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Abst rac t  

American welfare  pol icy i s  founded on four  constants :  the be l i e f  

t h a t  government i s  responsible  fo r  a id ing  the poor, the f e a r  t h a t  such 

a i d  w i l l  c r ea t e  dependence, the d i s t i n c t i o n  between groups of the poor 

(such as  the able-bodied and the e lde r ly )  i n  providing a i d ,  and community 

values.  This paper examines the changing circumstances of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s  from the perspect ive of 300 years  of American welfare  h i s t o r y ,  

documenting t h e i r  poverty, dependence, and growth. 

Mother-only f ami l i e s  a re  found to be a  la rge  and growing segment of 

the poor, owing to low earnings,  inadequate ch i ld  support,  and insuf f  i- 

c i e n t  publ ic  bene f i t s .  About one- t h i rd  of a l l  cu r r en t  mother-only fami- 

l i e s  w i l l  receive welfare  bene f i t s  f o r  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  period of time. 

Although the harmful e f f e c t s  of t h i s  dependence cannot be measured by 

s o c i a l  science research,  it  i s  prudent to seek a l t e r n a t i v e  methods to a id  

s i n g l e  mothers and t h e i r  chi ldren.  One a l t e r n a t i v e  is work, which is 

inc reas ing ly  common f o r  mothers i n  two-parent fami l i e s .  But work alone 

w i l l  no t  enable s ing le  mothers to escape poverty, s ince  between one-half 

and three-quar te rs  of welfare  r e c i p i e n t s  would n o t  earn enough working 

f u l l  time to r a i s e  t h e i r  incomes over the poverty l ine .  They requi re  

both p r iva t e  ch i ld  support payments and some form of government t r ans fe r s .  

The paper next  looks a t  the three most important recent  changes i n  

wel fare  pol icy-- the reduct ion i n  b e n e f i t  l eve l s ,  work requirements,  and 

c h i l d  support  enforcement. The e f f e c t s  of these p o l i c i e s  on the economic 

s e c u r i t y  , dependence, and prevalence of mother-only fami l i e s  a r e  

assessed .  

The paper concludes with a  l i s t  of pol icy quest ions f o r  p r e s i d e n t i a l  

candida tes .  



WELFARE POLICY I N  AMERICA 

by Irwin Garf inkel  

INTRODUCTION 

This paper on welfare w i l l  focus on the Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) program and other  public  programs designed to 

a i d  fami l ies  headed by s ingle  women with chi ldren.  Few topics  could be 

of g r e a t e r  importance to the na t ion ' s  fu ture .  Half of a l l  American 

c h i l d r e n  born today w i l l  spend p a r t  of t h e i r  childhood i n  a family headed 

by a mother who i s  divorced, separated,  unwed, or  widowed. 1 

Concern stems from the ser ious  economic and s o c i a l  problems of these 

f ami l i e s .  About half of them are  poor and dependent on welfare.  The 

mothers and chi ldren  in  such fami l ies  a l s o  have poorer than average men- 

t a l  hea l th  and use a d ispropor t ionate  share of community mental hea l th  

se rv ices .  Most important, perhaps, compared with ch i ldren  who grow up in  

two-parent (husband-wife) fami l ies ,  the ch i ldren  from mother-only fami- 

l i e s  a re  l e s s  successful  on average when they become adul t s .  They a re  

more l i ke ly  to drop out of school, to give b i r t h  out of wedlock, to 

divorce or separa te ,  and to become dependent on welfare.  2 

Concern about these fami l ies  has grown i n  proportion to the increase  

i n  t h e i r  numbers. I n  1960 only one of every twelve chi ldren  l ived i n  a 

family headed by a woman. By 1983 more than one of every f i v e  ch i ldren  

l ived  in  such a family. 3 

I n  view of the ser iousness of the problems assoc ia ted  with t h i s  type 

of family and the recent  explosion i n  i t s  prevalence, i t  i s  not  

s u r p r i s i n g  tha t  most observers agree t h a t  something must be done. There 

i s  no genera 1 agreement, however, about what d i r e c t i o n  policy should 

take. 



