged 18 through 59 i n  Family 
S t a t u s e s  by Race and Year 

Change i n  Propor  t i o n  
1960/ 1970/ 1980/ 

White Women 

P ropo r t i on  of t o t a l  women who 
have e v e r  marr ied (EM/T) 

P ropo r t i on  of ever-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (EMC/EM) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of ever-married mothers 
who a r e  formerly  marr ied (FMC/EMC) 

P ropo r t i on  of formerly  marr ied mothers 
who a r e  household heads (FMFH/FMC) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of t o t a l  women who 
have never  marr ied (NM/T) 

P ropo r t i on  of never-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (NMC/NM) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of never-married mothers 
who a r e  household heads (NMFH/NMC) 

Black Women 

P ropo r t i on  of t o t a l  women who 
have eve r  marr ied (EM/T) 

P ropo r t i on  of ever-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (EMC/EM) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of ever-marr ied mothers 
who a r e  fo rmer ly  marr ied (FMC/EMC) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of formerly  marr ied mothers 
who a r e  household heads (FMFH/FMC) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of t o t a l  women who 
have never  mar r ied  (NM/T) 

P ropo r t i on  of never-marr ied women 
who have c h i l d r e n  (NMC/NM) 

P r o p o r t i o n  of never-marr ied mothers 
who a r e  household heads (NMFH/NMC) 

Note: P ropo r t i ons  used i n  c a l c u l a t i o n s  a r e  from Table  3;  r a t i o  of 
p r o p o r t i o n s  equa l s  p ropo r t i on  i n  l a t e r  year  d iv ided  by 
p r o p o r t i o n  i n  e a r l i e r  year .  



of formerly married white mothers who were household heads increased i n  

a l l  three periods. 

Among white women, the proport ion never rnarried decreased during the 

f i r s t  period and increased during the second two periods. The proport ion 

of never-married women with ch i ldren  increased i n  each period, whereas 

the proport ion who es tab l i shed  t h e i r  own households increased i n  the f i f -  

t i e s  and sevent ies  and decreased i n  the s i x t i e s . 6  

Among black women, the propor t i on  of ever-married women decreased 

during each period. The proport ion of ever-married women with ch i ld ren  

increased  during the f i r s t  two periods but  declined during the l a s t  

per iod.  The proport ion of mothers who were formerly married and the pro- 

po r t ion  of formerly married mothers who were household heads increased 

during each period. 

The proport ion of black women who never married and the proport ion of 

never-married women who were mothers increased cons i s t en t ly .  The propor- 

t i o n  of never-married mothers who were household heads increased during 

the f i f t i e s  and sevent ies  and declined during the s i x t i e s .  

Tables  5 and 6  show for  white and black women, respec t ive ly ,  the 

t o t a l  growth in  the number of female household heads caused by change i n  

populat ion s i z e ,  changes in  proportions in  each s t a t u s ,  i n t e r a c t i o n s  be t- 

ween changes in  proport ions,  and i n t e r a c t i o n  be tween changes i n  propor- 

t i o n s  and change in  population s ize .  

Tables  7 and 8 show the percentage of t o t a l  growth a t t r i b u t a b l e  to 

the rnajor demographic components. The f i r s t  s e t  of percentages show the 

t o t a l  growth due to increases  i n  formerly married female heads and the 

subcomponents of t h i s  growth. Although the subcomponents a r e  based on 



Table  5  

Decomposit ion of Growth i n  the  Number of Female Headed F a m i l i e s  : 
Raw Numbers ( thousands)  by Family S t a t u s  and P e r i o d  f o r  White 

Women 

Growth due t o  
change i n :  

Decomposition Components 
1950-1960 1960- 1970 1970-1980 

Formerly Married Female Heads 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  487 1659 2236 

P r o p o r t i o n  e v e r  mar r ied  247 -45 1 -831 
P r o p o r t i o n  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  107 1 -544 -1627 
P r o p o r t i o n  fo rmer ly  marr ied 567 4268 6740 
P r o p o r t i o n  household heads 1194 1027 744 
P r o p o r t i o n  i n t e r a c t i o n s  393 -67 -627 
[ S u b t o t a l  p r o p o r t i o n s ]  [3472] [4233] [ 4399 1 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e l p r o p o r t i o n s  
i n t e r a c t i o n  194 5  45 5  09 

[ S u b t o t a l  fo rmer ly  marr ied 
female  heads]  141531 [ 64371 [7144] 

Never-Married Female Heads 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  6  2  7  88  

