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A b s t r a c t  

The number of f a m i l i e s  headed by women has  grown over t h e  p a s t  

s e v e r a l  decades t o  t h e  p o i n t  where 4 2  pe r cen t  of wh i t e  c h i l d r e n  and 84 

p e r c e n t  of b lack  c h i l d r e n  born i n  t h e  l a t e  1970s a r e  expected t o  spend 

some time wi th  a s i n g l e  mother be fo r e  they  r each  age  18. Arguments over 

t h e  causes  of t h i s  growth--whether because of i n c r e a s e s  i n  we l f a r e  bene- 

f i t s ,  changes i n  women's employment, o r  changes i n  men's employment--are 

p resen ted .  

Single-mother f a m i l i e s  a r e  found t o  f a c e  a h ighe r  r i s k  of pover ty  

t h a n  o t h e r  demographic groups. Roughly one out  of two i s  poor. The 

c a u s e s  of t h e i r  pover ty  a r e  d i scussed  i n  tu rn :  low ea rn ings  of s i n g l e  

mothers ,  inadequa te  c h i l d  suppo r t ,  and low we l f a r e  payments. 

A growing p ropo r t i on  of f a m i l i e s  headed by women a r e  p a r t  of t h e  

u n d e r c l a s s  i n  urban c e n t e r s ,  a s  de f i ned  by weak l a b o r  f o r c e  a t t achment ,  

p e r s i s t e n t  pover ty ,  even from one g e n e r a t i o n  t o  t h e  nex t ,  and s o c i a l  i so -  

l a t i o n .  They a r e  l i v i n g  i n  neighborhoods i n  which pover ty  i s  becoming 

more concen t r a t ed ,  as t hose  w i th  t h e  means t o  do s o  move away. 

Recent p u b l i c  p o l i c y  has  emphasized s t r eng then ing  t h e  t i e s  t o  t h e  

l a b o r  f o r c e  of women who head f a m i l i e s  and loosen ing  t h e i r  dependence on 

we l f a r e .  Po l i cy  t r e n d s  have inc luded  a r educ t i on  i n  AFDC b e n e f i t  l e v e l s ,  

t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of work requirements  f o r  s i n g l e  mothers,  and tougher  

c h i l d  suppor t  l e g i s l a t i o n .  F a l l i n g  l e v e l s  of b e n e f i t s  had a s u b s t a n t i a l  

impact  on t h e  pover ty  of mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  a moderate impact on t h e i r  

dependence,  but  on ly  a t r i v i a l  impact on t h e i r  prevalence.  The e f f e c t s  

o f  r e q u i r i n g  work a r e  not y e t  known. Chi ld  suppor t  has  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  

s u b s t a n t i a l l y  reducing pover ty  and dependence i f  h igher  awards a r e  

s ecu red  and enforced i n  many more cases .  



Family S t r u c t u r e ,  Pover ty ,  and t h e  Underc lass  

INTRODUCTION 

Family s t r u c t u r e  and household composi t ion have changed d r a m a t i c a l l y  

d u r i n g  t h e  p a s t  two decades.  Young a d u l t s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  a p a r t  

f rom t h e i r  p a r e n t s  today t h a n  t h e y  were twenty y e a r s  ago, t h e  aged a r e  

l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  r e l a t i v e s ,  and c h i l d r e n  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  

i n  households  headed by s i n g l e  women (U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census, 1984).  

Of a l l  t h e s e  changes ,  t h e  growth of mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  perhaps  t h e  

most s t r i k i n g ,  and c e r t a i n l y  i t  has  s t i m u l a t e d  t h e  most concern.  I n  

p a r t ,  concern  i s  due t o  t h e  economic i n s e c u r i t y  of t h e s e  fami l i e s - -nea r ly  

h a l f  a r e  poor and most of t h e s e  a r e  dependent on welfare--and i n  p a r t  i t  

i s  due t o  concern  t h a t  mother-only f a m i l i e s  may be l i n k e d  t o  t h e  growth 

o f  a n  u n d e r c l a s s .  Over h a l f  of a l l  c h i l d r e n  born  today w i l l  spend some 

t i m e  i n  a mother-only f a m i l y ,  which means t h a t  t h i s  f a m i l y  form is 

p l a y i n g  a major  r o l e  i n  shap ing  t h e  nex t  g e n e r a t i o n  of Americans 

( Bumpass, 1984).  

W e  beg in  t h i s  paper  by d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  growth o v e r  t h e  p a s t  s e v e r a l  

decades  of  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women. W e  l ook  f i r s t  a t  o v e r a l l  

t r e n d s  and t h e n  a t  t r e n d s  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s .  T h i s  comparison a l l o w s  u s  

t o  d e t e r m i n e  whether  t h e  change i n  f a m i l y  s t r u c t u r e  i s  more o r  less pro- 

minent  i n  u r b a n  a r e a s ,  compared w i t h  suburban and n o m e t r o p o l i t a n  a r e a s .  

Fol lowing t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t r e n d s ,  we d i s c u s s  t h e  causes  of growth,  

i n c l u d i n g  t h e  e f f e c t s  of i n c r e a s e s  i n  income t r a n s f e r  programs and 

changes  i n  men's and women's employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s .  We conclude t h a t  

f o r  w h i t e s  t h e  major  cause  of growth h a s  been t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  women's 



employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  and f o r  b lacks  i t  h a s  been t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  male 

employment. I n c r e a s e s  i n  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  accounted f o r  about  10 t o  1 5  

p e r c e n t  of t h e  growth between 1960 and 1975. 

Some a n a l y s t s  have equated t h e  growth of mother-only f a m i l i e s  w i t h  

t h e  " f e m i n i z a t i o n  of pover ty , "  and t h e  emergence of a n  "underclass ."  I n  

t h e  second s e c t i o n  of t h e  paper ,  we examine t h e s e  c la ims  and a t t empt  t o  

c l a r i f y  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  among s i n g l e  motherhood, pover ty ,  and economic 

dependence. We conclude t h a t  t h e  " f e m i n i z a t i o n  of pover ty"  i s  not  a par- 

t i c u l a r l y  u s e f u l  concept  f o r  unders tand ing  t h e  economic s t a t u s  of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  inasmuch as i t  i m p l i e s  a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  pover ty  f o r  

t h i s  group d u r i n g  a  t i m e  when r a t e s  a c t u a l l y  d e c l i n e d .  Moreover, a l a r g e  

p r o p o r t i o n  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  not poor ,  even though they  may 

have  exper ienced  l a r g e  d rops  i n  income as a consequence of m a r i t a l  

d i s r u p t i o n .  This  i s  not  t o  s a y  t h a t  pover ty  i s  not a s e r i o u s  problem. 

Mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t h a n  any o t h e r  major demographic 

g roup  t o  be poor ,  and t h e i r  pover ty  l a s t s  l o n g e r  t h a n  t h a t  of o t h e r  

groups .  

An e m p i r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of t h e  s o u r c e s  of income f o r  mother-only fami- 

l i e s  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  a major cause  of pover ty  i s  t h e  low e a r n i n g s  of 

s i n g l e  mothers.  D e s p i t e  t h e i r  s t a t u s  as fami ly  heads ,  s i n g l e  mothers 

e a r n  a n  average  of between 30 t o  40 p e r c e n t  of t h e  e a r n i n g s  of marr ied 

f a t h e r s .  Other  f a c t o r s  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  low income and pover ty  a r e  t h e  

a b s e n c e  of c h i l d  suppor t  from noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t s  and low w e l f a r e  bene- 

f i t s  i n  most states. 

Have mother-only f a m i l i e s  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  growth of a n  

" u n d e r c l a s s ? "  Although t h e  concept  of u n d e r c l a s s  has  been used i n  a 



v a r i e t y  of ways, i t s  common c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  weak l a b o r  f o r c e  a t t a c h -  

ment of f a m i l y  heads ,  p e r s i s t e n c e  of weak l a b o r  f o r c e  a t t achment  i n  t h e  

nex t  g e n e r a t i o n ,  and s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n .  We conclude t h a t  a v e r y  s m a l l  

p r o p o r t i o n  of w h i t e  mother-only f a m i l i e s  and a s u b s t a n t i a l  p o r t i o n  of 

b l a c k  mother-only f a m i l i e s  f i t  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n :  t h e y  depend on  w e l f a r e  

r a t h e r  t h a n  e a r n i n g s  f o r  t h e i r  economic s u p p o r t ,  t h e i r  dependence l a s t s  a 

l o n g  t ime and i s  passed on  t o  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  and t h e y  a r e  c o n c e n t r a t e d  

i n  p o v e r t y  a r e a s  of  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y  i s o -  

l a t e d  from mainstream s o c i e t y .  

Government has  always played some r o l e  i n  r educ ing  t h e  p o v e r t y  and 

economic i n s e c u r i t y  of mother-only f a m i l i e s :  i n i t i a l l y  th rough  t h e  poor 

l a w s ,  next  through Mothers '  Pens ions ,  and f i n a l l y  though t h e  e s t a b l i s h -  

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

I n s u r a n c e  ( S I ) .  P o l i c y  makers have c o n t i n u a l l y  f a c e d  a dilemma over  

whe the r  t o  g i v e  p r i o r i t y  t o  r educ ing  t h e  p o v e r t y  of s i n g l e  mothers  and 

t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  o r  r educ ing  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  and dependence of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s .  

I n  t h e  l a s t  s e c t i o n  of t h e  paper ,  we examine t h e  e f f e c t s  of t h r e e  

i m p o r t a n t  developments i n  American f e d e r a l  income t r a n s f e r  p o l i c y  o v e r  

t h e  l a s t  decade o n  t h e  economic wel l -being,  s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  and p r e v a l e n c e  

o f  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  mothers.  The t h r e e  p o l i c y  developments a r e  

(1) t h e  r e d u c t i o n  i n  r e a l  b e n e f i t s  p e r  mother-only fami ly ;  ( 2 )  t h e  

i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  enforcement of work requ i rements ;  and ( 3 )  t h e  

i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  enforcement  of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s .  

We f i n d  t h a t  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  t h e  r e a l  v a l u e  of b e n e f i t s  reduce t h e  depen- 

dence  of s i n g l e  mothers  but  o n l y  a t  t h e  c o s t  of a r e d u c t i o n  i n  economic 

s e c u r i t y .  Even ve ry  l a r g e  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  b e n e f i t s  w i l l  r educe  t h e  numbers 



o f  s i n g l e  mothers  by on ly  a s m a l l  amount. I n c r e a s i n g  t h e  p u b l i c  en force -  

ment of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  i s  l i k e l y  t o  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  

i n c r e a s e  t h e  economic s e c u r i t y  of f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  mothers  and 

r e d u c e  t h e i r  dependence on  government. It might a l s o  l e a d  t o  a r e d u c t i o n  

i n  p reva lence .  The e f f e c t s  of e n f o r c i n g  work requ i rements  a r e  a b i t  

more ambiguous and depend upon how t h e  enforcement program i s  run. 

THE PREVALENCE AND GROWTH OF MOTHER-ONLY FAMILIES: 1940 TO 1983 

I n  1983,  t h e r e  were over  7.2 m i l l i o n  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  

mothers  i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  about  23 p e r c e n t  of a l l  fami- 

l i e s  (U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census, 1984).  Among w h i t e s ,  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  

accoun ted  f o r  14.2 p e r c e n t  of a l l  f a m i l i e s ,  and among b l a c k s  t h e y  

accoun ted  f o r  abou t  48 p e r c e n t .  A l t o g e t h e r ,  mother-only f a m i l i e s  were 

f a i r l y  even ly  d i s t r i b u t e d  a c r o s s  r e s i d e n t i a l  a r e a s .  About 42 p e r c e n t  

l i v e d  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s ,  a n o t h e r  32  p e r c e n t  l i v e d  i n  su r round ing  a r e a s ,  

and t h e  remaining 26 p e r c e n t  l i v e d  i n  nonmet ropo l i t an  a r e a s .  The con- 

c e n t r a t i o n  among b l a c k s ,  however, was much g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h i s .  About 64 

p e r c e n t  l i v e d  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s ,  compared wi th  18  p e r c e n t  i n  each  of t h e  

o t h e r  two a r e a s .  These numbers i n d i c a t e  t h a t  f o r  b l a c k s ,  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  

( a n d  problems) of mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

e x p e r i e n c e s  of u r b a n  l i f e  (U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census, 1984).  

The p r e v a l e n c e  f i g u r e s  p r e s e n t e d  above a r e  based on  c r o s s - s e c t i o n a l  

d a t a  and p r e s e n t  on ly  a snapsho t  view of t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of f a m i l i e s  

headed by s i n g l e  mothers  a t  one p o i n t  i n  t ime.  Th i s  view u n d e r s t a t e s  t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  of women and c h i l d r e n  who w i l l  e v e r  l i v e  i n  a mother-only 

f a m i l y ,  s i n c e  i t  misses  a l l  f a m i l i e s  i n  which t h e  mother has  r emar r i ed  



( o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  have grown and gone) and a l l  f ami l i e s  i n  which a  m a r i t a l  

d i s r u p t i o n  ( o r  p r emar i t a l  b i r t h )  has not y e t  occurred. Demographers 

e s t i m a t e  t h a t  about 42 percent  of t h e  whi te  c h i l d r e n  and about 84 percent  

of  t h e  black c h i l d r e n  born i n  t he  l a t e  1970s w i l l  l i v e  f o r  some time wi th  

a  s i n g l e  mother before  they reach  t h e  age of 18. The median d u r a t i o n  i n  a  

mother-only family i s  s i x  years  f o r  c h i l d r e n  of formerly married mothers 

and even longer  f o r  c h i l d r e n  born t o  never-married mothers (Bumpass, 

1984; Hoffer th ,  1985). 

Trends i n  t h e  propor t ion  of f ami l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women a r e  

dep ic t ed  i n  F igure  1  f o r  t h e  per iod 1940 t o  1983. Trends f o r  b lacks  and 

wh i t e s  a r e  q u i t e  s i m i l a r ,  a l though s i n g l e  motherhood has always been more 

common among blacks.  For whi tes ,  t h e  propor t ion  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  

grew 37 percent  during t h e  s i x t i e s  and 40 percent  during t h e  s even t i e s ;  

f o r  b l acks ,  t h e  propor t ions  were 37 percent  and 35 percent  r e spec t ive ly .  

F i g u r e  1  a l s o  p re sen t s  t h e  t rends  f o r  f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  

s i n c e  1960. The upper l i n e s  f o r  each group show t h a t  t h e  t r end  i n  c e n t r a l  

c i t i e s  tends t o  be p a r a l l e l  t o  t h a t  of t h e  gene ra l  populat ion,  a l though 

t h e  abso lu t e  l e v e l  i s  h igher  i n  t h e  former. During t h e  1970s, however, 

t h e  t rend  l i n e s  f o r  both r aces  appear t o  rise f a s t e r  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  

t h a n  i n  t h e  gene ra l  populat ion.  

Causes of Growth 

Numerous explana t ions  have been put forward t o  account f o r  t h e  growth 

o f  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  mothers during t h e  pas t  few decades,  and 

t h e r e  i s  a  v a s t  l i t e r a t u r e  of empir ica l  s t u d i e s  t h a t  a t tempt  t o  test many 

o f  t he se  arguments. I n  t he  fol lowing s e c t i o n ,  we b r i e f l y  review and 
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FIGURE 1: The Growth of Mother-Only F a m i l i e s ,  1940-1983 

White ---- Black 
-a-e-.. C e n t r a l  C i t y ,  White 
-..-. C e n t r a l  C i t y ,  Black 

Source:  G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986. 



e v a l u a t e  t h r e e  major e x p l a n a t i o n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  arguments t h a t  i n c r e a s e s  

i n  s i n g l e  motherhood a r e  due t o  (1) i n c r e a s e s  i n  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s ,  ( 2 )  

i n c r e a s e s  i n  women's employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s  and m a r i t a l  c o n f l i c t ,  and 

( 3 )  d e c l i n e s  i n  men's employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  of young 

b l a c k  men. 

I n c r e a s e s  i n  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s .  Both common s e n s e  and economic t h e o r y  

s u g g e s t  t h a t  i n c r e a s i n g  p u b l i c  b e n e f i t s  t o  s i n g l e  mothers and t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  w i l l  i n c r e a s e  t h e  number of mother-only f a m i l i e s .  Higher bene- 

f i t s  i n c r e a s e  t h e  a b i l i t y  of s i n g l e  mothers  t o  a f f o r d  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e i r  

own households  and t h e r e b y  t o  become household heads. They e n a b l e  a 

s i n g l e  mother t o  choose  t o  keep h e r  baby r a t h e r  t h a n  have a n  a b o r t i o n  o r  

have t h e  baby adopted.  They a l s o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  a b i l i t y  of poor mar r i ed  

mothers  t o  choose d i v o r c e  r a t h e r  t h a n  remaining i n  a bad r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

I n  s h o r t ,  i n c r e a s e s  i n  b e n e f i t s  shou ld  i n c r e a s e  s i n g l e  motherhood, a l l  

e l s e  be ing  equa l .  N e i t h e r  economic t h e o r y  nor common s e n s e ,  however, 

t e l l s  u s  how b i g  any of t h e s e  e f f e c t s  w i l l  be. 

Numerous s t u d i e s  have examined t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between w e l f a r e  and 

s i n g l e  motherhood, i n c l u d i n g  t ime series a n a l y s e s ,  l o n g i t u d i n a l  s t u d i e s ,  

and c r o s s - s e c t i o n a l  comparisons.  Some r e s e a r c h e r s  have compared w e l f a r e  

b e n e f i t s  a c r o s s  s t a t e s  w i t h  t h e  " s tock"  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  

( p r o p o r t i o n  of f a m i l i e s  headed by women) whereas o t h e r s  have compared 

b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  w i t h  t h e  "f lows i n  and ou t"  of s i n g l e  motherhood, e.g., 

m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  and remar r i age  rates, i l l e g i t i m a c y  r a t e s ,  and t h e  pro- 

p e n s i t y  t o  e s t a b l i s h  independent  households.  

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  s t u d i e s  t h a t  examine t h e  c o r r e l a t i o n  between 

w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  and s t o c k s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  f i n d  e f f e c t s  t h a n  s t u d i e s  

t h a t  examine t h e  e f f e c t s  of b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  on p a r t i c u l a r  f lows  i n  and o u t  



o f  s i n g l e  motherhood. S t u d i e s  of s t o c k s  conducted by Honig, Ross, and 

S a w h i l l ,  and most r e c e n t l y  Danziger and his c o l l e a g u e s  a l l  f i n d  t h a t  

b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  a r e  a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  female  headship  ( ~ o n i g ,  1973; Ross and 

S a w h i l l ,  1975; Danziger e t  al . ,  1982). S t u d i e s  of f lows ,  on t h e  o t h e r  

hand,  sugges t  t h a t  t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  is due p r i m a r i l y  t o  e f f e c t s  on l i v i n g  

a r rangements  and r a t e s  of r emar r iage  (Moore and Waite, 1976; C h e r l i n ,  

1976; Hoffman and Holmes, 1976; Hutchens,  1969). I n  response  t o  t h e  Honig 

s t u d y ,  Cutwright and Madras demonstra ted t h a t  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  were asso-  

c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of s i n g l e  mothers who head t h e i r  own house- 

h o l d s  b u t  not  w i t h  t h e  pe rcen tage  of women who were d ivorced  o r  s e p a r a t e d  

(Cutwr igh t  and Madras, 1976).  