Some say t h a t  government i s  not doing enough. These c r i t i c s  po in t  t o  

t h e  r e c e n t  "feminizat ion" of poverty a s  evidence of government neglec t ;  

t hey  argue t h a t  most, i f  not a l l ,  of t h e  problems c i t e d  e a r l i e r  could be 

a l l e v i a t e d  i f  t h e  economic i n s e c u r i t y  of mother-only f a m i l i e s  were 

reduced. S t r a t e g i e s  f o r  improving t h e i r  s tandard of l i v i n g  range from 

i n c r e a s i n g  wel fa re  b e n e f i t s  t o  e s t a b l i s h i n g  more un ive r sa l  programs of 

fami ly  and c h i l d  support.4 Others  be l i eve  t h a t  government has  a l r eady  

done too much. They argue t h a t  r ecen t  i nc reases  i n  the  prevalence and 

w e l f a r e  dependence of mother-only f a m i l i e s  a r e  a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of t he  

expansion of s o c i a l  programs during the  1960s, and t h a t  t h e  bes t  way t o  

a l l e v i a t e  t h e  problem i s  t o  prevent formation of such f a m i l i e s  by 

reducing b e n e f i t s  o r  e l imina t ing  programs .5 

Both s i d e s  have a po in t .  Some, perhaps most, of t he  problems of 

f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women wi th  c h i l d r e n  stem from t h e i r  very low 

incomes. Through government po l icy  i t  i s  poss ib l e  t o  r a i s e  the  incomes 

o f  t he se  f a m i l i e s  and thereby reduce t h e  adverse e f f e c t s  of poverty on 

t h e  mothers and ch i ldren .  But i nc reas ing  t h e i r  incomes w i l l  make such 

f a m i l i e s  more dependent on the  government and, by making t h e  s t a t u s  of 

s i n g l e  parenthood more a t t r a c t i v e ,  w i l l  i nc rease  t h e i r  number. This  

l e a d s  t o  a po l icy  dilemma: Should government po l icy  g i v e  p r i o r i t y  t o  

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

t h e i r  prevalence and dependence? 

Both op t ions  e n t a i l  c o s t s  t o  soc i e ty .  Increas ing  the  incomes of such 

f a m i l i e s  would c e r t a i n l y  reduce short-term s u f f e r i n g  but might c r e a t e  

s u f f e r i n g  f o r  more people i n  the  long run. Reducing incomes might reduce 

preva lence  and dependence, but a t  t h e  expense of t he  people who c u r r e n t l y  



l i v e  i n  those f ami l i e s .  Resolving the  dilemma involves  making hard 

cho ices  on t h e  b a s i s  of incomplete knowledge. The choices  a l s o  a r e  

i n h e r e n t l y  d i f f i c u l t  because they involve  c o n f l i c t s  among va lues  t h a t  a r e  

fundamental t o  American culture--compassion, s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  and s e l f -  

i n t e r e s t .  Thus t h e  dilemma e x i s t s  not  j u s t  because of compet i t ion among 

groups wi th  c o n f l i c t i n g  va lues  but  because of c o n f l i c t s  w i t h i n  i nd iv i -  

d u a l s  over which va lue  t o  maximize. 

Ul t imate ly  t h e  choices  among government p r i o r i t i e s  a r e  p o l i t i c a l  

dec i s ions ;  however, s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  can have an important r o l e  i n  

shaping and informing t h e  p o l i t i c a l  debate.  Soc i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  can iden- 

t i f y  t h e  important  ques t i ons  and provide in format ion  on t h e  d i r e c t i o n  and 

s i z e  of t h e  consequences a s soc i a t ed  with p a r t i c u l a r  s t r a t e g i e s ,  and thus 

he lp  policymakers a r r i v e  a t  a more enl ightened r e s o l u t i o n  t o  t h e  dilemma. 

The paper is  divided i n t o  s i x  s ec t i ons .  The f i r s t  p laces  t h e  dilemma 

o f  whether t o  g ive  p r i o r i t y  t o  reducing i n s e c u r i t y  o r  t o  reducing depen- 

dence and prevalence i n  h i s t o r i c a l  perspec t ive  by b r i e f l y  summarizing a 

few major cons t an t s  and changes during t h r e e  c e n t u r i e s  of American 

w e l f a r e  pol icy.  The second, t h i r d ,  and fou r th  s e c t i o n s  d e a l  r e spec t ive ly  

w i th  t h e  economic i n s e c u r i t y ,  dependence, and prevalence of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s .  The f i f t h  s e c t i o n  desc r ibes  t h e  t h r e e  most important recent  

changes i n  we l f a r e  policy--in b e n e f i t  l e v e l s ,  work requirements ,  and 

c h i l d  suppor t  enforcement--and analyzes  t h e i r  e f f e c t s  on t h e  economic 

s e c u r i t y ,  dependence, and prevalence of mother-only f ami l i e s .  The l a s t  

s e c t i o n  asks  po l i cy  ques t ions .  