P r o p o r t i o n  never  marr ied - 17 50 178 
P r o p o r t i o n  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  54 46 6  502 
P r o p o r t  i o n  household heads 4  7  -39 36 
P r o p o r t i o n  i n t e r a c t i o n s  4  - 6  154 
[ S u b t o t a l  p r o p o r t i o n s ]  [ 88  1 14711 [8701 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e l p r o p o r t i o n s  
i n t e r a c t i o n  5  6  1 10 1 

[ S u b t o t a l  never-marr ied 
female  heads] [ 99 1 [5591 [ 10591 

T o t a l  growth 4252 6437 8203 

Note: Decomposit ion components a r e  c a l c u l a t e d  us ing the  e q u a t i o n s  
which appear  i n  t h e  Appendix; s u b t o t a l s  a r e  i n  b r a c k e t s .  



T a b l e  6  

Decomposi t ion  of Growth i n  t h e  Number of  Female Headed F a m i l i e s :  
Raw Numbers ( t h o u s a n d s )  by Family S t a t u s  and P e r i o d  f o r  Black 

Women 

Growth due t o  
change i n :  

Decomposit ion Components 
1950-1960 1960- 1970 1970- 1980 

Former ly  Mar r i ed  Female Heads 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  217 745 2430 

P r o p o r t i o n  e v e r  m a r r i e d  -46 -28 1 -99 7  
P r o p o r t i o n  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  5  78 45 2  -162 
P r o p o r t i o n  f o r m e r l y  m a r r i e d  377 9  80 1481 
P r o  p o r t  i o n  household  heads  275 633 312 
P r o p o r t i o n  i n t e r a c t i o n s  194 185 -211 
[ s u b t o t a l  p r o p o r t i o n s ]  [ 1378 1 [ 1969 1 [ 423 1 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e / p r o p o r t i o n s  
i n t e r a c t i o n  1 3  1 367 145 

[ s u b t o t a l  f o r m e r l y  mar r i ed  
f e m a l e  heads ]  [ I7261 [3081] [2998] 

Never-Married Female Heads 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  16 9  3  563 

P r o p o r t i o n  n e v e r  m a r r i e d  2  2  192 848 
P r o p o r t i o n  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  168 649 709 
P r o p o r t i o n  household  heads  3  3  -65 202 
P r o p o r t i o n  i n t e r a c t i o n s  6  3  107 603 
[ S u b t o t a l  p r o p o r t i o n s ]  [2861 [a831 [2362] 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e / p r o p o r t i o n s  
i n t e r a c t i o n  2  7  165 811 

[ s u b t o t a l  never -mar r i ed  
f  ernale heads ]  [3291 [ I1411 [3736] 

T o t a l  growth 2055 4222 6734 

Note: Decomposit ion components a r e  c a l c u l a t e d  u s i n g  t h e  e q u a t i o n s  
which a p p e a r  i n  t h e  Appendix; s u b t o t a l s  a r e  i n  b r a c k e t s .  



Table  7 

Decomposit ion of Growth i n  the Number of Female-Headed Fami l i e s :  
P e r c e n t a g e s  by Family S t a t u s  and P e r i o d  f o r  White Women 

Growth due to  change in :  1950-1960 1960-1970 1970- 1980 

Formerly marr ied  mothers [44.3]% [46.8]% [52.2]% 
Mar r iage  5.8 -6.4 -10.1 
M a r i t a l  f e r t i l i t y  25.2 -7.8 -19.8 
M a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  and remar r i age  13.3 61 .O  82.1 

Never-married mothers 
Nonmarriage 
P r e m a r i t a l  f e r t i l i t y  

L i v i n g  independen t ly  
Formerly marr ied  mothers 
Never-married mothers 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  
FMFH 
N MFH 

I n t e r a c t i o n s  
Ra t e s  
Popula t i o n / r a  t e s  

T o t a l  growth 100% 100% 100% 

Note: The components i n  t h i s  t a b l e  a r e  based on the raw numbers pre- 
s e n t e d  i n  Table 5; see  the t e x t  f o r  d e f i n i t i o n ~  of the  components. 