A more r e c e n t  s t u d y  by Ellwood and Bane conf i rms t h e s e  e a r l i e r  f ind-  

i n g s .  A f t e r  examining t h e  e f f e c t  of b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  on l i v i n g  arrange-  

ments ,  m a r i t a l  breakup, and p r e m a r i t a l  b i r t h s ,  t h e y  conclude t h a t  t h e  

major  consequence of w e l f a r e  is t h a t  i t  a l lows  s i n g l e  mothers t o  

e s t a b l i s h  independent  households  (Ellwood and Bane, 1984). Ellwood and 

Bane a l s o  f i n d  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  e f f e c t s  on t h e  s t o c k  of d ivorced  

and s e p a r a t e d  mothers bu t  no r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  f low i n t o  t h e  s t o c k  of 

d i v o r c e d  and s e p a r a t e d  mothers. These r e s u l t s  conf i rm a n  e a r l i e r  f i n d i n g  

by Hutchens t h a t  w e l f a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  reduces  t h e  f low o u t  of s i n g l e  

motherhood (Hutchens,  1969).  

The e m p i r i c a l  s t u d i e s  c a n  be used t o  d e r i v e  e s t i m a t e s  of t h e  e f f e c t s  

o f  i n c r e a s e s  i n  w e l f a r e  on t h e  p reva lence  of s i n g l e  mothers.  By con- 

s i d e r i n g  any s i n g l e  r e p u t a b l e  s t u d y ,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  d e r i v e  a wide 

r a n g e  of e s t i m a t e s .  Because some of t h e  s t u d i e s  f i n d  no e f f e c t ,  a lower- 

bound e s t i m a t e  would be t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  b e n e f i t s  had no e f f e c t  on 



p r e v a l e n c e  between 1960 and 1975. I f  we use  t h e  h i g h e s t  e s t i m a t e  i n  t h e  

l i t e r a t u r e - - H o n i g ' s  1960 e s t i m a t e  f o r  blacks--we e s t i m a t e  t h a t  t h e  

1960-1975 i n c r e a s e  i n  w e l f a r e  l e d  t o  a 42 p e r c e n t  i n c r e a s e  i n  s i n g l e  

mot herhood. 

I n  o u r  judgment, however, t h e  Ellwood and Bane and Danziger e t  a l .  

s t u d i e s  p rov ide  t h e  most r e l i a b l e  s o u r c e s  from which t o  d e r i v e  a n  e s t i -  

mate  of t h e  e f f e c t  of i n c r e a s e d  government b e n e f i t s  on t h e  fo rmat ion  of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s :  t h e  Ellwood and Bane s t u d y ,  because  i t  i s  compre- 

h e n s i v e  and d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between e f f e c t s  on p reva lence  and e f f e c t s  on 

l i v i n g  arrangements ,  and t h e  Danziger e t  al .  s t u d y ,  because  i t  models t h e  

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

t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  b e n e f i t s  l e d  t o  a 9 t o  14 p e r c e n t  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  

p r e v a l e n c e  of s i n g l e  motherhood between 1960 and 1975. I n  view of t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  t h e  p reva lence  i n c r e a s e d  approximately  100 p e r c e n t  d u r i n g  t h i s  

p e r i o d ,  i n c r e a s e s  i n  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  account  f o r  no more t h a n  one- 

s e v e n t h  o f  t h e  o v e r a l l  growth. I n  s h o r t ,  a l t h o u g h  i n c r e a s e d  b e n e f i t s  may 

have l e d  t o  a measurable i n c r e a s e  i n  p reva lence ,  t h e y  account  f o r  on ly  a 

small p o r t i o n  of t h e  t o t a l  growth i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s . 1  

Tha t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  government b e n e f i t s  played on ly  a small r o l e  i n  

t h e  o v e r a l l  growth i n  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women does  not mean t h a t  

t h e  e f f e c t s  of b e n e f i t s  on s i n g l e  motherhood should be ignored.  It 

seems r e a s o n a b l e  t o  assume t h a t  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  p layed l i t t l e  o r  no 

r o l e  i n  t h e  marital d e c i s i o n s  of t h o s e  i n  t h e  t o p  h a l f  of t h e  income 

d i s t r i b u t i o n .  I f  s o ,  w e l f a r e  must have played a b i g g e r  r o l e  i n  t h e  dec i -  

s i o n s  of t h o s e  i n  t h e  lower  h a l f  of t h e  income d i s t r i b u t i o n .  Thus, i f  

t h e  growth i n  b e n e f i t s  accounted f o r  15 p e r c e n t  of t h e  t o t a l  growth i n  



s i n g l e  motherhood, i t  could pos s ib ly  account f o r  30 percent  of t h e  growth 

w i t h i n  t h e  bottom p a r t  of t h e  income d i s t r i b u t i o n .  Moreover, a s  docu- 

mented below, women who have grown up i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  become s i n g l e  pa ren t s  themselves, s o  t h e  e f f e c t s  can mushroom 

ove r  time. F i n a l l y ,  t h e  e f f e c t s  on l i v i n g  arrangements a r e  a  cause f o r  

concern because t h e r e  i s  some evidence t h a t  c h i l d r e n  i n  f a m i l i e s  wi th  

o t h e r  a d u l t s  do b e t t e r  t han  c h i l d r e n  i n  f a m i l i e s  where t h e  mother i s  t h e  

on ly  a d u l t .  

Changes i n  Women's Employment. Many people be l i eve  t h a t  t he  growth 

of  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  due t o  i nc reases  i n  t h e  l abo r  f o r c e  par- 

t i c i p a t i o n  of women and of married women wi th  ch i ld ren ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  

Some po in t  t o  an  "independence e f f e c t "  t h a t  a r i s e s  from inc reases  i n  

women's employment oppor tun i t i e s ,  whereas o the r s  emphasize t h e  r o l e  

c o n f l i c t  t h a t  accompanies t h e  r enego t i a t i on  of t r a d i t i o n a l  husbandlwife 

r o l e s .  C l e a r l y  employment provides  women with an  a l t e r n a t i v e  means of 

ga in ing  f i n a n c i a l  s e c u r i t y  and thus competes with marriage and economic 

dependence on a  husband. It a l s o  competes with t r a d i t i o n a l  i d e a s  about 

husbandlwife r o l e s  by reducing the  amount of time a v a i l a b l e  f o r  women t o  

spend on housework and ch i ldcare .  

The empi r i ca l  research  i n  t h i s  a r e a  i s  near ly  a s  l a r g e  a s  t he  l i t e r a -  

t u r e  on wel fa re .  It a l s o  i s  based on a  v a r i e t y  of approaches,  inc lud ing  

ana lyses  of time s e r i e s ,  aggregate  l e v e l  da t a ,  and survey da t a .  Sam 

P r e s t o n  and Alan Richards,  f o r  example, examined t h e  100 l a r g e s t  SMSAs i n  

t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  1960 and found t h a t  job oppor tun i t i e s ,  female earn- 

i n g s ,  and unemployment were a l l  good p r e d i c t o r s  of t h e  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of 

women i n  t h e  popula t ion  (P re s ton  and Richards,  1975). These r e sea rche r s  



concluded t h a t  changes i n  j o b  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  men and women between 

1960 and 1970 could  account f o r  about h a l f  of t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  mar r iage  

d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d ,  o r  about  h a l f  of t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  s i n g l e  women. I n  h e r  

r e p l i c a t i o n  of t h e  P r e s t o n  and Richards  s tudy ,  however, White (1981) d i d  

n o t  f i n d  a similar r e l a t i o n s h i p  f o r  b lacks .  

Another way t o  look a t  t h e  q u e s t i o n  i s  t o  f o l l o w  mar r ied  women over  

t i m e  t o  see i f  working mothers are more l i k e l y  t o  d i v o r c e  and l e s s  l i k e l y  

t o  remarry t h a n  nonworking mothers. S e v e r a l  s t u d i e s  based on t h e  PSID 

and NLS d a t a  have found t h a t  marr ied women who work o r  who have h i g h e r  

e a r n i n g s  p o t e n t i a l  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  d i v o r c e  t h a n  more dependent women. 

Ross and S a w h i l l  (1975) found t h a t ,  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  husband's  income and 

o t h e r  f a c t o r s ,  a one-thousand d o l l a r  i n c r e a s e  i n  w i f e ' s  e a r n i n g s  was 

a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a 7  p e r c e n t  i n c r e a s e  i n  s e p a r a t i o n  r a t e s .  S i m i l a r l y ,  

C h e r l i n  (1976) found t h a t  t h e  r a t i o  of w i f e ' s  e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y  t o  hus- 

band ' s  e a r n i n g s  was a s t r o n g  p r e d i c t o r  of m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n .  Taken 

t o g e t h e r ,  t h e s e  s t u d i e s  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  economic oppor- 

t u n i t i e s  f o r  women can account  f o r  a s u b s t a n t i a l  p a r t  of t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  

s i n g l e  motherhood among whi tes .  For b lack  women t h e  change i n  employment 

i s  much s m a l l e r ,  and t h e  o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  appears  t o  be much weaker. 

Changes i n  Men's Employment. The most widely d i s c u s s e d  h y p o t h e s i s  

concern ing  male employment comes from S e n a t o r  Daniel  P a t r i c k  Moynihan 

(19651, who argued back i n  t h e  e a r l y  s i x t i e s  t h a t  unemployment among 

b l a c k  men was caus ing  a  breakdown of t h e  b l a c k  family .  Moynihan's g raphs  

f o r  male unemployment r a t e s  and s i n g l e  motherhood r a t e s  showed a  c l o s e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  throughout  t h e  f i f t i e s  and e a r l y  s i x t i e s .  During t h e  l a t e  

s i x t i e s ,  however, t h e  t r e n d s  diverged.  Extending Moynihan's t ime s e r i e s  



i n t o  t h e  s e v e n t i e s ,  we f i nd  t h a t  both unemployment and s i n g l e  motherhood 

cont inue  t o  r i s e ,  but o v e r a l l  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  not a s  t i g h t  a s  during 

t h e  f i f t i e s .  A time s e r i e s  a n a l y s i s  (using lagged v a r i a b l e s )  f o r  t h e  

post-World War I1 period has  been c a r r i e d  out by South (1985),  who f i n d s  

a s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between unemployment r a t e s  and 

d ivo rce  r a t e s .  He a l s o  f i n d s  a p o s i t i v e  and s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  

e f f e c t  of women's employment on divorce.  

Addi t iona l  evidence f o r  a n  e f f e c t  of male unemployment on s i n g l e  

motherhood comes from micro-level ana lyses  of l o n g i t u d i n a l  and cross-  

s e c t i o n a l  surveys.  Using d a t a  from the  PSID, s e v e r a l  r e sea rche r s  found 

t h a t  t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  of m a r i t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  i s  g r e a t e r  f o r  f a m i l i e s  i n  

which t h e  husband has  experienced unemployment (Hoffman and Holmes, 1976; 

Ross and Sawhi l l ,  1975). Che r l i n  (1976) and Moore and Waite (1976),  i n  

s e p a r a t e  s t u d i e s  based on t h e  Nat ional  Longi tudinal  Survey, found t h a t  

l e s s  t han  f u l l  time work a s  wel l  a s  low wages f o r  t h e  husband increased  

t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  of m a r i t a l  d i s rup t ion .  

A problem with t he se  s t u d i e s  i s  t h a t  a t h i r d  f a c t o r  such a s  a lcohol-  

i s m  may be lead ing  t o  both unemployment ( o r  low wages) and divorce.  

Presumably, however, t h e r e  i s  l e s s  chance of such a n  omitted v a r i a b l e  

be ing  c o r r e l a t e d  wi th  aggregate  v a r i a t i o n s  i n  unemployment r a t e s  across  

c i t i e s .  Again, numerous aggregate- level  s t u d i e s  have found a r e l a -  

t i o n s h i p  between high unemployment r a t e s  and low wages on t h e  one hand 

and high s i n g l e  motherhood and d ivorce  r a t e s  on t h e  o the r  hand (Honig, 

1973; Minarik and Goldfarb, 1976; Ross and Sawhil l ,  1975). 

The most r ecen t  ve r s ion  of t h e  male employment argument has been pro- 

posed by William J u l i u s  Wilson and h i s  co l leagues  (Aponte, Neckerman, and 



Wilson, 1985; Wilson, 1985; Wilson and Aponte, 1985; Wilson and 

Neckerman, 1986; D a r i t y  and Myers, 1983). L ike  Moynihan, t h e s e  

r e s e a r c h e r s  focus  on b l a c k  f a m i l i e s  and a t t r i b u t e  t h e  r e c e n t  growth of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  t o  i n c r e a s e s  i n  j o b l e s s n e s s  among b lack  men. T h e i r  

i n d i c a t o r ,  which is  c a l l e d  t h e  " index of mar r iageab le  malesw--the r a t i o  

o f  employed males p e r  100 females  of similar age  i n  t h e  populat ion-- is  

somewhat b roader  t h a n  t h a t  of p rev ious  r e s e a r c h e r s  and t a k e s  i n t o  account  

no t  on ly  unemployment but  a l s o  l a b o r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and s e x  d i f -  

f e r e n c e s  i n  m o r t a l i t y  and i n c a r c e r a t i o n  r a t e s .  

Wilson p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  d e c l i n e s  i n  t h e  "pool of m a r r i a g e a b l e  b lack  

men" between 1960 and 1980 were  g r e a t e s t  i n  t h e  North C e n t r a l  and 

N o r t h e a s t  r e g i o n s  of t h e  country .  These r e g i o n s  a l s o  showed t h e  g r e a t e s t  

growth i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s .  Wilson and h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  note  t h a t  

d e c l i n e s  i n  employment among b l a c k s  were due i n i t i a l l y  t o  a s h i f t  i n  

u n s k i l l e d  jobs  from South t o  North and l a t e r  t o  a l o s s  of j o b s  i n  c e n t r a l  

c i t i e s  i n  t h e  North,  where b l a c k s  a r e  h i g h l y  concentra ted.2  They p o i n t  

o u t  t h a t  u n s k i l l e d  jobs  i n  c i t i e s  such a s  New York, P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  and 

Ba l t imore  d e c l i n e d  by more t h a n  30 percen t .  Although t h e  l o s s  of low- 

s k i l l e d  jobs  i n  t h e s e  a r e a s  was o f f s e t  somewhat by a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  higher-  

paying j o b s ,  t h i s  s h i f t  worked t o  t h e  d i sadvan tage  of b l a c k  males, f o r  

whom t h e  modal e d u c a t i o n a l  l e v e l  was l e s s  t h a n  a h i g h  school  degree  

(Kasarda ,  1985). Given t h a t  s i n g l e  motherhood i s  much more common among 

b l a c k  women w i t h  low l e v e l s  of e d u c a t i o n  t h a n  among middle-c lass  women, 

t h e  r e s e a r c h e r s  conclude t h a t  t h e  l o s s  of jobs  i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  i s  a 

major  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  growth of mother-only f a m i l i e s .  



THE FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY 

One of t h e  most s e r i o u s  problems f a c i n g  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  

pover ty .  Although not a l l  of t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  a r e  poor, they  f a c e  a much 

h i g h e r  r i s k  of pover ty  t h a n  o t h e r  demographic groups.  Roughly one ou t  of 

two s i n g l e  mothers i s  poor ,  accord ing  t o  t h e  o f f i c i a l  government d e f i n i -  

t i o n  of pover ty .  F i g u r e  2  shows t r e n d s  i n  t h e  p reva lence  of pover ty  f o r  

mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  two-parent f a m i l i e s ,  aged persons ,  and d i s a b l e d  

p e r s o n s  f o r  t h e  y e a r s  1967 through 1983. The f i g u r e s  i n c l u d e  income from 

c a s h  t r a n s f e r s  such a s  AFDC, S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  and D i s a b i l i t y  Insurance  

(Ross ,  1984). Women and c h i l d r e n  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  t h e  poores t  

o f  a l l  t h e s e  g roups ,  and t h e  gap has  been widening. R e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  

e l d e r l y  and t h e  d i s a b l e d ,  t h e i r  economic p o s i t i o n  has  d e c l i n e d  s t e a d i l y  

d u r i n g  t h e  p a s t  two decades.  This  does not  mean t h a t  t h e i r  a b s o l u t e  

income h a s  d e t e r i o r a t e d ,  however. I n  f a c t ,  t h e  pover ty  r a t e  of t h o s e  i n  

mother-only f a m i l i e s  a c t u a l l y  d e c l i n e d  u n t i l  t h e  l a t e  1970s,  on ly  t o  r i s e  

a g a i n  a f t e r  1978. 

I f  t h e  economic s t a t u s  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  has  not  d e c l i n e d ,  why 

d o  we observe what some have c a l l e d  t h e  " f e m i n i z a t i o n  of pover ty"?  The 

concep t  of t h e  f e m i n i z a t i o n  of pover ty  was in t roduced  i n  1978 by Diana 

P e a r c e  (1978) and r e f e r s  t o  t h e  pe r iod  between 1967 and 1978, when t h e  

p r o p o r t i o n  of t h e  poor l i v i n g  i n  mother-only households  was i n c r e a s i n g .  

I n  1967, 21.4 p e r c e n t  of t h e  nonaged poor were l i v i n g  i n  households 

headed by s i n g l e  mothers ,  compared w i t h  41.4 p e r c e n t  i n  two-parent house- 

ho lds .  By 1978, t h e  p a t t e r n  w a s  r eversed .  T h i r t y - f i v e  p e r c e n t  of t h e  

poor  were l i v i n g  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  compared w i t h  29.8 p e r c e n t  i n  

two-parent f a m i l i e s .  



FIGURE 2: T rends  i n  P o v e r t y  R a t e s  f o r  Mother-Only F a m i l i e s ,  
Two-Parent F a m i l i e s ,  P e r s o n s  o v e r  6 5 ,  and 
D i s a b l e d  P e r s o n s ,  1967-1983 

-..-.. Mother-Only F a m i l i e s  
Two-Parent F a m i l i e s  

-.-. Aged 
---- D i s a b l e d  

Source :  C. Ross ,  1984.  



A t rend  such a s  t h e  one descr ibed by Pearce can occur f o r  t h r e e  

reasons :  (1)  t h e  s tandard  of l i v i n g  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  has 

dec l ined ;  ( 2 )  t h e  s tandard  of l i v i n g  of o the r  poor groups has improved; 

o r  ( 3 )  t h e  propor t ion  of persons l i v i n g  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  has 

increased .  The f emin iza t ion  of poverty which occurred between 1967 and 

1978 was due e n t i r e l y  t o  t h e  second and t h i r d  f a c t o r s  (Garf inke l  and 

McLanahan, 1985). The number of mother-only f a m i l i e s  grew d rama t i ca l l y  

dur ing  t h i s  per iod ,  a s  ou t l i ned  above, and t h e  growth increased  t h e  pro- 

p o r t i o n  of poor mother-only f a m i l i e s  r e l a t i v e  t o  o the r  poor subgroups. 

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  whi le  t h e  economic s t a t u s  of s i n g l e  mothers and t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  more o r  less s tood s t i l l  during t h i s  per iod ,  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  of 

o t h e r  groups improved s u b s t a n t i a l l y .  Poverty among t h e  aged dropped by 

about ha l f  between 1967 and 1974 i n  response t o  major i nc reases  i n  Soc ia l  

S e c u r i t y  b e n e f i t s .  Poverty among t h e  d i sab led  decl ined temporar i ly  be- 

tween 1967 and 1975. Poverty among two-parent f ami l i e s  a l s o  dec l ined  

dur ing  the  e a r l y  p a r t  of t h e  1970s. About ha l f  of t h e  f emin iza t ion  of 

poverty was due t o  i nc reases  i n  t h e  number of s i n g l e  mothers and ha l f  was 

due  t o  t h e  improvement i n  t h e  l i v i n g  s tandards  of o t h e r  groups (Garf inke l  

and McLanahan, 1985). 