Table  8 

Decomposit ion of Growth i n  t h e  Number of Female-Headed Fami l i es :  
P e r c e n t a g e s  by Family S t a t u s  and P e r i o d  f o r  Black Women 

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

Growth t o  due change in :  1950-1960 1960-1970 1970-1980 

Formerly marr ied mothers [44.1]% [27.31% [4.81% 
Marr iage -2.2 -6.7 -14.8 
M a r i t a l  f e r t i l i t y  28 .O 10.7 -2.4 
M a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  and remar r iage  18.3 23.3 22.0 

Never-married mothers 
Nonmarriage 
P r e m a r i t a l  f e r t i l i t y  

L i v i n g  independent ly  
Formerly marr ied mothers 
Never-married mothers 

P o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  
FMFH 
NMFH 

I n t e r a c t i o n s  
R a t e s  
Popula t ion /  r a  t e s  

T o t a l  growth 100% 100% 100% 

Note: The components on t h i s  t a b l e  a r e  based on t h e  raw numbers pre-  
s e n t e d  i n  Tab le  6 ;  s e e  the  t e x t  f o r  d e f i n i t i o n ~  of t h e  components. 



s tocks  r a the r  than flows, they a re  discussed in terms of underlying 

r a t e s .  For example, increases in  the proportion of ever-married women 

r e f l e c t  changes in marriage r a t e s ,  increases in  the proportion of ever- 

married women with ch i ldren  r e f l e c t  changes in mar i ta l  f e r t i l i t y ,  and 

increases  in  the proportion of formerly married women with ch i ldren  

r e f l e c t  the n e t  e f f e c t  of changes in mar i ta l  d is rupt ion  and remarriage. 7 

The second s e t  of percentages show the t o t a l  growth due to increases  

i n  never-married female heads and the subcomponents of growth f o r  t h i s  

group. As before, pa r t  of the growth of t h i s  group i s  due to a dec l ine  in  

marriage, which increases the pool of women a t  r i s k  for  never-married 

motherhood, and p a r t  i s  due to an increase i n  premar i ta l  f e r t i l i t y .  

The th i rd  and four th  s e t  of percentages r epor t  the cont r ibut ion  of 

changes in  l i v ing  arrangements and growth i n  population s i z e ,  divided 

among formerly married and never-married mothers. The l a s t  s e t  of num- 

bers  repor ts  the cont r ibut ion  of the in t e rac t ion  terms, divided i n t o  an 

i n t e r a c t i o n  assoc ia ted  with j o i n t  change i n  population s i z e  and r a t e s  and 

an  i n t e r a c t i o n  associated with j o i n t  changes in  ra tes .  

THE PATTERN FOR WHITES 

For whites,  the increase in  female-headed fami l ies  during each decade 

was due primari ly to an increase in the prevalence of formerly married 

mothers. This f ac to r  accounted fo r  approximately 44 percent  of the 

growth i n  the 19509, 47 percent of the growth in the 1960s, and 52 per- 

c e n t  of the growth in the 1970s. I n  comparison, increases in  never- 

married mothers accounted fo r  l e s s  than 1 percent i n  the 1950s and f o r  a 



l i t t l e  more than 7 and 8 pe r cen t  dur ing  the  1960s and 1970s,  respec-  

t i ve ly .  

Although most of t he  o v e r a l l  i n c r e a s e  s i n c e  1950 was due t o  an 

i n c r e a s e  i n  formerly  marr ied mothers,  t he  f a c t o r s  producing t h i s  growth 

changed s i g n i f i c a n t l y  over  time. Before 1960, growth was p r i m a r i l y  t he  

r e s u l t  of a l a r g e  p ropo r t i on  of women marrying and having chi ldren--a  

f a c t  t h a t  i nc r ea sed  t h e  pool of women a t  r i s k  of becoming formerly  

mar r ied  mothers. A f t e r  1960, t h e  marr iage and f e r t i l i t y  r a t e s  dropped, 

and subsequent  growth was due p r ima r i l y  t o  i n c r e a s e s  i n  d ivorce  r a t e s  and 

d e c l i n e s  i n  remarr iage.  Some of the  growth a f t e r  1960 was a l s o  due t o  an  

i n c r e a s e  i n  never-marr ied mo the r s .  

An a d d i t i o n a l  f a c t o r  i n  each time per iod  was the  i n c r e a s e  i n  t he  pro- 

p e n s i t y  of s i n g l e  women w i th  c h i l d r e n  t o  e s t a b l i s h  independent house- 

ho lds .  T h i s  type of change i n  l i v i n g  arrangements accounted f o r  about  30 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  growth i n  t h e  1950s and f o r  about  14 p e r c e n t  and 9 p e r c e n t  

o f  t h e  growth i n  t h e  1960s and 1970s. 