Apart from poverty,  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a l s o  f a c e  economic i n s t a b i -  

l i t y  and income l o s s  a s  a r e s u l t  of m a r i t a l  d i s rup t ion .  Duncan and 

Hoffman (1985) found t h a t  t h e  income of mothers and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a year  

a f t e r  d ivorce  i s  only 67 percent  of t h e i r  pre-divorce income, whereas t h e  

income of divorced f a t h e r s  s t ays  about t h e  same. Job change, change of 

r e s idence ,  and unemployment a r e  a l l  more common i n  mother-only t han  i n  

married-couple f ami l i e s  (McLanahan, 1983). 



Causes of Pover ty  

A comparison of t h e  sou rce s  of income a v a i l a b l e  t o  d i f f e r e n t  fami ly  

t y p e s  sugges t s  t h r e e  reasons  why mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  

be poor:  lower e a rn ings  of t h e  head, no c h i l d  suppor t  from t h e  second 

p a r e n t ,  and meager p u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s .  

Low Earnings  of S i n g l e  Mothers. The major sou rce  of income f o r  a l l  

f ami ly  types  a p a r t  from those  headed by widows i s  t h e  ea rn ings  of t h e  

household head. Approximately 60-70 pe r cen t  of t o t a l  income i s  accounted 

f o r  by head ' s  e a r n i n g s ,  which sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  a b i l i t y  of s i n g l e  mothers 

t o  e a r n  income i s  a c r i t i c a l  de te rminan t  of t h e i r  economic s t a t u s .  Tab le  

1 shows t h e  average income from d i f f e r e n t  sources  r e ce ived  by marr ied 

couples  and mother-only f a m i l i e s  . Female breadwinners b r ing  i n  only 

about  a t h i r d  a s  much a s  marr ied f a t h e r s ,  p a r t l y  because they  work fewer 

hours  and p a r t l y  because they  have lower hour ly  ea rn ings .  

Much of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  pover ty  r a t e s  between d i f f e r e n t  f ami ly  

t y p e s  i s  due t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers work fewer hours  t h a n  

mar r ied  f a t h e r s .  The s i g n i f i c a n c e  of not working i s  profound. David 

Ellwood has  shown t h a t  only about 6 pe r cen t  of s i n g l e  mothers who worked 

f u l l  t ime yea r  round dur ing  t h e  previous  decade were poor i n  any g iven  

y e a r  a s  compared w i th  more t h a n  70 pe r cen t  of nonworking women (Ellwood, 

1985). These f i n d i n g s  should no t  be i n t e r p r e t e d  t o  mean, however, t h a t  

i f  a l l  s i n g l e  mothers worked f u l l  t ime ,  only 6 pe r cen t  of them would be 

poor .  To some e x t e n t  t h e  apparen t  advantage of working mothers r e f l e c t s  

t h e  s e l e c t i o n  process  t h a t  channels  women wi th  h ighe r  e a rn ings  capac i t y  

i n t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  and women wi th  lower ea rn ings  c a p a c i t y  i n t o  home- 

maker s t a t u s .  On t h i s  p o i n t ,  Sawhi l l  found t h a t  most of t h e  women on 



w e l f a r e  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1970s have v e r y  low e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y  and t h a t  even 

i f  they  worked f u l l  t i m e ,  more t h a n  h a l f  would s t i l l  e a r n  l e s s  t h a n  t h e i r  

w e l f a r e  g r a n t  ( S a w h i l l ,  1976).  

Al though t h e  Sawhi l l  s t u d y  has not been r e p l i c a t e d  w i t h  more r e c e n t  

d a t a ,  t h e r e  i s  good r e a s o n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  a  l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  of women on 

w e l f a r e  would be  unab le  t o  e a r n  t h e i r  way ou t  of pover ty  o r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

improve t h e i r  economic p o s i t i o n ,  even i f  they worked f u l l  t ime ,  f u l l  

y e a r .  For  example, a  woman working 2,000 hours  a  year  a t  t h e  minimum wage 

o f  $3.35 a n  hour would e a r n  on ly  $6,700 a  y e a r ,  which is l e s s  t h a n  t h e  

$7,050 pover ty  l e v e l  f o r  a  fami ly  of two. To e a r n  more t h a n  $8,850--the 

p o v e r t y  l e v e l  f o r  a  fami ly  of three--a woman working 2,000 h o u r s  a  year  

would have t o  e a r n  more t h a n  $4.40 a n  hour. The lower wages of women, 

t h e n ,  may be j u s t  a s  impor tan t  a s  t h e i r  l a b o r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  r a t e s  

i n  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  h igh  i n c i d e n c e  of pover ty  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s .  

The wage gap between women and men has  no t  narrowed, and o c c u p a t i o n a l  

s e g r e g a t i o n  is s t i l l  widespread,  d e s p i t e  i n c r e a s e s  i n  women's l a b o r  f o r c e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  r e c e n t  decades.  The median e a r n i n g s  of f u l l  t ime,  y e a r  

round women workers a s  a  pe rcen tage  of men's f e l l  from 63.6 i n  1955 t o  

60.2 i n  1981 (Blau ,  1984) .  Using a n  index  of s e g r e g a t i o n  which repre -  

s e n t s  t h e  minimum p r o p o r t i o n  of one group t h a t  would have t o  be s h i f t e d  

i n  o r d e r  f o r  i t s  o c c u p a t i o n a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  t o  be i d e n t i c a l  w i t h  t h a t  of 

t h e  o t h e r ,  Reskin  and Hartmann c i t e  t h e  index  a s  .41 f o r  s e g r e g a t i o n  by 

s e x  f o r  w h i t e s  and .39 f o r  s e x  s e g r e g a t i o n  of nonwhites i n  1981 (Resk in  

and Hartmann, 1986).  A  s t u d y  by Bie lby  and Baron (1984) of n e a r l y  400 

C a l i f o r n i a n  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  e x t e n t  of s e g r e g a t i o n  by 

i n s t i t u t i o n  may be even g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h e  occupa t iona l  s e g r e g a t i o n  f i g u r e s  

would s u g g e s t  . 



There  are two major competing hypotheses  which seek  t o  e x p l a i n  occu- 

p a t i o n a l  s e g r e g a t i o n  and e a r n i n g s  i n e q u a l i t y :  human c a p i t a l  and d i s c r i m i -  

n a t i o n .  The human c a p i t a l  h y p o t h e s i s  i s  t h a t  ( a )  f o r  v a r i o u s  reasons  

( s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  w i t h i n  households ,  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  l i f e t i m e  l a b o r  f o r c e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  t ime  p r e f e r e n c e s ,  l a b o r  f o r c e  a t t achment ,  e t c . )  women and 

men d i f f e r  i n  t h e i r  d e c i s i o n s  t o  i n v e s t  i n  human c a p i t a l ;  ( b )  t h i s  l e a d s  

t o  s e x  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  human c a p i t a l  s t o c k  and,  hence,  p r o d u c t i v i t y ;  ( c )  

r a t i o n a l  employers paying workers accord ing  t o  t h e i r  marg ina l  produc- 

t i v i t i e s  w i l l  pay women less t h a n  men. I n  s h o r t ,  women e a r n  less t h a n  

men because  t h e y  are less produc t ive .  The d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  h y p o t h e s i s  i s  

t h a t  women e a r n  l e s s  t h a n  men because they  are d i s c r i m i n a t e d  a g a i n s t  . 3  

S t u d i e s  which u s e  human c a p i t a l  v a r i a b l e s  such as e d u c a t i o n ,  

t r a i n i n g ,  and work e x p e r i e n c e  t y p i c a l l y  e x p l a i n  between 10 and 44 p e r c e n t  

o f  t h e  wage gap between women and men (Treiman and Hartmann, 1981).  Work 

h i s t o r y  v a r i a b l e s  (e .g . ,  y e a r s  of f u l l - t i m e  l a b o r  f o r c e  e x p e r i e n c e  and 

y e a r s  of on-the-job t r a i n i n g )  are t h e  most impor tan t  i n  account ing  f o r  

t h e  p o r t i o n  of t h e  wage gap t h a t  i s  exp la ined  (Corcoran and Duncan, 

1979) .  D i f f e r e n c e s  i n  human c a p i t a l  are c l e a r l y  impor tan t  i n  account ing  

f o r  e a r n i n g s  d i f f e r e n c e s  between women and men.4 It is  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  

however, t h a t  they account  f o r  less t h a n  h a l f  of t h e  wage gap. 

What seems t o  be miss ing  i n  r e c e n t  r e s e a r c h  on t h e  e a r n i n g s  gap be- 

tween women and men i s  a comprehensive model which t a k e s  account  of t h e  

i n s i g h t s  from both  t h e  human c a p i t a l  and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  approaches .  

Choices  made by women and t h e  r e c r u i t m e n t  p r e f e r e n c e s  of f i r m s  a r e  impor- 

t a n t ,  b u t  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between t h e  two may w e l l  be  t h e  most impor tan t  

f a c t o r :  t h e  cho ices  women make g i v e n  t h e i r  e x p e c t a t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  



b e h a v i o r  of f i r m s ,  and t h e  employment p r a c t i c e s  of f i r m s  g i v e n  t h e i r  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  how women w i l l  behave. Myrdal (1942) r e f e r r e d  t o  

t h e s e  i n t e r a c t i o n  e f f e c t s  between t h e  p e r p e t r a t o r s  and v i c t i m s  of r a c i a l  

d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  and s e g r e g a t i o n  a s  t h e  v i c i o u s  c i r c l e  .5 

I n a d e q u a t e  Chi ld  Suppor t .  The second r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  g r e a t e r  pover ty  

o f  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  t h a t  i n  most c a s e s  on ly  one p a r e n t  c o n t r i b u t e s  

t o  t h e  f a m i l y  income. I n  two-parent households ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  Tab le  1, 

t h e  e a r n i n g s  of w h i t e  wives account  f o r  about  o n e - f i f t h  of f a m i l y  income 

and t h e  e a r n i n g s  of b lack  wives accoun t  f o r  about  one- th i rd  of f a m i l y  

income. I n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  payments from n o n c u s t o d i a l  

f a t h e r s  account  f o r  on ly  one- tenth  of f a m i l y  income f o r  w h i t e s  and l e s s  

t h a n  one- twen t ie th  f o r  b lacks .  The low income from c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i s  

p a r t l y  due t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  a l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  of s i n g l e  mothers  r e c e i v e  

no c h i l d  suppor t .  The average  amount r e c e i v e d  by s i n g l e  mothers  who do 

r e c e i v e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  payments i s  $3,129 f o r  w h i t e s  and $1,145 f o r  

b l a c k s .  These payments a r e  much lower t h a n  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of f a t h e r s  

i n  two-parent f a m i l i e s  and a l s o  lower  t h a n  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  o t h e r  

a d u l t s  i n  two-parent f a m i l i e s .  Thus, even  though women's e a r n i n g s  capa- 

c i t y  i s  lower  t h a n  men's and even though t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  second 

p a r e n t  i s  needed more i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  t h a n  i n  two-parent fami- 

l i e s ,  a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  c o n t r i b u t e  a s m a l l e r  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i n  

t h e  former  t h a n  women do i n  t h e  l a t t e r .  

When a f a m i l y  s p l i t s ,  i t  l o s e s  t h e  economies of s c a l e  t h a t  r e s u l t  

f rom l i v i n g  t o g e t h e r  i n  one household.  Two homes must be bought o r  

r e n t e d  and f u r n i s h e d ,  h e a t e d ,  and main ta ined  r a t h e r  t h a n  one. Even i f  

a l l  n o n c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  paid  a r e a s o n a b l e  amount of c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  s u c h  



T a b l e  1 

Average Income R e c e i p t s  of Two-Parent and Mother-Only Fami l i es  
i n  1982, by Race 

Whites Blacks  
Married- Mother- Married- Mother- 

Couple Only Couple Only 
F a m i l i e s  Fami l i es  F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  

T o t a l  c a s h  income $30,814 $12,628 $23,913 $9,128 

Head ' s earned income 21,932 7,666 13,508 5,363 

O t h e r s '  e a r n i n g s  6,377 928 8,096 82 7 

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

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  p e n s i o n s ,  
o t h e r  unearned 2,171 1,782 1,720 907 

P u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  and 
food  stamps 

Source:  G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan (1986).  



payments would not compensate f u l l y  f o r  t h e  economic c o n t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  

f a t h e r  who i s  p r e s e n t .  Ye t ,  most noncus tod ia l  f a t h e r s  do not  pay reason- 

a b l e  amounts of c h i l d  suppor t .  Na t iona l  d a t a  on c h i l d  suppor t  awards 

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  only  about  60 p e r c e n t  of t h e  c h i l d r e n  p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  

f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  even have an  award. Nearly 30 p e r c e n t  of t h o s e  w i t h  

awards r e c e i v e  nothing (U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census, 1981). 

To g e t  a n  i d e a  of what t h e  pover ty  s t a t u s  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  

( e x c l u d i n g  widows) would be i f  noncus tod ia l  f a t h e r s  paid  a  b igger  s h a r e ,  

O e l l e r i c h  and G a r f i n k e l  (1985) s i m u l a t e d  t h e  e f f e c t  of c o l l e c t i n g  100 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  s t a t e  of Wisconsin has  

s e t  a s  a  s t a n d a r d :  17 p e r c e n t  of t h e  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t ' s  g r o s s  income 

f o r  one c h i l d ,  25 p e r c e n t  of income f o r  two c h i l d r e n ,  29 p e r c e n t  f o r  

t h r e e  c h i l d r e n ,  31  p e r c e n t  f o r  f o u r  c h i l d r e n ,  and 34 p e r c e n t  f o r  f i v e  o r  

more c h i l d r e n .  T h e i r  e s t i m a t e  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  pover ty  gap--the d i f -  

f e r e n c e  between t h e  incomes of poor f a m i l i e s  headed by women and t h e  

amount of money they  would need t o  move above t h e  pover ty  level--would be 

reduced by more t h a n  a q u a r t e r .  

Low Welfare  Payments. A f i n a l  cause  of pover ty  i n  mother-only fami- 

l i e s  i s  t h e  r e l a t i v e l y  meager p u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  r e c e i v e .  

T h i s  c a n  be s e e n  i n  t h e  c o n t r a s t  between t h e  pover ty  s t a t u s  of widows and 

o t h e r  s i n g l e  mothers. F i f ty -one  p e r c e n t  of a l l  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  

p o o r ,  compared w i t h  34 p e r c e n t  of f a m i l i e s  headed by widows. T h i s  d i f -  

f e r e n c e  i s  l a r g e l y  due t o  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  b e n e f i t s  between S u r v i v o r s  

I n s u r a n c e ,  f o r  which only  widows a r e  e l i g i b l e ,  and Aid t o  F a m i l i e s  w i t h  

Dependent Chi ld ren ,  f o r  which a l l  s i n g l e  mothers a r e  e l i g i b l e .  White 

widows a r e  f a r  b e t t e r  o f f  t h a n  any o t h e r  group of s i n g l e  mothers ,  not  



because  they e a r n  more bu t  because  they  r e c e i v e  a  l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  of 

t h e i r  income through S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y .  

Wel fa re  p lays  a  much s m a l l e r  r o l e  f o r  t h e  fami ly  income of t h e  non- 

widowed s i n g l e  mother t h a n  Surv ivors  Insurance  p l a y s  f o r  t h e  widowed 

mother.  F i r s t ,  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of a l l  widows who r e c e i v e  S u r v i v o r s  

I n s u r a n c e  i s  much h i g h e r  t h a n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of o t h e r  s i n g l e  mothers  

r e c e i v i n g  wel fa re .  Among widows, n e a r l y  90 p e r c e n t  of w h i t e s  and 70 per-  

c e n t  of b l a c k s  r e c e i v e  S u r v i v o r s  Insurance .  Only 22 p e r c e n t  and 33  per-  

c e n t ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  of w h i t e  and b lack  d ivorced  women r e p o r t  r e c e i p t  of 

w e l f a r e ,  and t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of s e p a r a t e d  and never-married women who do 

s o  ranges  from 3 8  p e r c e n t  t o  58 p e r c e n t .  Second, t h e  average  l e v e l  of 

b e n e f i t s  i n  S u r v i v o r s  I n s u r a n c e  i s  much h i g h e r  t h a n  t h e  average  l e v e l  of 

w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s .  For w h i t e s  i t  i s  more t h a n  double.  For b lacks  t h e  d i f -  

f e r e n c e  i s  s m a l l e r ,  but  s t i l l  a s i z e a b l e  20 p e r c e n t  more. T h i r d ,  bene- 

f i t s  f o r  t h e  c h i l d  from S u r v i v o r s  Insurance  are not  reduced when t h e  

c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  works. 

By d r a s t i c a l l y  reduc ing  b e n e f i t s  a s  e a r n i n g s  i n c r e a s e ,  w e l f a r e  

programs r e p l a c e  r a t h e r  t h a n  supplement e a r n i n g s .  Even when t h e  AFDC 

program con ta ined  work i n c e n t i v e s ,  as i t  d i d  between 1967 and 1982, t h e  

g a i n s  from working were s l i g h t .  The c h o i c e  faced by poor s i n g l e  mothers  

i s  not a n  a t t r a c t i v e  one: become dependent o n  w e l f a r e  o r  work f u l l  t ime 

and a c h i e v e ,  a t  b e s t ,  a m a r g i n a l l y  b e t t e r  economic p o s i t i o n .  I n  addi-  

t i o n ,  work i s  d i scouraged ,  s i n c e  i t  i n c r e a s e s  t h e  r i s k  of l o s i n g  v a l u a b l e  

in-kind b e n e f i t s  such as h e a l t h  c a r e  and p u b l i c  housing.  

To summarize, t h e n ,  w h i l e  s i n g l e  motherhood i s  not  synonymous w i t h  

p o v e r t y ,  t h e  r i s k  of long-term pover ty  i s  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  g r e a t e r  f o r  



mother-only f a m i l i e s .  T h e i r  growth between 1960 and 1978 accounted f o r  

o n l y  one-half of t h e  observed f e m i n i z a t i o n  of pover ty ,  t h e  remainder  

b e i n g  accounted f o r  by t h e  l a c k  of improvement i n  t h e  l i v i n g  s t a n d a r d s  of  

f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women a t  a t ime  when o t h e r  groups exper ienced  

i n c r e a s i n g  incomes. F i n a l l y ,  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  r easons  f o r  p o v e r t y  i n  fami- 

l i e s  headed by women a r e  t h e  low e a r n i n g s  c a p a c i t y  of t h e  s i n g l e  mother,  

l a c k  of adequa te  ( o r  any) s u p p o r t  from t h e  n o n c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r ,  and r e l a -  

t i v e l y  low p u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s .  