THE PATTERN FOR BLACKS 

Perhaps  t h e  most s t r i k i n g  f e a t u r e  i n  t h e  p a t t e r n  f o r  blacks--and the  

f a c t o r  most d i f f e r e n t  from w h i t e s - - i s  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which growth i n  t he  

popu l a t i on  of never-married mothers has  rep laced  growth i n  the  popula t ion  

o f  formerly  marr ied mothers (Table  8) .  Whereas more than 44  p e r c e n t  of 

t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  b lack  women du r ing  t h e  1950s 

was due t o  i n c r e a s e s  i n  fo rmer ly  married mothers,  t h i s  component 

accounted f o r  l e s s  than 30 p e r c e n t  of t h e  growth i n  t he  1960s and l e s s  

t han  5 p e r c e n t  i n  t h e  1970s. 



The d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of formerly  married mothers was o f f s e t  

by an  i n c r e a s e  i n  never-married mothers. The l a t t e r  accounted f o r  a b o u t  

9 p e r c e n t  of t h e  growth i n  t h e  1950s ,  20 p e r c e n t  i n  t h e  1960s ,  and 23 

p e r c e n t  i n  t h e  1970s. During the  1950s and 1960s most of t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  

never-marr ied mothers  was due t o  a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  p r e m a r i t a l  f e r t i l i t y .  

A f t e r  1970 i t  was due t o  i n c r e a s e s  i n  nonmarriage (which i n c r e a s e d  t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  of women a t  r i s k  f o r  a p r e m a r i t a l  b i r t h )  and i n c r e a s e s  i n  f e r -  

t i l i t y .  S ince  p r e m a r i t a l  f e r t i l i t y  r a t e s  among black women were go ing  

down throughout  t h e  s e v e n t i e s ,  t h e  f e r t i l i t y  component may r e f l e c t  change 

i n  t h e  p r o p e n s i t y  of young b lack  women who g i v e  b i r t h  t o  keep t h e i r  own 

c h i l d r e n ,  a s  opposed t o  a r r a n g i n g  f o r  a formal  o r  in fo rmal  adopt ion.  

I n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  p r o p e n s i t y  t o  e s t a b l i s h  independent  households  

accounted  f o r  a s i g n i f i c a n t  p r o p o r t i o n  of t h e  growth among b lack  women i n  

t h e  1950s and 19608, most ly  among fo rmer ly  marr ied women. I n  the  1970s ,  

however, i t  had on ly  a minor e f f e c t .  The c o n t r i b u t i o n  of popula t ion  

growth,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand i n c r e a s e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y .  I n  t h e  1970s ,  over 44 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  growth i n  b lack  female-headed f a m i l i e s  was due t o  

i n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  number of b lack  women. 

F i n a l l y ,  a prominent f e a t u r e  of growth among b l a c k s  i s  t h e  i n t e r a c -  

t i o n  components, which accounted f o r  approximately  20 p e r c e n t  of the  

t o t a l  growth d u r i n g  each per iod .  During t h e  1960s and 1970s ,  t h e  

i n t e r a c t i o n  e f f e c t  was due p r imar ly  t o  t h e  j o i n t  e f f e c t  of growth i n  

p o p u l a t i o n  s i z e  and change i n  r a t e s .  

CONCLUSION 

T h i s  paper  decomposes t h e  growth i n  female-headed f a m i l i e s  dur ing  

t h r e e  pe r iods :  1950-60, 1960-70, and 1970-80. The a n a l y s i s  goes  beyond 



p rev ious  s t u d i e s  i n  s e v e r a l  ways. F i r s t ,  and most impor tan t ,  we examine 

growth i n  t h e  e n t i r e  popula t ion  of female heads--never-married female 

heads  a s  w e l l  a s  ever-marr ied heads--over t h r e e  decades. P a s t  s t u d i e s  

have looked e i t h e r  a t  both  types  of female headship f o r  one decade (ROSS 

and S a w h i l l ,  1975) o r  a t  one type--ever-married female heads--over a long 

pe r i od  (Smith and C u t r i g h t ,  1985). 

Second, t h e  components of growth a r e  def ined  somewhat d i f f e r e n t l y  

from p a s t  s t u d i e s .  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  used here  fo l lows  the  

common sequence of even t s  l ead ing  t o  female headship,  which makes i t  

p o s s i b l e  t o  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  components a s  r a t e s .  One advantage of t h i s  

approach i s  t h a t  t h e  growth i n  formerly  marr ied and never-marr ied mothers 

can  be decomposed i n t o  p o r t i o n s  due t o  change i n  f i r s t  marr iage,  change 

i n  f e r t i l i t y ,  and ,  f o r  those  who marry, change i n  m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n /  

remarr iage.  Hence, i t  can  be seen  t h a t  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  

i n  t h e  1960s and 1970s would have led t o  even more female-headed f a m i l i e s  

among wh i t e s ,  had i t  n o t  been f o r  t he  o f f s e t t i n g  e f f e c t  of d e c l i n e s  i n  

f i r s t  marr iage and f e r t i l i t y .  