THE UNDERCLASS 

P o v e r t y  and income i n s e c u r i t y  a r e  s e r i o u s  problems i n  t h e i r  own 

r i g h t .  Some a n a l y s t s ,  however, go even f u r t h e r  i n  a rgu ing  t h a t  t h e  

mother-only f a m i l y  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  growth of a n  "underc lass"  i n  

American c i t i e s  ( A u l e t t a ,  1982).  To demons t ra te  such  a r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  one 

would have t o  show t h a t  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be i n  t h e  

u n d e r c l a s s  t h a n  two-parent f a m i l i e s  o r  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  who grow up i n  t h e  

f o r m e r  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be i n  t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  t h a n  c h i l d r e n  who grow up 

i n  t h e  l a t t e r .  

D e f i n i n g  t h e  Underc lass  

The term u n d e r c l a s s  has  been used i n  a v a r i e t y  of c o n t e x t s  and 

d e f i n e d  i n  a v a r i e t y  of ways.6 Based on  h i s  review of t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  and 

d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  p o v e r t y  r e s e a r c h e r s ,  A u l e t t a  (1982) i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  

u n d e r c l a s s  a s  t h o s e  who s u f f e r  from " b e h a v i o r a l  a s  w e l l  as income d e f i -  

c i e n c i e s "  and who " o p e r a t e  o u t s i d e  t h e  mainstream of commonly accep ted  

v a l u e s .  " For him, t h i s  i n c l u d e s  f o u r  d i s t i n c t  g roups  : s t r e e t  c r i m i n a l s ,  



h u s t l e r s  and drug a d d i c t s ,  w e l f a r e  mothers ,  and t h e  c h r o n i c a l l y  menta l ly  

i11.7 

Wilson and h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  speak of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of 

u r b a n  g h e t t o s  (Wilson,  1985; Wilson and Neckerman, 1986; Aponte, 

Neckerman, and Wilson, 1985).  They contend t h a t  changes have t a k e n  p l a c e  

i n  g h e t t o  communities, i n c l u d i n g  d e i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  and t h e  exodus of 

midd le -c lass  b l a c k s ,  and t h a t  t h e  groups  l e f t  behind a r e  c o l l e c t i v e l y  

d i f f e r e n t  from t h o s e  who l i v e d  i n  t h e  communities i n  t h e  1940s and 1950s. 

Wilson a r g u e s  t h a t  pover ty  r a t e s  i n  g h e t t o  neighborhoods were h i g h  

th roughout  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  of t h e  c e n t u r y ,  but  t h a t  r a t e s  of j o b l e s s n e s s ,  

t e e n a g e  p regnanc ies ,  out-of-wedlock b i r t h s ,  female-headed f a m i l i e s ,  

w e l f a r e  dependence, and s e r i o u s  cr ime d i d  not r each  a la rming ly  h i g h  

l e v e l s  u n t i l  t h e  mid-seventies.  Although long-term w e l f a r e  f a m i l i e s  and 

street c r i m i n a l s  a r e  d i s t i n c t  g roups ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  they l i v e  and 

i n t e r a c t  i n  t h e  same community and a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  i s o l a t e d  from t h e  

mainstream p a t t e r n s  of norms and behav iors  i s  a  cause  f o r  concern 

(Wilson,  1985).  

I n  h i s  a n a l y s i s  of u rban  problems, Wilson relies h e a v i l y  on t h e  work 

of Kasarda (19851, who shows t h a t  poor i n n e r - c i t y  m i n o r i t i e s  have been 

e s p e c i a l l y  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  t h e  economic t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o c c u r r i n g  i n  c e n t r a l  

c i t i e s  from c e n t e r s  of p r o d u c t i o n  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of p h y s i c a l  goods t o  

c e n t e r s  of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  i n f o r m a t i o n  exchange, t r a d e ,  f i n a n c e ,  and 

government s e r v i c e s .  S i n c e  1948, v a s t  numbers of u n s k i l l e d  jobs  i n  

w h o l e l e s a l e ,  r e t a i l ,  and manufactur ing i n  t h e  n a t i o n ' s  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  

have been l o s t ,  and t h i s  p rocess  h a s  a c c e l e r a t e d  s i n c e  t h e  l a t e  s i x t i e s .  

The new occupa t ions  u s u a l l y  r e q u i r e  l e v e l s  of e d u c a t i o n  and t r a i n i n g  



which poor i n n e r - c i t y  r e s i d e n t s  do not  possess .  The cumula t ive  impact ,  

a c c o r d i n g  t o  Wilson, h a s  been i n c r e a s i n g  ghe t  t o i z a t i o n  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by 

p o v e r t y ,  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  problems ( poor-qual i ty  s e r v i c e s  and s c h o o l s )  and 

a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  s o c i a l  d i s l o c a t i o n s  ( j o b l e s s n e s s ,  cr ime,  mother-only fami- 

l i e s ,  t e e n a g e  p r e g n a n c i e s ,  w e l f a r e  dependence) . 
Weak Labor Force  Attachment.  What t h e s e  seemingly d i v e r s e  groups 

have  i n  common i s  a weak a t t achment  t o  t h e  l e g i t i m a t e  l a b o r  fo rce .8  The 

u n d e r c l a s s  c a n  be s e e n  a s  made up of f ami ly  u n i t s  w i t h  no r e a d i l y  

s a l e a b l e  l a b o r  power o r  o t h e r  f a c t o r s  of p roduc t ion .  Labor power may be 

d i f f i c u l t  t o  s e l l  f o r  a v a r i e t y  of r easons :  d i s a b i l i t y ,  l a c k  of human 

c a p i t a l  o r  s a l e a b l e  s k i l l s ,  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  o r  low demand. To t h e  e x t e n t  

t h a t  members of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  do p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  t h e y  

t e n d  t o  be i n  "secondary" j o b s ,  which o f f e r  l i t t l e  s t a b i l i t y  of 

employment.9 Attachment t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  c a n  be  d i r e c t  o r  i n d i r e c t  and 

b o t h  k i n d s  of a t t achment  c a r r y  a " r i g h t "  t o  income. D i r e c t  a t t achment  

i n v o l v e s  t h e  s a l e  of o n e ' s  own l a b o r  power w i t h  t h e  cor respond ing  r i g h t  

t o  a wage o r  s a l a r y  income. I n d i r e c t  a t t achment  i n c l u d e s  l i n k s  t o  t h e  

l a b o r  f o r c e  v i a  former  employment--where t h e  income i s  i n  t h e  form of 

p e n s i o n s  o r  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  benefi ts--and v i a  f a m i l y  status--where a 

s p o u s e  o r  dependent s h a r e s  i n  t h e  income of a n o t h e r  f a m i l y  member who i s  

a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e  l a b o r  fo rce .10  

Given t h e i r  l a c k  of a c c e s s  t o  t h e  u s u a l  means of g a i n i n g  a l i v e l i -  

hood,  members of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  must f i n d  a n o t h e r  s o u r c e  of income, such 

a s  p u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s  o r  t h e  underground economy (e .g . ,  c r ime) .  T h e i r  com- 

mon need t o  f i n d  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  wage o r  s a l a r y  income and t h e  s o c i a l  

s t i g m a  t h a t  accompanies t h e i r  p o s i t i o n  a l l o w  such d i v e r s e  g roups  a s  poor 



f  emale-headed f a m i l i e s ,  c r i m i n a l s ,  t h e  unemployed, and t h e  m e n t a l l y  ill 

t o  be grouped t o g e t h e r .  

P e r s i s t e n c e  and S o c i a l  I s o l a t i o n .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  weak l a b o r  f o r c e  

a t t a c h m e n t ,  t h e  n o t i o n  of a n  u n d e r c l a s s  i m p l i e s  a  p e r s i s t e n c e  o r  per- 

manence i n  s t a t u s .  Thus, i n d i v i d u a l s  who a r e  t emporar i ly  unemployed o r  

ill o r  dependent on w e l f a r e  a r e  no t  viewed a s  p a r t  of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s ,  

whereas long-term w e l f a r e  r e c i p i e n t s  and t h o s e  w i t h  u n s t a b l e  work 

h i s t o r i e s  a r e  prime cand ida tes .  P e r s i s t e n c e  may a l s o  occur  a c r o s s  

g e n e r a t i o n s ,  and much of t h e  concern over  female-headed f a m i l i e s  a r i s e s  

from t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  who l i v e  i n  such  f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  

t o  become s i n g l e  p a r e n t s  and w e l f a r e  r e c i p i e n t s  when t h e y  grow up. 

The f i n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  i s  t h e  i s o l a t i o n  of i t s  

members from mainstream community a c t i v i t y .  I s o l a t i o n  and p e r s i s t e n c e  of 

nonemployment, be t h e y  i n  urban g h e t t o s  o r  r u r a l  a r e a s  of t h e  South,  a r e  

o f  concern  because  they  a r e  b e l i e v e d  t o  encourage t h e  development of a  

h o s t i l e  o r  a l i e n a t e d  s u b c u l t u r e .  We know, f o r  example, t h a t  t h e  l o n g e r  

a n  i n d i v i d u a l  remains o u t s i d e  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e ,  t h e  l e s s  l i k e l y  he  o r  s h e  

i s  t o  become employed. Many b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  due t o  a  

change i n  v a l u e s  and l o s s  of m o t i v a t i o n  t h a t  goes  a long  wi th  being margi- 

n a l  t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e .  I n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  t h e r e  i s  concern over  whether t h e  

c h i l d r e n  of w e l f a r e  mothers a r e  developing t h e  m o t i v a t i o n  and t h e  prac- 

t i c a l  knowledge r e q u i r e d  t o  f i n d  and hold  s t e a d y  jobs .  

Not a l l  a n a l y s t s  a g r e e  abou t  whether t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  has a  unique 

c u l t u r e .  I n  f a c t ,  s i n c e  t h e  mid-1960s l i b e r a l  s c h o l a r s  have tended t o  

s t u d i o u s l y  avo id  d e s c r i b i n g  any behav ior  on t h e  p a r t  of t h e  poor o r  

m i n o r i t i e s  t h a t  might be  cons t rued  a s  u n f l a t t e r i n g  o r  s t i g m a t i z i n g .  



Wilson n o t e s  t h a t  t h e  d e b a t e  over  t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  was dominated by t h e  

c o n s e r v a t i v e s  u n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  when t h e r e  was a  resurgence  of i n t e r e s t  i n  

t h e  "underc lass"  and w e l f a r e  dependency, p a r t l y  i n  response t o  t h e  

f a i l u r e  of equa l  o p p o r t u n i t y  l e g i s l a t i o n  t o  e r a d i c a t e  pover ty  and p a r t l y  

because  of t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  of t h e  poor i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  

(Wilson,  1985). 

Together  w i t h  t h e  r e v i v a l  of r e s e a r c h  and s c h o l a r s h i p  o r i e n t e d  toward 

a n  unders tand ing  of t h e  u rban  u n d e r c l a s s ,  t h e r e  have been t e n t a t i v e  moves 

by l i b e r a l s  t o  account  f o r  t h e  consequences r a t h e r  t h a n  j u s t  t h e  causes  

o f  t h e  d i s t i n c t  c u l t u r e  which emerges i n  g h e t t o  a r e a s .  While emphasizing 

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

s u b c u l t u r e s  t h a t  a r e  d i s t i n c t  from t h e  mainstream, Wilson (1985) a r g u e s  

t h a t  t h e  l i b e r a l s  of t h e  1960s d i d  not g i v e  s u f f i c i e n t  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  

r o l e  t h a t  c u l t u r e  p l a y s  i n  i n f l u e n c i n g  behavior .  C u l t u r e ,  once i t  has  

emerged i n  response t o  s t r u c t u r a l  c o n d i t i o n s ,  can  i t s e l f  become a 

c o n s t r a i n i n g  o r  a l i b e r a t i n g  f a c t o r .  Unlike t h e  e a r l i e r  cu l tu re -of -  

p o v e r t y  t h e o r i s t s ,  Wilson p l a c e s  more stress on t h e  l a c k  of c o n t a c t  be- 

tween g h e t t o  r e s i d e n t s  and people  w i t h  good jobs  ( l e a d i n g  t o  l a c k  of 

i n f o r m a t i o n  about j o b  openings and few r o l e  models f o r  t h e  young) t h a n  on 

t h e  r o l e  played by d i s t i n c t  v a l u e s  i n  reproducing t h e  g h e t t o  u n d e r c l a s s .  

Before  concluding our  d i s c u s s i o n  of d e f i n i t i o n s ,  we shou ld  p o i n t  o u t  

t h a t  being poor and being i n  t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  a r e  no t  t h e  same, a l t h o u g h  

t h e r e  i s  a good d e a l  of o v e r l a p  i n  t h e  two s t a t u s e s .  A fami ly  may be 

poor  even though t h e  p a r e n t s  ( o r  p a r e n t )  work f u l l  t i m e .  O r ,  as noted 

above,  a fami ly  may be poor because  t h e  p a r e n t  i s  temporar i ly  d i s a b l e d  o r  

unemployed. I n  n e i t h e r  c a s e  would such a fami ly  be  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  i n  t h e  



u n d e r c l a s s .  S i m i l a r l y ,  n o t  a l l  members of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  a r e  poor. I n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  some " h u s t l e r s  and s t r e e t  c r i m i n a l s "  may have incomes w e l l  

above t h e  pover ty  l i n e .  What d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  from t h e  poor 

i s  t h e  p e r s i s t e n c e  of t h e i r  nonemployment and t h e i r  i s o l a t i o n  from t h e  

b r o a d e r  community b o t h  i n  terms of v a l u e s  and behavior .  

Are Female-Headed F a m i l i e s  P a r t  of t h e  Underclass?  

We now t u r n  t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  of whether f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  

mothers  a r e  p a r t  of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  by v i r t u e  of t h e i r  own p o s i t i o n  o r  

t h e i r  o f f s p r i n g s '  p o s i t i o n .  To what e x t e n t  do s i n g l e  mothers have per-  

s i s t e n t  weak l a b o r  f o r c e  a t t achment?  To what e x t e n t  i s  t h i s  s t a t u s  

passed  o n  i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l l y ?  And t o  what e x t e n t  a r e  s ingle-mother  

f a m i l i e s  s o c i a l l y  i s o l a t e d ?  

P e r s i s t e n t  Weak Labor Force  Attachment.  For  s i n g l e  mothers ,  t h e r e  

a r e  t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  t y p e s  of l i n k  t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e .  F i r s t ,  mothers  who 

work i n  r e l a t i v e l y  s t a b l e  employment have a d i r e c t  l i n k  t o  t h e  l a b o r  

f o r c e .  Second, widows who r e c e i v e  S u r v i v o r s  I n s u r a n c e  and d ivorced  o r  

s e p a r a t e d  women who r e c e i v e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  have i n d i r e c t  l i n k s  t o  t h e  

l a b o r  f o r c e  th rough  t h e  p a s t  o r  p r e s e n t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of t h e i r  former  

husbands ,  whether o r  n o t  t h e y  work themselves .  ( T h i s  may account  f o r  t h e  

g e n e r a l l y  h i g h e r  b e n e f i t s  r e c e i v e d  by widows as compared w i t h  w e l f a r e  

b e n e f i t s ,  and f o r  t h e  widespread p e r c e p t i o n  t h a t  such  income i s  t h e i r s  by 

r i g h t . )  T h i r d ,  t h e r e  a r e  women who n e i t h e r  work c o n s i s t e n t l y  nor have 

i n d i r e c t  l i n k s  t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  through a spouse. These a r e  t h e  women 

whose r i g h t  t o  income i s  t h e  most tenuous  and t h e s e  a r e  t h e  women who are 

most l i k e l y  t o  be  viewed a s  p a r t  of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s .  



S i n c e  d a t a  on work h i s t o r y  i s  l e s s  r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  t h a n  d a t a  on 

long-term w e l f a r e  dependency, t h e  l a t t e r  can  be used as a n  index  of weak 

l a b o r  f o r c e  a t tachment  and p e r s i s t e n c e  of dependency. C r o s s - s e c t i o n a l  

d a t a  on w e l f a r e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  w i t h i n  t h e  las t  decade h a l f  

o f  s i n g l e  mothers r e c e i v e  some w e l f a r e  i n  any y e a r  ( G a r f i n k e l  and 

McLanahan, 1986). For most of t h e s e  mothers ,  t h e  d e g r e e  of dependence i s  

v e r y  h i g h  dur ing  t h e  t i m e  they  are on wel fa re .  E igh ty- f ive  pe rcen t  of 

t h o s e  r e c e i v i n g  b e n e f i t s  do not work, and most have no s o u r c e s  of income 

o t h e r  t h a n  Food Stamps, Medicaid,  and,  sometimes, p u b l i c  housing.  

Fur thermore,  Ellwood f i n d s  t h a t  65 p e r c e n t  of AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  a t  any 

p o i n t  i n  t ime  a r e  i n  t h e  midst  of a w e l f a r e  s p e l l  of 8  o r  more y e a r s  

( ~ l l w o o d ,  1985). I n  s h o r t ,  about  30 p e r c e n t  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  can 

b e  c l a s s i f i e d  as long-term dependents ,  which means t h a t  a t  least 70 per-  

c e n t  of s i n g l e  mothers and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  are no t  p a r t  of t h e  u n d e r c l a s s .  

I n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  Dependence. To what e x t e n t  a r e  t h e  c h i l d r e n  who 

grow up i n  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women l i k e l y  t o  be p a r t  of t h e  

u n d e r c l a s s ?  The l i t e r a t u r e  on t h e  consequences of family  s t r u c t u r e  f o r  

c h i l d r e n  i s  q u i t e  l a r g e ,  and we do not a t t e m p t  t o  cover  a l l  of i t  here .  

R a t h e r ,  we have l i m i t e d  our  d i s c u s s i o n  t o  outcomes t h a t  are d i r e c t l y  

r e l a t e d  t o  l a b o r  f o r c e  a t tachment :  e d u c a t i o n  and o c c u p a t i o n a l  a t t a i n -  

ment,  f ami ly  fo rmat ion  behav ior ,  employment s t a t u s ,  and w e l f a r e  s t a t u s .  

Low l e v e l s  of e d u c a t i o n  and low-sta tus  occupa t ions  a r e  both  a s s o c i a t e d  

w i t h  a  h i g h e r  r i s k  of unemployment, and female-headed f a m i l i e s ,  a s  we 

have  seen ,  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  have weak t ies t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e .  To t h e  

e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e  o f f s p r i n g  from mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  

l e a v e  s c h o o l  sooner ,  t o  g e t  low-sta tus  j o b s ,  o r  t o  have out-of-wedlock 

b i r t h s ,  t h e i r  r i s k  of be ing  i n  t h e  u n d e r c l a s s  i s  i n c r e a s e d . l l  



S t u d i e s  of e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  based on c r o s s - s e c t i o n a l  d a t a  have 

c o n s i s t e n t l y  found t h a t  o f f s p r i n g  from s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  complete 

fewer  y e a r s  of schoo l ing .  O t i s  Dudley Duncan and h i s  c o l l e a g u e s  ( ~ u n c a n ,  

Featherman, and Duncan, 1972) found t h a t  growing up i n  a married-couple 

f a m i l y  added between .6 and 1.2 y e a r s  of schoo l ing  t o  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  

a t t a i n m e n t  of whi te  males and about  .4 t o  .8 y e a r s  t o  t h a t  of b lacks .  

S i m i l a r  r e s u l t s  were r e p o r t e d  by Featherman and Hauser (1978) i n  t h e i r  

a n a l y s i s  of t h e  more r e c e n t  d a t a  from Occupat ional  Change i n  a Genera t ion  

(oCG). Recent a n a l y s e s  based on t h e  Michigan Panel  Study d a t a  (PSID) and 

N a t i o n a l  Longi tud ina l  Surveys  (NLS) a r e  c o n s i s  t e n t  w i t h  e a r l i e r  f i n d i n g s .  

McLanahan (1985) found t h a t  l i v i n g  i n  a female-headed fami ly  i n c r e a s e d  

t h e  p r o b a b i l i t y  of dropping o u t  of h igh  s c h o o l  by 42 p e r c e n t  f o r  w h i t e s  

and 70 p e r c e n t  f o r  b l a c k s ,  and Shaw (1979) and K r e i n  and B e l l e r  (1986) 

r e p o r t e d  similar r e s u l t s  us ing  t h e  NLS d a t a .  

C h i l d r e n  from s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  a r e  a l s o  disadvantaged w i t h  

r e s p e c t  t o  o c c u p a t i o n a l  s t a t u s .  Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan found t h a t  

o f f s p r i n g  from one-parent f a m i l i e s  had lower o c c u p a t i o n a l  s t a t u s  s c o r e s  

t h a n  t h o s e  from married-couple f a m i l i e s .  The average  s c o r e  f o r  w h i t e  men 

from two-parent f a m i l i e s  was 45.12 compared t o  40.28 f o r  t h o s e  from 

s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s .  Among b l a c k s ,  t h e  s c o r e s  were 21.8 and 17.93 

r e s p e c t i v e l y .  Featherman and Hauser r e p o r t e d  similar r e s u l t s  and noted 

t h a t  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  s t a t u s  were due both  t o  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e d u c a t i o n a l  

a t t a i n m e n t  and t o  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  r e t u r n s  t o  educa t ion .  

Perhaps  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  evidence f o r  i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  e f f e c t s  comes 

f rom r e s e a r c h  on family-format ion behavior  and i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  w e l f a r e  

use .  S e v e r a l  r e s e a r c h e r s  have shown t h a t  daughte r s  who grow up i n  



s i n g l e - p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  marry e a r l y  and t o  have 

c h i l d r e n  e a r l y ,  i n c l u d i n g  bo th  m a r i t a l  and p r e m a r i t a l  b i r t h s ,  both  of 

which a r e  p o s i t i v e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  becoming a s i n g l e  mother. They a r e  a l s o  

more l i k e l y  t o  d i v o r c e  t h a n  c h i l d r e n  from two-parent f a m i l i e s  (Bumpass 

and Sweet, 1972; McLanahan and Bumpass, 1986; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985).  

McLanahan (1987) a l s o  found t h a t  d a u g h t e r s  of s i n g l e  mothers were more 

l i k e l y  t o  become female  heads of f a m i l i e s  themselves and t o  r e c e i v e  

w e l f a r e  t h a n  d a u g h t e r s  from two-parent f a m i l i e s .  

P a r t  of t h e  reason  f o r  t h e  d i sadvan tages  s u f f e r e d  by c h i l d r e n  from 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  is  low fami ly  income. D i f f e r e n c e s  i n  income account  

f o r  much of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  between c h i l d r e n  

from one- and two-parent f a m i l i e s  (McLanahan, 1985; Shaw, 1979; Kre in  and 

Beller, 1986; He ther ing ton ,  Camara, and Featherman, 1983). Income, 

however, e x p l a i n s  ve ry  l i t t l e  of t h e  r e p r o d u c t i o n  of s i n g l e  motherhood 

and w e l f a r e  dependence (McLanahan, 1987). It is  probab le  t h a t  t h e  r e s i d -  

u a l  i n f l u e n c e  comes from t h e  absence of a second p a r e n t ,  which is l i k e l y  

t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  pe rce ived  l e g i t i m a c y  of s i n g l e  parenthood and t o  reduce 

t h e  amount of s u p e r v i s i o n  of d a t i n g  d u r i n g  ado lescence ,  a f a c t o r  which is 

i m p o r t a n t  i n  account ing  f o r  teenage pregnancies  (McLanahan and Bumpass, 

1986; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985).  Th i s  h y p o t h e s i s  is c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  

f i n d i n g  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  who grow up i n  fa the r -on ly  f a m i l i e s  a l s o  appear  t o  

f a r e  less w e l l  t h a n  c h i l d r e n  from two-parent f a m i l i e s  (He ther ing ton ,  

Camara, and Featherman, 1983; McLanahan, 1987; McLanahan and Bumpass, 

1986). 

G h e t t o i z a t i o n .  I f  f a m i l i e s  headed by mothers a r e  t o  be  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  

p a r t  of a n  emerging u n d e r c l a s s ,  b e s i d e s  having a p e r s i s t e n t  weak a t t a c h -  

ment t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e ,  t h e y  would a l s o  have t o  be  s o c i a l l y  i s o l a t e d  



i n  u r b a n  g h e t t o s .  A s  mentioned above,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  s o c i a l  i s o l a -  

t i o n  t o  be  p r e s e n t  i n  a  r u r a l  a r e a .  But r e c e n t  d i s c u s s i o n s  of t h e  

u n d e r c l a s s  have focused on  u rban  a r e a s ,  and t h e  d a t a  we u s e  t o  c r u d e l y  

measure i s o l a t i o n  p e r t a i n  only  t o  u rban  a r e a s .  

Our proxy f o r  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  i s  l i v i n g  i n  a n  u rban  neighborhood 

t h a t  i s  predominant ly  poor. The Census r e p o r t s  from which we d e r i v e  

t h e s e  numbers g i v e  t h r e e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  of pover ty  neighborhoods:  t h o s e  

i n  which a t  l e a s t  20 p e r c e n t ,  30 p e r c e n t ,  and 40 p e r c e n t  r e s p e c t i v e l y  of 

t h e i r  p o p u l a t i o n s  a r e  poor. Although i t  seems r e a s o n a b l e  t o  assume t h a t  

t h e  h i g h e r  t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  poor t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  d e g r e e  of s o c i a l  i s o l a -  

t i o n ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  know e x a c t l y  where t o  draw t h e  l i n e .  Hence, 

when p o s s i b l e ,  we u s e  a l l  t h r e e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s .  

The t o p  two rows i n  T a b l e  2  p r e s e n t  d a t a  on t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of fami- 

l i e s  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  headed by s i n g l e  mothers  and o t h e r  f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  i n  

p o v e r t y  a r e a s  of t h e  100 l a r g e s t  c i t i e s  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  1980. 

The d a t a  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  a s  a  p r o p o r t i o n  of f a m i l i e s  of each t y p e  l i v i n g  

i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  c i t y  and a s  a  p r o p o r t i o n  of a l l  f a m i l i e s  of each  t y p e  i n  

t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s .  The l a s t  two rows g i v e  f i g u r e s  f o r  b lack  and w h i t e  

f  emale-headed f a m i l i e s .  

S e v e r a l  a s p e c t s  of t h e  t a b l e  a r e  worth  no t ing .  F i r s t ,  a  comparison 

o f  t h e  f i r s t  and second rows c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  f a m i l i e s  headed by 

s i n g l e  mothers  a r e  much more l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  pover ty  a r e a s  t h a n  o t h e r  

f a m i l i e s .  The g r e a t e r  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of t h e  neighborhood t h a t  i s  poor ,  

t h e  b i g g e r  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of mother-only and o t h e r  

f a m i l i e s  t h a t  l i v e  t h e r e .  For  neighborhoods t h a t  a r e  a t  l e a s t  20 p e r c e n t  

p o o r ,  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  a  b i t  more t h a n  twice  a s  



T a b l e  2 

P r o p o r t i o n  of Fami l i es  L iv ing  i n  Pover ty  Neighborhoods i n  1980 

I n  Neighborhoods 
Type of Family 20% Poor 

% of 
C e n t r a l  % of 

C i t y  U.S. 
F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  
o f  Same of Same 

Type Type 

I n  Neighborhoods I n  Neighborhoods 
30% Poor 40% Poor 

% of % of 
C e n t r a l  % of C e n t r a l  % of 

C i t y  U.S. C i t y  U.S. 
Fami l i es  F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  
of Same of Same of Same of Same 

Type Type Type Type 

Mother-only f a m i l i e s  
w i t h  c h i l d r e n  56% 19% 36% 12% 19% 7 % 

Other  f a m i l i e s  w i t h  
c h i l d r e n  2 5 5 12 2 4 1 

White mother-only 
f a m i l i e s  w i t h  
c h i l d r e n  2 6 5 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Black mother-only 
f a m i l i e s  w i t h  
c h i l d r e n  7 5 4 1 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 

Source:  U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census (1985b) ,  1980 Census: Pover ty  Areas i n  Large C i t i e s  
PC80-2-8D. Washington, D.C.: GPO. 

U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census, Current  P o p u l a t i o n  Reports  (1981b) ,  S e r i e s  P-20, 
No. 366, Household and Family C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s :  March 1980. Washington, D.C.: 
GPO. 

Note: Neighborhoods 20 p e r c e n t  poor i n c l u d e  neighborhoods 30 and 40 p e r c e n t  poor ,  and 
neighborhoods 30 p e r c e n t  poor i n c l u d e  a l l  t h o s e  40 p e r c e n t  poor. 



h i g h  a s  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of o t h e r  f a m i l i e s .  For neighborhoods t h a t  a r e  a t  

l e a s t  40 p e r c e n t  poor,  t h e  p o r p o r t i o n  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  is n e a r l y  

f i v e  t imes  a s  h igh.  I n  view of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  

mothers  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be poor ,  t h i s  i s  not  s u r p r i s i n g .  

Second, t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of a l l  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  

t h a t  l i v e  i n  pover ty  a r e a s  i s  v e r y  s e n s i t i v e  t o  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of a  

p o v e r t y  a r e a .  I f  20 p e r c e n t  i s  t h e  c u t o f f ,  we f i n d  t h a t  56 p e r c e n t  of 

a l l  mother-only f a m i l i e s  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  r e s i d e  i n  pover ty  a r e a s .  I f  

4 0  p e r c e n t  i s  t h e  c u t o f f ,  t h e  f i g u r e  d rops  t o  on ly  19 p e r c e n t .  

T h i r d ,  i f  t h e  denominator is  t h e  number of a l l  U.S. f a m i l i e s  headed 

by s i n g l e  mothers r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  number of such f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  i n  

c e n t r a l  c i t i e s ,  t h e  p o r p o r t i o n s  a r e  much s m a l l e r .  Indeed,  t h e  range is 

f rom 19 t o  7 percen t .  Th i s  i s  because a  l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  do not l i v e  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s .  Thus, even i f  we a r e  prepared t o  

b e l i e v e  t h a t  s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  is  s e r i o u s  i n  neighborhoods t h a t  a r e  20 

p e r c e n t  poor ,  on ly  19 p e r c e n t  of a l l  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  mothers 

would f i t  t h e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of belonging t o  a n  emerging u rban  

u  n d e r c l a s s  . 
The l a s t  two rows of t h e  t a b l e  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  f i g u r e s  d i f f e r  dra-  

m a t i c a l l y  by race.  The breakdown by r a c e  was a v a i l a b l e  only  f o r  pover ty  

a r e a s  w i t h  20 p e r c e n t  o r  more c o n c e n t r a t i o n s  of t h e  poor. For w h i t e s ,  

o n l y  26 p e r c e n t  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  i n  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  l i v e  i n  pover ty  

neighborhoods.  For b l a c k s ,  t h e  f i g u r e  i s  7 5  p e r c e n t .  Black f a m i l i e s  

headed by s i n g l e  mothers do tend t o  be d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  

p o v e r t y  a r e a s .  



On t h e  o t h e r  hand, i t  i s  worth  no t ing  t h a t  b lack  mother-only f a m i l i e s  

l i v i n g  i n  neighborhoods a t  l e a s t  20 p e r c e n t  poor c o n s t i t u t e  on ly  about 41 

p e r c e n t  of a l l  b l a c k  female-headed f a m i l i e s .  Fur thermore,  what t h e  t a b l e  

d o e s  not  show i s  t h a t  t h e  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  r e p r e s e n t  on ly  17 

p e r c e n t  of a l l  b l a c k  c h i l d r e n .  F i n a l l y ,  i f  t h e  most s t r i n g e n t  measure of 

s o c i a l  i s o l a t i o n  i s  employed--40 p e r c e n t  of t h e  neighborhood p o p u l a t i o n  

i s  poor--a c r u d e  e s t i m a t e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  on ly  about 15 p e r c e n t  of b l a c k  

c h i l d r e n  i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  and about  7  p e r c e n t  of a l l  b l a c k  

c h i l d r e n  a r e  s o c i a l l y  i s o l a t e d  i n  u rban  ghet tos .12 

To what e x t e n t  have b l a c k  mother-only f a m i l i e s  become more s o c i a l l y  

i s o l a t e d  d u r i n g  t h e  1970s? The d a t a  i n  Tab le  3  s u g g e s t  t h a t  ( 1 )  b lack  

mother-only f a m i l i e s  who r e s i d e  i n  pover ty  neighborhoods have become more 

c u l t u r a l l y  i s o l a t e d ;  ( 2 )  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of such f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  i n  a l l  

poor  neighborhoods has  d e c l i n e d  somewhat; bu t  ( 3 )  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  l i v i n g  

i n  t h e  p o o r e s t  neighborhoods has  i n c r e a s e d .  The two i n d i c a t o r s  of s o c i a l  

i s o l a t i o n  a r e  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of males employed and t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of 

f a m i l i e s  dependent on p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  neighborhood. I n  bo th  t h e  

20 p e r c e n t  and 40 p e r c e n t  pover ty  a r e a s ,  t h e  pe rcen tage  of males employed 

d e c l i n e d  by 20 p e r c e n t  between 1970 and 1980. The p r o p o r t i o n  of f a m i l i e s  

dependent  on  p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  grew by 4 3  and 57 p e r c e n t  r e s p e c t i v e l y  i n  

t h e  20 and 40 p e r c e n t  neighborhoods. By 1980, less t h a n  h a l f  of a l l  

ma les  i n  40 p e r c e n t  neighborhoods were employed and n e a r l y  h a l f  of a l l  

f a m i l i e s  were dependent on wel fa re .  

Da ta  on b lack  f a m i l i e s  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  on ly  f o r  20 per-  

c e n t  pover ty  neighborhoods. These d a t a  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of 

b o t h  mother-only and a l l  f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e s e  neighborhoods d e c l i n e d  between 



T a b l e  3 

Trends  i n  S o c i a l  Condi t ions  and P r o p o r t i o n  of Black Persons  
and F a m i l i e s  L iv ing  i n  Pover ty  Areas 

I n  Neighborhoods I n  Neighborhoods 
20% Poor 40% Poor 

1970 1980 % C h a n g e  1970 1980 % C h a n g e  

Employed 64% 51% -20 56% 45% -2 0 

Rece iv ing  AFDC 2 3 33 4 3 3 0 4 7 57 

Black f a m i l i e s  3 2 30 -6 

Poor  b lack  f a m i l i e s  23 26 13 

Black mother-only 
f a m i l i e s  43 36 -1 6 

Poor  b l a c k  mother-only 
f a m i l i e s  2 9 29 0 

Black persons  2 7 26 -4 6 8 3 3 

Poor  b lack  persons  9.5 9.8 3 3.1 4.4 42 

Source:  U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census (1985b) ,  1980 Census: Pover ty  Areas 
i n  Large C i t i e s  PC80-2-8D. Washington, D.C.: GPO. 

U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census (1973) ,  1970 Census f o r  Income Areas 
i n  Large Cities PC(2)-9B. Washington, D.C.: GPO. 

U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census (1981b),  Cur ren t  P o p u l a t i o n  Repor t s ,  
S e r i e s  P-20, No. 366, Household and Family c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s :  
March 1980. Washington, D.C.: GPO. 



1970 and 1980. The r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  b i g g e r  d e c l i n e  f o r  mother-only fami- 

l i e s  i s  t h a t  u n l i k e  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  f o r  a l l  f a m i l i e s ,  i t  a b s t r a c t s  from 

t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  female  headsh ip  d u r i n g  t h e  pe r iod .  (Tha t  i s ,  t h e  number 

o f  mother-only f a m i l i e s  a p p e a r s  i n  t h e  denominator of t h e  mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  b u t  not  i n  t h e  denominator of a l l  f a m i l i e s . )  The t a b l e  a l s o  

g i v e s  t h e  r a t i o  of poor b lack  f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  a r e a  t o  a l l  b l a c k  f a m i l i e s .  

The f a c t  t h a t  t h e s e  numbers a r e  s t a b l e  o r  i n c r e a s e  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  nonpoor 

mother-only and two-parent f a m i l i e s  a r e  l e a v i n g  pover ty  neighborhoods 

whereas  t h e  poor a r e  be ing  l e f t  behind.  

F i n a l l y ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e e  i f  t h e  p i c t u r e  changes i f  t h e  40 p e r c e n t  

r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  20 p e r c e n t  c u t o f f  i s  used ,  we p r e s e n t  d a t a  f o r  a l l  b l a c k  

p e r s o n s  f o r  both  c u t o f f s .  The d a t a  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  whereas t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  

o f  a l l  b l a c k  pe r sons  l i v i n g  i n  neighborhoods t h a t  a r e  20 p e r c e n t  o r  more 

p o o r  dec reased  by 4 p e r c e n t  between 1970 and 1980, t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  l i v i n g  

i n  neighborhoods t h a t  a r e  40 p e r c e n t  o r  more poor i n c r e a s e d  by 33 per-  

c e n t .  This  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  

i n  40 p e r c e n t  a r e a s  a l s o  i n c r e a s e d .  These f i n d i n g s  appear  t o  be con- 

s i s t e n t  wi th  Wilson 's  h y p o t h e s i s  t h a t  a number of r e l a t i v e l y  poor neigh- 

borhoods--between 20 and 40 p e r c e n t  poor--have d e t e r i o r a t e d  a s  t h e  

nonpoor have moved o u t  and have been conver ted  t o  v e r y  poor 

neighborhoods--over 40 p e r c e n t  poor. Thus, t h e  number of v e r y  poor 

neighborhoods h a s  i n c r e a s e d  and t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of b l a c k s  l i v i n g  i n  such 

neighborhoods a s  i n c r e a s e d  even though t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of b l a c k s  i n  a l l  

poor  neighborhoods has  d e c l i n e d  s l i g h t l y .  

RECENT PUBLIC POLICIES ON FAMILIES HEADED BY SINGLE WOMEN 

I n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s ,  a p a r t  from a b r i e f  f l i r t a t i o n  wi th  S o c i a l  

Darwinism towards t h e  end of t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  there has  always 



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

poor .  S i d e  by s i d e  w i t h  t h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n s t a n t  has been a concern  t o  

a v o i d  encouraging dependence on  w e l f a r e  and growth i n  t h e  number of t h e  

poor .  

C h i l d r e n  who grow up i n  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women a r e  c l e a r l y  

d i sadvan taged .  A s  a d u l t s  they  have lower socioeconomic s t a t u s ,  t h e y  a r e  

more l i k e l y  t o  become s i n g l e  p a r e n t s  themse lves ,  e i t h e r  through out-of- 

wedlock b i r t h s  o r  d i v o r c e ;  and they  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be  dependent on  

government. Many of t h e s e  problems a r e  due t o  t h e  economic i n s e c u r i t y  

and pover ty  of t h e  f a m i l i e s  i n  which t h e y  grew up. Government can reduce 

t h e s e  problems by i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  incomes of mother-only f a m i l i e s .  But 

d o i n g  s o  may i n c r e a s e  b o t h  t h e  numbers of such f a m i l i e s  and t h e i r  depen- 

d e n c e  on government. P o l i c y  makers have been faced  w i t h  a dilemma over  

whe the r  t o  g i v e  g r e a t e r  p r i o r i t y  t o  r educ ing  t h e  economic i n s e c u r i t y  and 

p o v e r t y  of f a m i l i e s  headed by women o r  t o  not  encouraging t h e i r  growth 

and dependence on  government. 