T h i r d ,  t h e  a n a l y s i s  i s  based on microdata  f o r  t he  e n t i r e  1950-80 

p e r i o d ,  whereas t h e  Smith and C u t r i g h t  a n a l y s i s  is  based on publ ished 

t a b l e s .  The microdata  make i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  i d e n t i f y  women who c u r r e n t l y  

l i v e  w i th  c h i l d r e n  and t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  between s i n g l e  mothers who l i v e  i n  

s u b f a m i l i e s  and s i n g l e  mothers who head t h e i r  own households.  F i n a l l y ,  

we d i v i d e  i n t e r a c t i o n  e f f e c t s  i n t o  a component a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  j o i n t  

change i n  popu l a t i on  s i z e  and r a t e s  and a component a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  j o i n t  

changes  i n  r a t e s .  The l a t t e r  p rov ides  an e s t i m a t e  of t o t a l  e f f e c t  due t o  

changes  i n  r a t e s .  



The est imates  fo r  the components of growth among ever-married women 

a r e  cons i s t en t  with those reported by Smith and Cutr ight  with respect  to 

the  importance of the e f f e c t  of mar i ta l  d is rupt ion .  The s tud ie s  d i f f e r ,  

however, i n  t h e i r  est imates  of the importance of change i n  l i v ing  

arrangements. The discrepancy i s  probably due to d i f fe rences  i n  defining 

and iden t i fy ing  s ing le  mothers. As noted e a r l i e r ,  Smith and Cutr ight  use 

f e r t i l i t y  h i s t o r i e s  to determine whether or  not a women ever had a ch i ld ,  

whereas the ch i ld  component in  th i s  study i s  based on whether a women i s  

l i v i n g  with her own chi ld .  Since the Smith and Cutr ight  l iv ing-  

arrangement component measures "child re  tent ion" a s  well a s  the decis ion 

t o  e s t a b l i s h  an independent household, one would expect i t  to be l a rge r  

than the est imate in t h i s  study, However, the d i spa r i ty  i s  g rea t e r  than 

one would expect, espec ia l ly  among blacks. 8 

A more de ta i led  ana lys i s  of the living-arrangement component i s  

beyond the scope of t h i s  paper. However, the d i f f e r e n t  r e s u l t s  a r e  

puzzl ing and deserve f u r t h e r  study. Future work might include an addi- 

t i o n a l  component measuring whether or not a women had given b i r t h  plus a 

component measuring whether or not  she was cur rent ly  l i v ing  with a 

ch i ld .9  I n  th i s  case, the equations would be 

FMFH = T * EM/T * EMF/EM * EMC/EMF * FMCIEMC * FMFHIFMC 

NMFH = T * NM/T * NMF/NM * NMC/NMF * NMFHINMC 

where EMF /EM (NMF/NM) = propor t i on  of ever-married (never-married) women 

who had given b i r t h  and EMC/EMF (NMC/NMF) = proportion of women who had 

given b i r t h  and current ly  l ived with t h e i r  chi ld.  I n  these equations the 



EMC/EMF and NMC/NMF components measure the  c h i l d - r e t e n t i o n  component and 

t h e  FMFH/FMC component measures the  dec i s i on  t o  l i v e  independently.  

More g e n e r a l l y ,  f u t u r e  r e s ea r che r s  should a l s o  cons ide r  i nco rpo ra t i ng  

a n  age component i n  t h e i r  ana ly se s  which would a l low us t o  eva lua t e  the  

e f f e c t  of s h i f t s  i n  t h e  age  s t r u c t u r e  on t h e  growth of female headship.  

We know t h a t  t h e  number of young women, a s  a  p ropo r t i on  of the  

14-44-year-old popula t ion ,  inc reased  dur ing  t he  1960s and 1970s a s  t he  

baby-boom c o h o r t s  came of age. S ince  young women a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  

d i v o r c e  than o l d e r  women, i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  some of the  i n c r e a s e  i n  

fo rmer ly  marr ied female  heads is due t o  a  change i n  age composition. On 

t h e  o t h e r  hand, g iven  a  d ivo rce  o r  p r e m a r i t a l  b i r t h ,  young s i n g l e  mothers 

a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  marry ( o r  remarry) than t h e i r  o l d e r  c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  and 

t h e r e f o r e  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  t h e  s h i f t  i n  t h e  age s t r u c t u r e  may have 

a c t u a l l y  of £ s e t  some of t h e  growth i n  female headship.  