The dilemma h a s  l e d  t o  t h e  development of d i s t i n c t i o n s  among groups  

o f  t h e  poor a s  a b a s i s  f o r  p rov id ing  d i f f e r e n t i a l  a i d .  The most impor- 

t a n t  d i s t i n c t i o n  has  been between t h o s e  who a r e  and t h o s e  who a r e  no t  

expec ted  t o  work. Th i s  h a s  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  p o l i c y  towards mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  i n  t h a t  e x p e c t a t i o n s  abou t  whether  s i n g l e  mothers should  work 

have  r e c e n t l y  changed. 

Widows--especially war widows--have always rece ived  b e t t e r  t r e a t m e n t  

t h a n  o t h e r  s i n g l e  mothers.  I n  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  most s i n g l e  

mothers  were widows. Divorce ,  s e p a r a t i o n ,  and out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  

were  s t r o n g l y  d i scouraged  by law and custom and were uncommon by t o d a y ' s  



s t a n d a r d s .  The more f a v o r a b l e  t r ea tment  of widows was p a r t l y  because 

widowhood was a n  i n v o l u n t a r y  s t a t e ,  s o  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  f e a r  t h a t  a i d i n g  

widows would i n c r e a s e  t h e i r  numbers, and p a r t l y  because widows were o f t e n  

s e e n  a s  more "deserving"  because  of t h e  s e r v i c e  t h e i r  husbands had pro- 

v ided  t o  t h e  community, a s  was t h e  c a s e  w i t h  war widows. 

The f o c u s  h e r e  i s  on t h e  t h r e e  most important  r e c e n t  t r e n d s  i n  p o l i -  

c i e s  t h a t  a f f e c t  f a m i l i e s  headed by women: t h e  l a r g e  r e d u c t i o n  i n  p u b l i c  

b e n e f i t s ;  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  s t r o n g  l e g i s l a t i o n  e i t h e r  t o  induce o r  r e q u i r e  

s i n g l e  mothers wi thou t  preschool-age c h i l d r e n  t o  work, and t h e  

s t r e n g t h e n i n g  of p u b l i c  enforcement of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  suppor t  o b l i g a t i o n s .  

Each of t h e s e  p o l i c i e s  i s  designed t o  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  l i n k s  between 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  and t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e :  e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  by encouraging 

o r  r e q u i r i n g  t h e  s i n g l e  mothers t o  work o r  i n d i r e c t l y  by i n c r e a s i n g  sup- 

p o r t  from t h e  noncus tod ia l  pa ren t .  The n a t u r e  of each of t h e s e  t r e n d s  

and t h e i r  e f f e c t s  on t h e  pover ty ,  w e l f a r e  dependence, and p reva lence  of 

f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women a r e  d i s c u s s e d  i n  t u r n .  

Reduc t ion  i n  B e n e f i t s  

Throughout t h e  s e v e n t i e s  t h e  r e a l  v a l u e  of AFDC b e n e f i t s  d e c l i n e d  

because  s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e s  f a i l e d  t o  i n c r e a s e  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  t o  keep pace 

w i t h  i n f l a t i o n .  Between 1975 and 1980, i n f l a t i o n  c u t  t h e  b e n e f i t s  

r e c e i v e d  by mother-only f a m i l i e s  by abou t  13 p e r c e n t .  Apart  from t h e s e  

p a s s i v e  b e n e f i t  c u t s ,  t h e  Reagan a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  a c t i v e l y  sought  t o  c u t  

b e n e f i t s .  Reagan proposed a  s e r i e s  of s p e c i f i c  budget c u t s  which, when 

t a k e n  t o g e t h e r ,  would have added up t o  l a r g e  c u t s  i n  b e n e f i t s  t o  f a m i l i e s  

headed by s i n g l e  women. Congress e v e n t u a l l y  adopted more modest c u t s  



which amounted t o  abou t  12 p e r c e n t  of t o t a l  f e d e r a l  b e n e f i t s  t o  mother- 

o n l y  f a m i l i e s  ( G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986).  

Taken t o g e t h e r ,  t h e  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  b e n e f i t s  t o  f a m i l i e s  headed by 

s i n g l e  women between 1975 and 1985 were  s u b s t a n t i a l ,  w ip ing  o u t  more t h a n  

o n e - t h i r d  of t h e  i n c r e a s e s  t h a t  had occur red  d u r i n g  t h e  p rev ious  two 

decades .  S i n g l e  mothers  who b o t h  worked and r e c e i v e d  w e l f a r e  absorbed 

two- th i rds  of t h e  c u t s .  The a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  abandoned t h e  w e l f a r e  incen- 

t i v e s  s t r a t e g y  t h a t  e n t a i l e d  ex tend ing  w e l f a r e  e l i g i b i l i t y  t o  t h o s e  not  

p r e v i o u s l y  covered i n  o r d e r  t o  reward b e h a v i o r s  such a s  working and 

m a r r y i n g ,  i n  t h e  hope t h a t  t h i s  would reduce  dependency i n  t h e  l o n g  run.  

I n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  perhaps  t h e  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  t h e  v a l u e  of r e a l  b e n e f i t s  

i s  not s u r p r i s i n g .  Over t h e  l o n g  run  i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s ,  t h e  r e a l  wage 

l e v e l  h a s  been t h e  p r i n c i p a l  de te rminan t  of t h e  average  l e v e l  of l i v i n g  

and of b e n e f i t s  t o  t h e  poor ( G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986).  Real  wages 

i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  were f a l l i n g  d u r i n g  most of t h e  1970s and e a r l y  

1980s.  Although s h o r t - r u n  changes i n  g e n e r a l  l i v i n g  s t a n d a r d s  do no t  

a lways  l e a d  t o  cor respond ing  changes i n  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s ,  t h a t  i s  what hap- 

pened i n  t h e  1975-85 p e r i o d .  The d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  r e a l  v a l u e  of p u b l i c  

b e n e f i t s  r e f l e c t e d  b u t  exceeded t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  r e a l  wages. 

By t h e  end of t h e  Reagan a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s  f i r s t  te rm,  Congress was 

no l o n g e r  e n a c t i n g  l e g i s l a t i o n  t h a t  even modest ly  reduced b e n e f i t s  and,  

i n d e e d ,  some of t h e  e a r l i e r  c u t s  t o  mother-only f a m i l i e s  were r e s t o r e d .  

Moreover, e a r l y  i n  Reagan's second term,  f u r t h e r  c u t s  i n  t h e  major  

programs t h a t  a ided  s i n g l e  mothers were s p e c i f i c a l l y  excluded from t h e  

s t r i n g e n t  (Gramm-Rudman-Hollings) budget-cut  t i n g  measures des igned  t o  

r e d u c e  t h e  l a r g e  f e d e r a l  d e f i c i t .  I n  view of bo th  t h e  r e c e n t  growth i n  



r e a l  wages and t h e  r e c e n t  r e s i s t a n c e  of  Congress t o  f u r t h e r  budget c u t s ,  

i t  i s  d o u b t f u l  t h a t  f a m i l i e s  headed by women w i l l  b e  s u b j e c t e d  t o  addi-  

t i o n a l  budget c u t s  i n  t h e  nea r  f u t u r e .  

The ev idence  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  budget c u t s  i n c r e a s e d  t h e  p o v e r t y  of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  by n o n t r i v i a l  amounts i n  r e t u r n  f o r  s m a l l  t o  t r i v i a l  

r e d u c t i o n s  i n  dependence and p reva lence .  Almost by d e f i n i t i o n ,  t h e  

e l i m i n a t i o n  of e l i g i b i l i t y  f o r  AFDC f o r  many working mothers  by t h e  

Reagan a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  d e c r e a s e d  t h e i r  dependence on  we l fa re .  Some have 

a rgued  t h a t  t h e s e  c u t s  may i n c r e a s e  w e l f a r e  dependence i n  t h e  l o n g  run  by 

encourag ing  t h o s e  whose b e n e f i t s  were c u t  t o  l e a v e  work and r e t u r n  t o  

AFDC and by d i s c o u r a g i n g  nonworking mothers from working t h e i r  way o f f  

t h e  w e l f a r e  r o l l s .  The s t u d i e s  of t h e  post -cut  behav io r  of working 

mothers ,  however, i n d i c a t e  t h a t  o n l y  a m i n o r i t y  of r e c i p i e n t s  who were 

c u t  from t h e  r o l l s  r e t u r n e d  t o  AFDC ( C o l e  e t  al . ,  1983; Usher and 

G r i f f i t h ,  1983; J o e  e t  a l . ,  1984).  The d e c r e a s e  i n  b e n e f i t s  d u r i n g  t h e  

1975-85 p e r i o d  was accompanied by a n o t i c e a b l e  decrease--more t h a n  one- 

s i x t h - - i n  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which mother-only f a m i l i e s  were dependent on  

w e l f a r e .  Th i s  d e c l i n e  r e v e r s e d  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  w e l f a r e  dependence t h a t  

had accompanied t h e  expans ion  of government b e n e f i t s  d u r i n g  t h e  p rev ious  

two decades .  

Converse ly ,  j u s t  a s  t h e  l a r g e  b e n e f i t  i n c r e a s e s  between 1955 and 1975 

c a u s e d ,  a t  most ,  a modest i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of mother-only fami- 

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

1975-85 p e r i o d  had l i t t l e  i f  any e f f e c t  on  t h e  p reva lence  of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s .  I f  we can assume t h a t  t h e  e f f e c t  of a c u t  i n  average  b e n e f i t  



l e v e l s  has  t h e  same e f f e c t  a s  a n  equal-s ized c u t  which i s  t a r g e t e d  p r i -  

m a r i l y  a t  t h o s e  who work, e s t i m a t e s  d e r i v e d  from t h e  two most c a r e f u l  

and comprehensive s t u d i e s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  12 p e r c e n t  c u t  i n  w e l f a r e  

b e n e f i t s  would have reduced p reva lence  by .9 t o  1.6 p e r c e n t .  F u r t h e r  

extreme c u t s  i n  b e n e f i t s  would have a t  most a modest e f f e c t  on t h e  pro- 

p o r t i o n  of f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women. 

I n  s h o r t ,  we f i n d  t h a t  d u r i n g  t h e  p a s t  t h i r t y  y e a r s ,  i n c r e a s e s  and 

d e c r e a s e s  i n  government b e n e f i t s  had s u b s t a n t i a l  e f f e c t s  on economic 

wel l -be ing ,  modest e f f e c t s  on dependence, but  on ly  t r i v i a l  t o ,  a t  most,  

modest e f f e c t s  o n  t h e  p reva lence  of mother-only f a m i l i e s .  

Work Requirements 

Although able-bodied men have always been expected t o  work, t h e  

e x p e c t a t i o n s  regard ing  poor women who head f a m i l i e s  have changed con- 

s i d e r a b l y .  U n t i l  t h e  e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  s i n g l e  mothers were 

expec ted  t o  work. For t h e  next h a l f - c e n t u r y ,  t h e  s t a t e d  o b j e c t i v e  of 

government p o l i c y  was t o  p rov ide  enough a i d  t o  e n a b l e  them t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  

t h e n  c u r r e n t  middle-c lass  i d e a l  of t h e  mother who r e f r a i n s  from market 

work and s t a y s  a t  home t o  look a f t e r  h e r  c h i l d r e n .  Not u n t i l  t h e  l a t e  

1960s ,  however, w a s  s u f f i c i e n t  a i d  provided t o  make t h e  o b j e c t i v e  

a c h i e v a b l e ,  and by t h a t  t ime ,  t h e  middle-c lass  i d e a l  and b e l i e f s  about  

whether  poor women who head f a m i l i e s  should  work had bo th  changed. 

There  w a s  i n c r e a s i n g  emphasis on t h e  i d e a  t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers should  

work. 

A t  f i r s t ,  t h e  f e d e r a l  government t r i e d  t o  induce  AFDC mothers  t o  work 

by c r e a t i n g  work i n c e n t i v e s  w i t h i n  AFDC. When t h i s  f a i l e d  t o  have much 



impac t  on e i t h e r  work o r  c a s e l o a d s ,  t h e  Congress began l e g i s l a t i n g  

requ i rements  f o r  mothers w i t h  no c h i l d r e n  under 6 t o  work. The C a r t e r  

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  proposed a combinat ion of a guaran teed  jobs  program and 

a s s i s t a n c e  which would have,  i n  e f f e c t ,  r e q u i r e d  mothers wi thou t  

preschool-age c h i l d r e n  t o  work. The Reagan a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  r e j e c t e d  t h e  

approach  of c r e a t i n g  work i n c e n t i v e s  w i t h i n  t h e  AFDC program i n  f a v o r  of 

t h e  p u r e  work requirement  approach.  The a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  sought  t o  r e i n -  

f o r c e  working by l i m i t i n g  b e n e f i t s  t o  t h o s e  w i t h  no income from work and 

by r e q u i r i n g  t h o s e  who r e c e i v e  b e n e f i t s  t o  work f o r  them. Congress 

a g r e e d  t o  much, b u t  not a l l  of t h i s  s t r a t e g y . 1 3  

S i n c e  1972,  AFDC mothers w i t h  no c h i l d r e n  under 6 have been r e q u i r e d  

t o  r e g i s t e r  f o r  work and t r a i n i n g ,  b u t  on ly  a m i n o r i t y  of those  who 

r e g i s t e r e d  e v e r  rece ived  s e r v i c e s  t o  h e l p  them f i n d  jobs .  The Reagan 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  proposed t h a t  s t a t e s  r e q u i r e  AFDC mothers  t o  work f o r  

t h e i r  r e l i e f  checks i n  community work e x p e r i e n c e  programs (CWEP). 

Congress  passed l e g i s l a t i o n  t h a t  pe rmi t t ed  bu t  d i d  no t  r e q u i r e  t h a t  

s t a t e s  s u b s t i t u t e  work r e l i e f  f o r  c a s h  r e l i e f .  Under workfare ,  a s  i t  i s  

c a l l e d ,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  work o f f  t h e i r  r e l i e f  checks.  They a r e  pa id  a t  t h e  

minimum wage, and hours  a r e  l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  check amount d i v i d e d  by t h e  

minimum wage. One anomaly of t h i s  procedure  f o r  c a l c u l a t i n g  b e n e f i t s ,  

however, i s  t h a t  mothers  w i t h  a g r e a t e r  number of c h i l d r e n ,  who r e c e i v e  

h i g h e r  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s ,  w i l l  be r e q u i r e d  t o  work more hours .  

S e v e r a l  o t h e r  p r o v i s i o n s  which were des igned t o  encourage work were 

a l s o  passed by Congress. S t a t e s  may now r e q u i r e  AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  t o  par- 

t i c i p a t e  i n  a program of j o b  s e a r c h  f o r  up t o  8 weeks upon a p p l i c a t i o n  

and  f o r  a n  a d d i t i o n a l  8 weeks f o r  each year  b e n e f i t s  a r e  rece ived .  



S t a t e s  a r e  a l s o  permit ted t o  opera te  work supplementation, o r  g r a n t  

d i v e r s i o n ,  programs i n  which f e d e r a l  funds t h a t  would o r d i n a r i l y  f i nance  

AFDC cash  b e n e f i t s  may be used t o  subs id i ze  a job  f o r  a n  AFDC r e c i p i e n t .  

With t h i s  program, u n l i k e  workfare,  t o t a l  income exceeds what par- 

t i c i p a n t s  would have received on we l f a r e  a lone.  As  of September 1985, 37 

s t a t e s  had implemented one o r  more of t he se  op t ions ,  wi th  workfare 

programs being t h e  most common. Most a r e  being run  on a demonstrat ion 

b a s i s ,  however, and i n  t h e  few s t a t e s  t h a t  have s ta tewide  programs only a 

sma l l  p ropor t i on  of t h e  caseload i s  being served. 

To enforce  work requirements t h e  government must c r e a t e  o r  l o c a t e  

jobs .  Some have argued t h a t  i t  i s  i n f e a s i b l e  t o  enforce  work requi re -  

ments when t h e  unemployment r a t e  i s  over 7 percent  (U.S. General 

Accounting Of f i ce ,  1985),  s i n c e  i t  is  not pos s ib l e  t o  f i n d  o r  c r e a t e  

enough jobs t o  enforce  work. However, a number of s t a t e s  have a l r eady  

demonstrated t h e i r  a b i l i t y  t o  c r e a t e  and f i n d  jobs.  I n  add i t i on ,  i f  i t  

was pos s ib l e  t o  c r e a t e  3.5 m i l l i o n  WPA jobs  during t h e  Great Depression, 

i t  must be t e c h n i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e  t o  f i n d  o r  c r e a t e  a s i m i l a r  number now 

wi th  a lower unemployment r a t e  and a n  expanded economy. F i n a l l y ,  schol- 

a r s  who have explored t h e  ques t i on  of whether t h e r e  i s  enough work have 

es t imated  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  more t h a n  enough (Fechter ,  1975). 

Apart  from t h e  i s s u e  of t e chn ica l  f e a s i b i l i t y ,  t h e r e  i s  t h e  ques t i on  

of whether t h e  b e n e f i t s  of enforc ing  work o f f s e t  t h e  c o s t s .  S tud i e s  of 

work and t r a i n i n g  programs f o r  women who head f a m i l i e s  g e n e r a l l y  r e p o r t  

s u f f i c i e n t l y  l a r g e  g a i n s  i n  earn ings  t o  make t h e  programs p r o f i t a b l e  

w i t h i n  t h r e e  t o  four  yea r s ,  a l though they do c o s t  more i n i t i a l l y  i n  com- 

p a r i s o n  t o  t he  payment of cash b e n e f i t s  only ( H o l l i s t e r  e t  a l . ,  1984; 



Bassi and A s h e n f e l t e r ,  1986). The most c a r e f u l l y  e v a l u a t e d  job-c rea t ion  

program--the Supported Work Demonstration--indicated t h a t  t h e  net  s o c i a l  

b e n e f i t  p e r  p a r t i c i p a n t  w a s  $8,000. I n i t i a l  c o s t s  a r e  h i g h e r  t h a n  w e l f a r e  

c o s t s  because  t h e  c o s t  of f i n d i n g  o r  c r e a t i n g  jobs  must be paid  as w e l l  

a s  t h e  c a s h  b e n e f i t .  

The e f f e c t s  of e n f o r c i n g  work requ i rements  on t h e  incomes of s i n g l e  

mothers  depend upon t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  work programs c r e a t e d  t o  e n f o r c e  

t h e  work requirement ,  t h e  magnitude of t h e  i n c r e a s e d  e a r n i n g s  of par- 

t i c i p a n t s ,  and t h e  r u l e s  of t h e  AFDC program. The average  g a i n  i n  earn-  

i n g s  f o r  s i n g l e  mothers i n  work and t r a i n i n g  programs is  $600 t o  $1,200 

p e r  y e a r  ( B a s s i  and A s h e n f e l t e r ,  1986). Th i s  i s  e q u a l  t o  one-quar ter  of 

t h e  a v e r a g e  pover ty  gap f o r  mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  and can  r e p r e s e n t  a 

s u b s t a n t i a l  p r o p o r t i o n  of t h e  t o t a l  e a r n i n g s  of poor s i n g l e  mothers.  I n  

t h e  Supported Work exper iment ,  t h e  average  i n c r e a s e  i n  e a r n i n g s  of $900 

p e r  year  r e p r e s e n t e d  a n  i n c r e a s e  over  t h e  e a r n i n g s  of t h e  c o n t r o l  group 

of  n e a r l y  50 p e r c e n t  ( H o l l i s t e r  e t  a l . ,  1984; MDRC, 1980). 

Although t h e  p o t e n t i a l  g a i n s  i n  e a r n i n g s  c a n  be r e l a t i v e l y  l a r g e ,  t h e  

i n c r e a s e  i n  income of s i n g l e  mothers w i l l  be  s m a l l e r  t h a n  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  

e a r n i n g s ,  because  they  w i l l  l o s e  some AFDC and o t h e r  t r a n s f e r  b e n e f i t s .  

Whether AFDC f a m i l i e s  r e a l i z e  g a i n s  o r  l o s s e s  from e n f o r c i n g  work 

requ i rements  w i l l  depend upon t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  key programs which a i d  

poor  s i n g l e  mothers and t h e  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  and a v a i l a b i l i t y  of j o b s  i n  

t h e  r e g u l a r  l a b o r  market.  Even i f  income i n c r e a s e s ,  however, economic 

wel l -being may d e c r e a s e ,  s i n c e  i n  t h e  absence of work requ i rements  many 

mothers  may have chosen t h e  combinat ion of lower income from w e l f a r e  and 

more t ime  f o r  c h i l d r e a r i n g ,  homework, and l e i s u r e .  



The e f f e c t s  of enforced work w i l l  almost c e r t a i n l y  be t o  reduce 

dependence on welfare .  Even i f  t h e  i nc r ea sed  earn ings  of AFDC mothers 

l e a d  t o  no decrease  i n  AFDC r e c e i p t s ,  t h e  s h a r e  of t o t a l  income coming 

from w e l f a r e  must decrease .  It i s  more l i k e l y ,  however, t h a t  work 

programs w i l l  decrease  t h e  t o t a l  amount of we l f a r e  received.  This  i s  

t r u e  because t h e r e  w i l l  always be some r e c i p i e n t s  who a r e  a t  t h e  margin 

between choosing we l f a r e  and ano the r  a l t e r n a t i v e .  There is a l s o  some 

r e s e a r c h  t o  sugges t  t h a t  i f  t h e  l a b o r  market i s  s t rong ,  a n o n t r i v i a l  pro- 

p o r t i o n  of s i n g l e  mothers on AFDC need l i t t l e  more t han  good p ro fe s s iona l  

h e l p  i n  l o c a t i n g  jobs .  Pre l iminary  evidence from San Diego--which has 

w e l l  below average unemployment ra tes - - ind ica tes  t h a t  job s ea r ch  

a s s i s t a n c e  has  been t h e  most p r o f i t a b l e  s e r v i c e  provided t h e r e  (MDRC, 

1980). 

The e f f e c t  of enforc ing  work requirements on t h e  prevalence of 

mother-only households depends on t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which enforc ing  work 

requirements  improves t h e  economic well-being of s i n g l e  mothers and upon 

t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which enforc ing  work requirements a l t e r s  t h e  r e l a t i v e  earn- 

i n g s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  of men and women. I f  enforc ing  work requirements  

i n c r e a s e s  t h e  earn ings  of s i n g l e  mothers r e l a t i v e  t o  those  of men, i t  i s  

l i k e l y  t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers w i l l  become l e s s  dependent on men a s  w e l l  a s  

less dependent on wel fa re .  

There  a r e  t h r e e  reasons f o r  c au t i on  i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  above evi-  

dence i n  favor  of compulsory work programs. F i r s t ,  whereas par- 

t i c i p a t i o n  i n  most of t h e  work and t r a i n i n g  programs eva lua ted  has been 

v o l u n t a r y ,  much of t h e  c u r r e n t  p u b l i c  d i s c u s s i o n  concerns making work 



compulsory. Programs t h a t  i n v o l v e  s i g n i f i c a n t  e lements  of compulsion may 

b e  l e s s  p r o f i t a b l e  both  t o  t h e  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  and t o  s o c i e t y  a s  a  whole. 

E a r l y  e x p e r i e n c e  w i t h  t h e  workfare  programs, however, s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t o  

d a t e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  e n f o r c i n g  work a l s o  seems t o  be p r o f i t a b l e  (MDRC, 1980). 

Second, and even more i m p o r t a n t ,  few s i n g l e  mothers of f a m i l i e s  i n  

t h e  work and t r a i n i n g  e v a l u a t i o n s  have had preschool-age c h i l d r e n .  The 

c h i l d - c a r e  c o s t s  f o r  such c h i l d r e n  could  e a s i l y  be s o  h i g h  a s  t o  o f f s e t  

t h e  e a r n i n g s  g a i n s  of t h e  program. Long-run ea rn ings  g a i n s  could  more 

t h a n  make up f o r  ch i ld -ca re  c o s t s ,  bu t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  i s  e q u a l l y  p o s s i b l e .  

More e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  and s t u d y  of t h i s  i s s u e  i s  warranted.  

F i n a l l y ,  i t  may be u n r e a l i s t i c  t o  expec t  s i n g l e  mothers t o  work f u l l  

t i m e ,  y e a r  round. A s  Ellwood a r g u e s ,  t h e  on ly  way t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers 

c a n  be s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g  i s  by working f u l l  t ime,  f u l l  year .  Such 

complete  l a b o r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  is  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  r u l e  

among mothers ,  c o n t r a r y  t o  popula r  b e l i e f .  S i n g l e  mothers a l r e a d y  work 

more hours  t h a n  wives i n  married-couple households:  35 p e r c e n t  of s i n g l e  

mothers  w i t h  c h i l d r e n  under s i x  work a t  l e a s t  1,500 hours  p e r  y e a r ,  com- 

pared  t o  23 p e r c e n t  f o r  comparable wives. S i m i l a r l y  50 p e r c e n t  of s i n g l e  

mothers  w i t h  o l d e r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  f u l l y  employed; 37 p e r c e n t  of wives a r e .  

Work f o r  1 ,500 h o u r s  o r  more remains t h e  e x c e p t i o n ,  not  t h e  r u l e ,  f o r  a l l  

mothers.  Ellwood a r g u e s  t h a t  g i v e n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  norm is f o r  mothers 

t o  spend c o n s i d e r a b l e  t ime w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  i t  may be u n r e a l i s t i c  t o  

e x p e c t  behavior  from s i n g l e  mothers which d e v i a t e s  markedly from t h i s  

norm (Ellwood, 1985). Th i s  is e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  g i v e n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  work 

r e q u i r e m e n t s  impose a  d u a l  r o l e  on s i n g l e  mothers:  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  on ly  

o n e  p a r e n t  p r e s e n t ,  s h e  must under take  both  t h e  c h i l d  c a r e  and t h e  



breadwinner  r o l e s .  Requi r ing  s i n g l e  mothers t o  work f o r  t h e i r  w e l f a r e  

checks  i s  t o  p l a c e  a  heavy burden on them. 

Chi ld  Support  

Congress iona l  i n t e r e s t  i n  e n f o r c i n g  c h i l d  suppor t  grew a s  t h e  propor- 

t i o n  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  w i t h  l i v i n g  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t s  grew. The b i g g e s t  

b u r s t  of f e d e r a l  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n  followed hard on t h e  h e e l s  of 

t h e  1965-75 growth i n  t h e  w e l f a r e  r o l l s .  Also,  a  consensus had developed 

t h a t  t h e  e x i s t i n g  c h i l d  suppor t  system condoned p a r e n t a l  i r r espon-  

s i b i l i t y .  A s p e c i a l  s t u d y  conducted by t h e  U.S. Census Bureau i n  1979 

found t h a t  o n l y  59 p e r c e n t  of women w i t h  c h i l d r e n  p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  

f o r  s u p p o r t  were awarded payments. Of t h o s e  awarded payments, on ly  49 

p e r c e n t  r e c e i v e d  t h e  f u l l  amount due them and 28 p e r c e n t  r ece ived  

no th ing .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  award l e v e l s  and enforcement e f f o r t s  were 

a r b i t r a r y  and i n e q u i t a b l e  (U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census, 1981a).  

The m i l e s t o n e  1976 a c t  c r e a t e d  f e d e r a l  and s t a t e  o f f i c e s  of c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  enforcement--the p u b l i c  b u r e a u c r a t i c  machinery t o  e n f o r c e  t h e  

p r i v a t e  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  suppor t  one ' s  c h i l d r e n .  During t h e  seven  y e a r s  

t h a t  fo l lowed ,  s e v e r a l  new a c t s  s t r e n g t h e n e d  t h e  b u r e a u c r a t i c  machinery. 

Then, i n  1984, Congress unanimously enac ted  by f a r  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  f e d e r a l  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  r e q u i r i n g  a l l  s t a t e s  t o  e n a c t  l a w s  t h a t  with- 

h o l d  from wages a l l  f u t u r e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  payments once t h e  o b l i g o r  is  

d e l i n q u e n t  i n  payments f o r  one month and t o  a p p o i n t  commissions t o  d e s i g n  

s t a t e w i d e  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  s t a n d a r d s .  

The 1984 l e g i s l a t i o n  r e q u i r e s  s t a t e  c h i l d  suppor t  o f f i c e s  t o  p rov ide  

a s s i s t a n c e  t o  nonwelfare as w e l l  as w e l f a r e  cases .  Although s t a t e s  may 

c h a r g e  f o r  t h i s  s e r v i c e  and s u b s i d i z e  i t  f o r  t h e  poor,  t h e  s e r v i c e  i t s e l f  



i s  provided u n i v e r s a l l y  t o  r i c h  and poor c u s t o d i a l  pa r en t s .  The c o n t r a s t  

between t h e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  f o r  AFDC e l i g i b i l i t y  and t h e  u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n  of 

e l i g i b i l i t y  f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  enforcement s e r v i c e s  could not be more 

s t a r k .  

S ince  t h e  1984 c h i l d  suppor t  l e g i s l a t i o n  i s  s o  r e c e n t ,  an  assessment  

o f  i t s  e f f e c t s  r e l i e s  h e a v i l y  on t h e o r e t i c a l  expec t a t i ons  and rough 

e m p i r i c a l  e s t ima t e s .  I n c r e a s e s  i n  t h e  incomes of mother-only f a m i l i e s  

c a n  r e s u l t  from wage withholding i n  response  t o  del inquency of t h e  sup- 

p o r t i n g  pa r en t ,  t h e  s t a t e  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  determining c h i l d  suppor t  ob l i -  

g a t i o n s ,  t h e  i n c e n t i v e s  of s t a t e s  t o  i n c r e a s e  non-AFDC c o l l e c t i o n s ,  and 

t h e  i n c e n t i v e s  f o r  i n t e r s t a t e  c o l l e c t i o n  of c h i l d  suppor t .  The s i z e  of 

t h e  i n c r e a s e  w i l l  depend on how t h e  1984 c h i l d  suppor t  l e g i s l a t i o n  is 

implemented on bo th  t h e  f e d e r a l  and s t a t e  l e v e l s .  There w i l l  be few 

p o s i t i v e  e f f e c t s  i f  t h e  s t a t e s  enac t  weak s t anda rds  and n e i t h e r  t h e  

number nor t h e  amount of c h i l d  suppor t  awards i n c r e a s e s  much; i f  t h e  

s t a t e s  f a i l  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  en fo r ce  t h e  new withholding-of-wages law; and 

i f  f e d e r a l ,  s t a t e ,  and l o c a l  r e sou rce s  t o  en fo r ce  c h i l d  suppor t  a r e  cu t .  

On t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e r e  is  a  g r e a t  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  incomes 

o f  mother-only f a m i l i e s  from f u r t h e r  s t r eng then ing  of c h i l d  suppor t  

e  nforcement . 
To e s t i m a t e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  e f f e c t  of c h i l d  suppor t  enforcement we 

exp lored  what would happen i f  a l l  c h i l d r e n  p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  sup- 

p o r t  ob ta ined  a  c h i l d  suppor t  award based on some agreed-upon s t a n d a r d ,  

and what t h e  outcome would be i f  a l l  such c h i l d r e n  rece ived  t h e  f u l l  

amount due them. According t o  a  s imple  percentage-of-income s t anda rd  



u s e d  i n  Wisconsin,  t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n  i s  e q u a l  t o  1 7  p e r c e n t  of 

t h e  g r o s s  income of t h e  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  f o r  one c h i l d ,  25 p e r c e n t  f o r  

two, 29 p e r c e n t  f o r  t h r e e ,  31 p e r c e n t  f o r  f o u r ,  and 34 p e r c e n t  f o r  f i v e  

o r  more c h i l d r e n .  ( I n  o u r  c a l c u l a t i o n  we t a x  on ly  t h e  f i r s t  $50,000 o f  

income f o r  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  purposes.)  Using t h i s  s t a n d a r d ,  we e s t i m a t e  

t h a t  t h e  incomes of f a m i l i e s  headed by women would i n c r e a s e  by more t h a n  

$10 b i l l i o n  ( G a r f i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986) .  The pover ty  gap would be 

reduced by n e a r l y  $2 b i l l i o n .  These e s t i m a t e s  should  be  cons ide red  a n  

upper  bound because  even t h e  most e f f i c i e n t  c o l l e c t i o n  sys tem would f a l l  

s h o r t  o f  100 p e r c e n t  c o l l e c t i o n .  

I n c r e a s e s  i n  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  enforcement w i l l  r a i s e  t h e  incomes of some 

s i n g l e  mothers who r e c e i v e  AFDC enough t o  e n a b l e  them t o  l e a v e  w e l f a r e .  

The p r e c i s e  e f f e c t  of  t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n  on  w e l f a r e  dependence 

depends on  how much c o l l e c t i o n s  w i l l  i n c r e a s e  a s  a  r e s u l t  of wage with- 

h o l d i n g  and t h e  new s t a t e  s t a n d a r d s ,  on one hand, and t h e  e f f e c t  of t h e  

i n c r e a s e d  c o l l e c t i o n s  on c a s e l o a d s ,  on  t h e  o t h e r .  Some c rude  e s t i m a t e s  

a r e  t h a t  ( 1 )  i f  e x i s t i n g  awards a r e  used a s  a  s t a n d a r d ,  c a s e l o a d s  cou ld  

b e  reduced by l e s s  t h a n  5  p e r c e n t ;  ( 2 )  i f  t h e  Wisconsin s t a n d a r d  

d e s c r i b e d  above i s  u s e d ,  c a s e l o a d s  would d e c r e a s e  by 25 p e r c e n t .  Again, 

t h i s  e s t i m a t e  i s  a n  upper bound, s i n c e  i t  assumes a 100 p e r c e n t  c o l l e c -  

t i o n  r a t e .  

S t i l l ,  even p e r f e c t  c o l l e c t i o n  of c h i l d  suppor t  o b l i g a t i o n s  d e r i v e d  

from any r e a s o n a b l e  s t a n d a r d  would l e a v e  t h e  overwhelming m a j o r i t y  of 

AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  no b e t t e r  o f f  t h a n  they  were i n  t h e  absence  of  t h e  

program. This  i s  because  most noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t s  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  do 

n o t  e a r n  enough t o  pay as much c h i l d  s u p p o r t  as t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  are 



a l r e a d y  r e c e i v i n g  i n  AFDC b e n e f i t s .  Programs t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  employment 

and  e a r n i n g s  of poor noncus tod ia l  f a t h e r s  would he lp .  But even t h e  b e s t  

imaginab le  program would s t i l l  l e a v e  a  l a r g e  p r o p o r t i o n  of t h e  AFDC case- 

l o a d  poor and dependent on government. 

Most of t h e  i n c r e a s e s  i n  c h i l d  suppor t  c o l l e c t i o n s  f o r  f a m i l i e s  on 

w e l f a r e  w i l l  a c c r u e  t o  t h e  government i n  t h e  form of AFDC sav ings .  A t  

t h i s  t i m e  t h e r e  a r e  two a l t e r n a t i v e  methods of s h a r i n g  some of t h e  

i n c r e a s e d  c o l l e c t i o n s  of c h i l d  suppor t  w i t h  low-income f a m i l i e s  on AFDC. 

One approach i s  t o  i g n o r e  some of t h e  c h i l d  suppor t  payment i n  calcu-  

l a t i n g  AFDC g r a n t s .  Congress has  r e q u i r e d  a l l  s t a t e s  t o  i g n o r e  t h e  f i r s t  

$50 p e r  month. That requirement  modestly i n c r e a s e s  t h e  incomes of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  on AFDC i n  which t h e r e  i s  a l i v i n g ,  noncus tod ia l  

f a t h e r  who makes c h i l d  s u p p o r t  payments. It a l s o  i n c r e a s e s  by a small 

amount t h e  number of mother-only f a m i l i e s  who w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  r e c e i v e  

AFDC . 
An a l t e r n a t i v e  approach i s  t o  use  t h e  i n c r e a s e d  c h i l d  suppor t  c o l l e c -  

t i o n s  t o  h e l p  fund a nonwelfare b e n e f i t  t h a t  encourages work. Th is  

approach  i s  being pursued on a demons t ra t ion  b a s i s  i n  t h e  s t a t e  of 

Wisconsin.  Under t h e  Wisconsin Chi ld  Support  Assurance System, c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  a r e  determined by a s imple  l e g i s l a t e d  formula ,  

d e s c r i b e d  above. The o b l i g a t i o n  i s  wi thhe ld  from wages and o t h e r  s o u r c e s  

o f  income i n  a l l  c a s e s ,  j u s t  as income and p a y r o l l  t a x e s  a r e .  The c h i l d  

i s  e n t i t l e d  t o  r e c e i v e  t h e  money paid  by t h e  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t  o r  a n  

a s s u r e d  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  b e n e f i t ,  whichever i s  g r e a t e r .  Thus, t h e  sav ing  

i n  AFDC t h a t  r e s u l t s  from i n c r e a s e d  c h i l d  suppor t  c o l l e c t i o n s  is  funne led  

back i n t o  t h e  system t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  economic well-being of f a m i l i e s  w i t h  



c h i l d r e n  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i n  t h e  form of a s s u r e d  b e n e f i t s  and 

wage s u b s i d i e s .  l4  

We e s t i m a t e  t h a t  such  a  program could  reduce  t h e  p o v e r t y  gap among 

American f a m i l i e s  p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  by more t h a n  a  

t h i r d  and AFDC c a s e l o a d s  by more t h a n  a  h a l f ,  and cou ld  even reduce  t o t a l  

p u b l i c  e x p e n d i t u r e s .  The e f f e c t s  on  p o v e r t y  and w e l f a r e  do not  depend on 

how much c o l l e c t i o n  improves,  but  t h e  c o s t s  do. I f  100 p e r c e n t  of t h e  

Wiscons in  s t a n d a r d  were c o l l e c t e d ,  t h e  program would s a v e  $2.4 b i l l i o n .  

I f  o n l y  70 p e r c e n t  was c o l l e c t e d ,  t h e  n e t  c o s t  would be about  $60 

m i l l i o n .  