Appendix 

Decomposition Equation 

Formerly married female beads 

Populatim size: 

Proportion ever mrried: 

Proportion with children: 

Proportion fonnerly married: 

Proportion household heads: 

Proportion interaction: 

Proportion interactim: 

Proportion interaction: 

Population size/proprtim 
interaction: 

- Continued - 
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Appendix, Ccntinued 

Never-married female heads 

Population size: 

Proportion never married: W(2) M(1) NMC(1) NMFH(~) 
[T(l)Ilm- - ml~m~rplccuJ 

Proportion with children: [~(1)1[-1[- W(l) NMc(2) - - NfC(l)I [m(1)] 
~ ( 1 )  M(2) NM(1) NiC(1) 

Proportion interacticn: 

Proportion interaction: 

Population size/ proportion [T(2)-T(l) 1 [-- NM(2) NMC(2) N(EH(2) --- NM(1) M(1) ~ ( 1 ) ~  

interaction: ~ ( 2 )  NM(~) NMC(2) ~ ( 1 )  NM(l) ~ ( 1 )  

Notes: 

(1) See Table 2 for def initicn a€ abbreviations. 
(2) "1" refers b period me and '2" refers b period km. 



Notes 

l ~ o r  reviews of the l i t e r a t u r e  on the psychological  consequences of 

growing up in a s i ng l e -pa r en t  family ,  see  Hether ington,  Camara and 

Fea therman (1983). 

' ~ a r ~  J o  Bane (1986) d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between "event caused" and 

" r e shu f f l ed"  poverty and argues  t h a t  black female-headed f a m i l i e s  of t en  

r e p r e s e n t  the l a t t e r  type. I n  cases  of "reshuff led"  pover ty ,  i nc r ea se s  

i n  female headship can be viewed a s  a consequence r a t h e r  than a cause of 

pover ty .  

3 ~ h e  sequence f o r  ever-married women may vary. A woman may marry, 

d ivo rce ,  and then have a ch i l d .  Bumpass and McLanahan (1987) e s t ima t e  

t h a t  about  7 percen t  of a l l  b i r t h s  a r e  to  formerly married women. 

4 ~ e  do n o t  decompose changes i n  the 1940-50 decade, s i nce  there  was 

no growth in  female headship dur ing t h i s  period.  

50ur decomposition approach is s i m i l a r  to  the approach used i n  

W insborough and Dickinson (19 72 ) and Smith and Cu t r i g h t  (1986 ) . 
6 ~ h e  dec l i ne  was probably due to  a change i n  age composition dur ing 

t he  s i x t i e s .  The populat ion of never-married female heads was 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  composed of teenage mothers, who were more l i k e l y  to  l i v e  a t  

home than o l d e r  mothers. 

7 ~ h e  correspondence between propor t ions  and r a t e s  ( s t ocks  and flows) 

i s  no t  p e r f e c t ,  bu t  the components a r e  reasonable  proxies .  

8 ~ n c r e a s e s  in  c h i l d  r e t e n t i o n  could be due t o  changes i n  adopt ion 

p r a c t i c e s  or  changes i n  i n f a n t l c h i l d  mor t a l i t y .  Both have dec l ined  

dur ing  the p a s t  s eve r a l  decades. I n  Cooney's comparison of the C u t r i g h t  

and Ross and Sawhi l l  methodologies, she found t h a t  i n  72.5 percen t  of 



formerly married white women (aged 14-44) who had ever had a  ch i ld  were 

l i v i n g  with t h e i r  own chi ld  in 1960 as compared with 74.2 i n  1970. For 

blacks the numbers were 59.8 and 75.2 respec t ive ly .  This suggests t ha t  

i nc rease  in ch i ld  r e t en t ion  cannot account fo r  the d i f fe rence  i n  l iv ing-  

arrangment components, a t  l e a s t  not among whites in  the 1960 to 1970 

period. For blacks the increase in ch i ld  r e t en t ion  was much g rea te r  and 

might well  account f o r  the d i f fe rence .  

9 ~ m i t h  and Cutr ight  (1985) f i r s t  proposed defining components in  t h i s  

way. 
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