One c r i t i c i s m  of t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a s s u r a n c e  program is t h a t  i t  w i l l  

b e n e f i t  on ly  t h o s e  AFDC mothers  who work. For t h o s e  who a r e  unab le  t o  

work o r  who cannot  f i n d  j o b s  o r  who s imply p r e f e r  t o  t a k e  c a r e  of t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  f u l l  t ime ,  t h e  program prov ides  nothing.  By c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  $50 

p e r  month s e t - a s i d e  t h a t  Congress enac ted  i n  1984 p r o v i d e s  more f o r  t h i s  

g roup  t h a n  t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a s s u r a n c e  program. Thus, t h e  s u c c e s s  of 

t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a s s u r a n c e  approach w i l l  h inge  l a r g e l y  o n  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  

which poor c u s t o d i a l  mothers  a s  w e l l  a s  poor noncus tod ia l  f a t h e r s  work. 

Enhanced enforcement  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i s ,  o n  ba lance ,  l i k e l y  t o  

r e d u c e  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  of f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women. It is l i k e l y  

t o  r educe  out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  by g i v i n g  men a n  i n c e n t i v e  t o  t a k e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  b i r t h  c o n t r o l .  I n  o r d e r  f o r  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  t o  have a n  

a p p r e c i a b l e  e f f e c t  on out-of-wedlock b i r t h s ,  however, t h e r e  would have t o  

b e  a  s i z e a b l e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  number of c a s e s  i n  which p a t e r n i t y  is  

e s t a b l i s h e d .  Enforcement of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  may a l s o  reduce  d i v o r c e  by 

making i t  f i n a n c i a l l y  more d i f f i c u l t  f o r  t h e  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t .  The 



impac t  on t h e  behav io r  of t h e  p r o s p e c t i v e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  i s  l i k e l y  t o  

b e  s m a l l e r ,  s i n c e  w e l f a r e  a l r e a d y  e x i s t s  a s  a n  a l t e r n a t i v e  means of sup- 

p o r t .  

Summary of Recent P o l i c y  

Recent  p u b l i c  p o l i c y  h a s  emphasized s t r e n g t h e n i n g  t h e  t i e s  of women 

who head f a m i l i e s  t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  and l o o s e n i n g  t h e i r  dependence on  

government. T h i s  has  invo lved  s t r a t e g i e s  which encourage d i r e c t  t ies t o  

t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  such a s  e n f o r c i n g  work requ i rements ,  and s t r a t e g i e s  which 

f o s t e r  i n d i r e c t  t ies t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  v i a  t h e  former  spouse ,  a s  i n  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n .  The most impor tan t  of t h e  r e c e n t  t r e n d s  i n  

p o l i c y  a f f e c t i n g  s i n g l e  mothers  and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  have been a  r e d u c t i o n  

i n  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s ,  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of work requ i rements  f o r  s i n g l e  

mothers ,  and a  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n .  The f a l l i n g  

l e v e l s  of b e n e f i t s  f o r  s i n g l e  mothers  brought  abou t  by t h e  combinat ion of 

budget  c u t s  and i n f l a t i o n  had a  s u b s t a n t i a l  impact  on t h e  pover ty  of 

mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  a  moderate  impact on t h e  e x t e n t  of t h e i r  w e l f a r e  

dependence,  bu t  o n l y  a  t r i v i a l  impact  on  p reva lence .  The work- 

r equ i rement  l e g i s l a t i o n  seems t o  have an impor tan t  p o t e n t i a l  i n  

i n c r e a s i n g  t h e  e a r n i n g s  of s i n g l e  mothers  i f  t r a i n i n g  i s  provided and 

j o b s  a r e  g u a r a n t e e d ,  b u t  s i n c e  i t  has  not  y e t  been implemented on a  l a r g e  

s c a l e ,  q u e s t i o n s  remain about  whether  i t s  p o t e n t i a l  w i l l  e v e r  be 

r e a l i z e d .  C h i l d  suppor t  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  a s  c u r r e n t l y  e n f o r c e d ,  w i l l  prob- 

a b l y  have a  b i g  impact on t h e  incomes of mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  b u t  l i t t l e  

e f f e c t  on t h e  pover ty ,  dependence,  o r  p reva lence  of s i n g l e  motherhood. 



D e s p i t e  t h e  small e f f e c t s  i n  t h e s e  a r e a s  t o  d a t e ,  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  h a s  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  t o  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  reduce pover ty  and dependence i f  h i g h e r  awards 

are secured  and enforced  i n  many more cases .  



Notes 

 he much p u b l i c i z e d  r e s u l t s  from t h e  Seatt le-Denver Income 

Maintenance Experiment have been i n t e r p r e t e d  t o  show t h a t  t h e  e f f e c t  of 

w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  on d i v o r c e  i s  much g r e a t e r  t h a n  t h e  f o r e g o i n g  summary 

i n d i c a t e s .  The SIME/DIME r e s u l t s ,  however, s a y  nothing about  t h e  e f f e c t s  

o f  r a i s i n g  o r  lowering t h e  w e l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  s i n g l e  mothers.  

The exper iment  was implemented i n  a  world t h a t  a l r e a d y  had a  w e l f a r e  

sys tem,  and f a m i l i e s  i n  b o t h  t h e  exper imental  and c o n t r o l  groups  r e t a i n e d  

whatever  e l i g i b i l i t y  t h e y  would have had i n  t h e  absence of t h e  exper i -  

ment. Many s i n g l e  mothers i n  t h e  c o n t r o l  group and some i n  t h e  exper i -  

m e n t a l  group r e c e i v e d  wel fa re .  Consequently,  whatever  e f f e c t  t h e  

exper iment  had on behav ior ,  i t  cannot  be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  

o f  a d d i t i o n a l  income t o  women who became s i n g l e  heads of households.  I f  

d i v o r c e  r a t e s  were h i g h e r  i n  t h e  exper imenta l  groups ,  t h i s  was due t o  

something about  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  o t h e r  t h a n  a n  "independence" e f f e c t .  

2 ~ h e  West, which accounts  f o r  on ly  9  p e r c e n t  of t h e  t o t a l  b l a c k  popu- 

l a t i o n ,  d i d  not f i t  t h e  p a t t e r n .  The m a r r i a g e a b l e  pool of men i n  t h e  

West remained f a i r l y  c o n s t a n t ,  whereas female-headed f a m i l i e s  i n c r e a s e d  

s u b s t a n t i a l l y .  Wilson a t t r i b u t e s  t h i s  anomaly t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  b lack  

female  heads of f a m i l i e s  i n  t h e  West a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be middle  c l a s s  

and t o  behave more l i k e  w h i t e s  t h a n  do b lacks  i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  of t h e  

coun t ry .  Thus, t h e y  shou ld  be expected t o  be more l i k e  whi tes  i n  

responding  t o  i n c r e a s e s  i n  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  women r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  

d e c l i n e s  i n  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  men. 

3 ~ e c k e r ' s  (1957) d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  h y p o t h e s i s  was p o s t u l a t e d  t o  d e a l  

w i t h  r a c e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ,  bu t  can  a l s o  be adapted t o  d e a l  w i t h  d i s c r i m i -  

n a t i o n  a g a i n s t  women. H i s  h y p o t h e s i s  i s  based on t h e  i d e a  t h a t  



employers,  coworkers, o r  customers have an e x t e r n a l l y  acquired " t a s t e "  

f o r  d i s c r imina t ion ,  so  t h a t  employers w i l l  employ workers aga ins t  whom 

t h e r e  a r e  d i s c r imina to ry  t a s t e s  only a t  a  discount .  I n  t h e  discr imina-  

t i o n  model, occupat iona l  s eg rega t ion  i s  accounted f o r  by v a r i a t i o n s  i n  

t a s t e s  f o r  d i sc r imina t ion .  

I n  t h e  ca se  of occupat ional  s eg rega t ion  by gender,  a s  Blau (1984) 

no t e s ,  an  extreme d i s t r i b u t i o n  of t a s t e s  would have t o  be assumed i n  

o r d e r  t o  account f o r  t h e  observed ex t en t  of segregat ion.  Blau sugges ts  

t h a t  r a t h e r  than  employers, coworkers, o r  customers having a  prefe rence  

f o r  male employees i n  a l l  jobs,  i t  may be t h e  case  t h a t  c e r t a i n  jobs a r e  

viewed a s  " s o c i a l l y  appropr ia te"  f o r  women. Employers would be w i l l i n g  

t o  employ women i n  t h e s e  jobs but would only employ them i n  

" inapprop r i a t e "  jobs a t  a  discount .  

England (1982) po in t s  out  t h a t  t h e  g r e a t e r  t h e  propor t ion  of women i n  

a n  occupat ion,  t h e  lower t h e  wage r a t e ,  con t r a ry  t o  what t h e  discr imina-  

t i o n  model would p red i c t .  I f  c e r t a i n  jobs were seen  a s  i napp rop r i a t e  

f o r  women, one would expect them t o  be employed i n  such jobs only a t  a  

d i s coun t ,  s o  t h a t  women i n  male-dominated jobs would be paid l e s s  than  

women i n  t he  (presumably more appropr ia te )  female-dominated jobs.  

Bergmann's (1974) "overcrowding" hypothesis  provides a  pos s ib l e  explana- 

t i o n  f o r  t h i s  discrepancy.  She argues t h a t  occupat iona l  s eg rega t ion  w i l l  

not  au tomat ica l ly  lead  t o  pay d i f f e r e n t i a l s  but w i l l  do s o  i f  demand i s  

l e s s  t han  supply i n  t h e  female s ec to r .  The low wages w i l l  encourage t h e  

u s e  of more labor - in tens ive  technologies  which would r e s u l t  i n  women 

workers being l e s s  product ive,  s i n c e  they have less c a p i t a l  t o  work with.  



4 ~ u m a n  c a p i t a l  t h e o r i e s  have  been less s u c c e s s f u l  i n  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  

e x i s t e n c e  of widespread o c c u p a t i o n a l  s e g r e g a t i o n .  Polachek ( 1977; Mincer 

and Po lachek ,  1984) s u g g e s t s  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  o c c u p a t i o n s  have d i f f e r e n t  

a t r o p h y  r a t e s ,  i .e. ,  t h e y  d i f f e r  i n  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which market  s k i l l s  are 

l o s t  w h i l e  o u t  o f  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e ,  and t h a t  women who e x p e c t  t h e i r  l a b o r  

f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  t o  be  i n t e r m i t t e n t  w i l l  t e n d  t o  choose o c c u p a t i o n s  

w i t h  low a t r o p h y  rates. The e m p i r i c a l  e v i d e n c e  shows no d i f f e r e n c e  i n  

a t r o p h y  rates between t h e  e a r n i n g s  of women who a r e  i n  male-dominated 

j obs and t h o s e  i n  female-dominated j o b s ,  however (England,  1982) .  

5 ~ y r d a l  a l s o  t r i e d  t o  f o r m u l a t e  a t h e o r y  of i n t e r a c t i o n  c a l l e d  t h e  

p r i n c i p l e  of cumula t ion  and a p p l i e d  t h e  t h e o r y  t o  women a s  w e l l  as 

b l a c k s .  

'Many of t h e  usages  of t h e  term " u n d e r c l a s s "  b e a r  l i t t l e  r e l a t i o n  t o  

t h e  concep t  of class i n  e i t h e r  t h e  Weberian o r  t h e  M a r x i s t  s e n s e s .  

S o c i o l o g i s t s  i n  t h e  Weberian t r a d i t i o n  see classes a s  g roups  of people  

w i t h  common economic " l i f e -chances"  based on t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  c o n t r o l  ove r  

goods  and s k i l l s  i n  t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e  (Giddens ,  1973; P a r k i n ,  1971; Weber, 

1922) .  The M a r x i s t  concep t  of c l a s s  i s  d e f i n e d  i n  terms of common s t r u c -  

t u r a l  p o s i t i o n s  w i t h i n  t h e  s o c i a l  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of p r o d u c t i o n  based on 

ownersh ip  o r  nonownership of f a c t o r s  of p r o d u c t i o n  (Bukhar in ,  1921; 

L e n i n ,  1914; Wright ,  1986) .  ( S e e  Wright ,  1979,  f o r  a n  overview of t h e  

d i f f e r e n t  concep t s  of s o c i a l  c l a s s . )  Weberian concep t  of class t e n d s  t o  

b e  t r ad i t iona l - -emphas iz ing  t h e  r e l a t i v e  p o s i t i o n s  of t h e  c l a s s e s ,  e.g., 

l o w e r  class, midd le  class. The Marx i s t  concept  of c l a s s  t e n d s  t o  empha- 

s i z e  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  of c l a s s e s  t o  each o t h e r  and t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

c o n f l i c t  between them. 



The d e f i n i t i o n  of t he  underc lass  ou t l i ned  below i s  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  

Marxis t  t h a n  t h e  Weberian concept of c l a s s ,  s i n c e  i t  emphasizes t h e  non- 

ownership of s a l e a b l e  l abo r  power by members of t h e  underclass .  A f u l l e r  

a n a l y s i s  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of t h e  underclass  t o  t h e  working c l a s s  and 

t o  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  goes beyond t h e  scope of t h i s  paper,  but would, a t  

a minimum, involve a d i s cus s ion  of t h e i r  r o l e  a s  a " reserve  army" of 

l a b o r .  

7 ~ u l e t t a 1 s  d a t a  come from case  s t u d i e s  of p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  supported 

work programs run by t h e  Manpower Demonstration Research Corporat ion i n  

New York City and Appalachia. The e l i g i b i l i t y  requirements f o r  t h e  New 

York program included being a r ecen t ly  r e l ea sed  ex-offender,  a r ecen t  ex- 

a d d i c t ,  a long-term wel fa re  dependent mother, o r  an  unemployed high- 

school  dropout--categories markedly s i m i l a r  t o  A u l e t t a f s  fou r  main 

d i v i s i o n s  of t he  underclass .  Au le t t a f  s arguments and methods a r e  very 

c l o s e  t o  those of t h e  e a r l i e r  culture-of-poverty approach i n  h i s  emphasis 

o n  t h e  behaviora l  d e f i c i e n c i e s  of t h e  poor and i n  h i s  r e l i a n c e  on case 

s t u d i e s .  

8 ~ e r h a p s  a more p r e c i s e  d e f i n i t i o n  would see  t h e  underc lass  a s  

comprising f a m i l i e s  and i n d i v i d u a l s  with a r e l a t i v e l y  weak attachment t o  

t h e  product ion process ,  s i n c e  one would not wish t o  inc lude  owners of 

c a p i t a l  i n  t h e  underclass .  Given t h a t  few have enough c a p i t a l  o r  weal th  

t o  make s a l e  of l abo r  power unnecessary, however, t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  i n  terms 

of attachment t o  t h e  l abo r  f o r c e  i s  adequate f o r  most purposes. 

' ~ u a l  l abo r  market theory sugges ts  t h a t  a dichotomizat ion of the  

American l abo r  market has occurred over t ime, forg ing  two s e p a r a t e  l abo r  

markets--a primary market and a "secondary" market i n  which workers and 

employers ope ra t e  by fundamentally d i f f e r e n t  behavioral  r u l e s  (Gordon, 



1971) .  The pr imary l a b o r  market  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by h i g h  wages, good 

working c o n d i t i o n s ,  employment s t a b i l i t y  and j o b  s e c u r i t y ,  e q u i t y  and due 

p r o c e s s  i n  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  of work r u l e s ,  and chances  f o r  advancement. 

The secondary l a b o r  market  has  low wages, poor working c o n d i t i o n s ,  

u n s t a b l e  employment, h a r s h  and of t e n  a r b i t r a r y  d i s c i p l i n e ,  and l i t t l e  

o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  advancement ( P i o r e ,  1971).  

l 0 1 n d i r e c t  l i n k s  t o  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  t y p i c a l l y  b r i n g  a lower  r e t u r n  

t h a n  d i r e c t  l i n k s  do and t e n d  t o  be s e e n  as less l e g i t i m a t e .  The 

i n d i r e c t  l i n k s  which have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  r e c e i v e d  t h e  b l e s s i n g  of s o c i a l  

a p p r o v a l  are t h a t  of t h e  c h i l d  through t h e  p a r e n t  and t h a t  of t h e  w i f e  

t h r o u g h  t h e  husband. 

l l ~ o r  major reviews of t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  on i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l  consequen- 

c e s ,  s e e  Ross and S a w h i l l ,  1975; Shinn,  1978; Herzog and Sud ia ,  1973; 

H e t h e r i n g t o n ,  Camara, and Featherman, 1983. 

1 2 ~ h e  estimate i s  d e r i v e d  by m u l t i p l y i n g  t h e  41 p e r c e n t  and 17 per-  

c e n t  f i g u r e s  f o r  t h e  20 p e r c e n t  o r  more neighborhoods by 7119--the r a t i o  

o f  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of female-headed f a m i l i e s  l i v i n g  i n  neighborhoods i n  

which 40 p e r c e n t  o r  more a r e  poor t o  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  l i v i n g  i n  neigh- 

borhoods i n  which 20 p e r c e n t  o r  more a r e  poor. 

1 3 ~ h e  work i n c e n t i v e  p r o v i s i o n  i n  AFDC t h a t  ignored  t h e  f i r s t  $30 of 

e a r n i n g s  p l u s  one o u t  of e v e r y  t h r e e  d o l l a r s  i n  e x c e s s  of t h i s  amount 

e a c h  month w a s  l i m i t e d  t o  f o u r  months, and f a m i l i e s  w i t h  incomes o v e r  150 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  s t a t e ' s  need s t a n d a r d  ( t h e  l e v e l  of income f o r  de te rmin ing  

i n i t i a l  e l i g i b i l i t y )  were made i n e l i g i b l e  f o r  b e n e f i t s .  I n d i v i d u a l l y  

de te rmined  work-re la ted  expense  d e d u c t i o n s  w i t h  no upper l i m i t  were 

r e p l a c e d  by a f l a t  rate of $50 p e r  month f o r  pa r t - t ime  work and $75 p e r  



month f o r  f u l l - t i m e  work. These r e s t r i c t i o n s  were l i b e r a l i z e d  somewhat 

i n  1984, and some of t h e  b e n e f i t  c u t s  were r e s t o r e d .  The $30 s e t - a s i d e  

was extended from f o u r  t o  twe lve  months, t h e  $75 p e r  month d e d u c t i o n  f o r  

expenses  was extended t o  pa r t - t ime  a s  w e l l  a s  f u l l - t i m e  work, and t h e  

e l i g i b i l i t y  l e v e l  f o r  t h o s e  a l r e a d y  on w e l f a r e  was r a i s e d  t o  185 p e r c e n t  

o f  t h e  s t a t e ' s  need s t a n d a r d .  

1 4 ~ h e  s t a t e  of Wisconsin  i s  a l s o  c o n s i d e r i n g  a  work expenses  s u b s i d y  

o f  $1.50 a n  hour t o  t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t .  There  a r e  two dimensions  of 

t h e  d i s a d v a n t a g e  s u f f e r e d  by f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women t h a t  could  

b e  a d d r e s s e d  through c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n :  t h e  low e a r n i n g s  of 

mothers  r e l a t i v e  t o  f a t h e r s  and t h e  l a c k  of s u p p o r t  from t h e  a b s e n t  

p a r e n t .  Where c h i l d  s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n  i n  g e n e r a l  a t t e m p t s  t o  t a c k l e  

t h e  l a t t e r  i s s u e  by e n f o r c i n g  p a r e n t a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  t h e  Wisconsin 

a s s u r e d  b e n e f i t  program r e p r e s e n t s  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  t a c k l e  t h e  i s s u e  of t h e  

m o t h e r ' s  e a r n i n g s  a s  w e l l ,  bo th  by p rov id ing  a n  a s s u r e d  b e n e f i t  and by 

p r o v i d i n g  a wage s u b s i d y .  
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