I. A BRIEF HISTORICAL REVIEW OF AMERICAN WELFARE POLICY 

Despi te  many changes i n  American welfare  po l i c i e s ,  during the l a s t  

t h ree  cen tu r i e s  there have been four  constants .  F i r s t ,  Americans, ini-  

t i a l l y  following B r i t i s h  laws and customs, have always charged t h e i r  

government with the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of a id ing  the poor. The s t r eng th  of 

the  p r i n c i p l e  of publ ic  provis ion f o r  the poor i n  Great B r i t a i n  and sub- 

sequent ly America is i l l u s t r a t e d  by the f a c t  t h a t  Adam Smith, the f a t h e r  

of l a i s s e z - f a i r e ,  took it f o r  granted t h a t  a id  f o r  the poor was a publ ic  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  7 

Second, the commitment to publ icly a id  the poor has been accompanied 

by at tempts  to prevent overdependence on government. I n  a country t h a t  

p r ides  i t s e l f  on adherence to s e l f - r e l i ance  and independence, any o the r  

pos i t i on  would be hard to imagine. The most important American p o l i t i c a l  

leaders--from Benjamin Frankl in to Frankl in D. Roosevelt  and Lyndon 

Johnson--have feared t h a t  publ ic  a i d ,  i f  not  properly t a i l o red ,  might 

unduly encourage dependence on government. 8 

Third,  U.S. publ ic  a id  pol icy has always d is t inguished  among groups 

of the poor and t r ea t ed  them d i f f e ren t ly .  The most important d i s t i n c t i o n  

has  been between those expected to  work and those not  expected to work. 

Th i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  has s e r ious  implicat ions f o r  pol icy toward s i n g l e  

mothers because whether they have been expected to work o r  no t  has 

changed over t i m e .  

Fourth,  and most general ly ,  a i d  programs i n  America have always 

r e f l e c t e d  and re inforced  community values. One such value is compassion, 

which is r e f l e c t e d  i n  the constant  publ ic  provis ion of a id.  Another is 

the  value of s e l f - r e l i ance ,  which has been demonstrated i n  the ongoing 



concern about avoiding undue dependence on goverment. S t i l l  another  i s  

e q u a l i t y  of oppor tun i ty ,  which has  been manifest  i n  American l eade r sh ip  

i n  providing f r e e  publ ic  education. F i n a l l y ,  a  l e s s  admirable va lue ,  

r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  pre jud ice ,  has  been r e f l e c t e d  i n  the  d i s c r imina to ry  

p rov i s ion  of b e n e f i t s  t o  minor i ty  groups. 

Of t he  many changes i n  po l icy ,  w e  focus on three .  F i r s t ,  t h e  l e v e l  

of  b e n e f i t s  provided t o  t he  poor i n  genera l  and to  poor mother-only fami- 

l i e s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  has  increased  s t e a d i l y  i n  t he  t h r e e  c e n t u r i e s  of 

America's h i s to ry .9  By c u r r e n t  American s tandards ,  t h e  l e v e l  of a i d  i n  

t h e  pas t  was meager--a meagerness t h a t  has  l ed  some h i s t o r i a n s  t o  charac- 

t e r i z e  t h e  poor law a s  s t i n g y  and mean-spirited.10 N~ doubt during six 

hundred yea r s  i n  Great B r i t a i n  and more than ha l f  t h a t  many i n  America, 

t h e r e  a r e  ample examples of s t i n g i n e s s  and meanness. But t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  

ample examples of generos i ty .  The h i s t o r i c a l  evidence sugges ts  t h a t  t h e  

l e v e l  of a i d  has  depended more on the  p rospe r i t y  of t he  populat ion a s  a  

whole than on t h e i r  degree of gene ros i t y  o r  q u a l i t y  of s p i r i t .  Over the  

y e a r s ,  even the  e f f e c t s  of r e l i g i o u s  and r a c i a l  prejudice--the most quan- 

t i f i a b l e  measure of meanness--have diminished over t i m e ,  whi le  t he  

e f f e c t s  of  income have grown. 

The gradual  growth i n  expendi tures  on the  poor has f l u c t u a t e d  over  

t i m e  and ac ros s  towns, c i t i e s ,  and s t a t e s .  Examples of extreme b u r s t s  of 

s t i n g i n e s s  and gene ros i t y ,  however, i l l u s t r a t e  t he  second po in t  about 

change: during some per iods,  p r i o r i t y  has  been given t o  reducing depen- 

dence, whi le  i n  o t h e r  per iods ,  p r i o r i t y  has  been given t o  reducing econo- 

mic i n s e c u r i t y .  



F i n a l l y ,  a l though able-bodied men always have been expected t o  work, 

t h e  expec t a t i ons  with regard t o  poor s i n g l e  mothers who head f a m i l i e s  

have changed. U n t i l  t h e  e a r l y  twent ie th  cen tury ,  t he se  women were 

expected t o  work. S ince  then, a s  descr ibed below, government po l icy  on 

t h i s  ma t t e r  has s h i f t e d  twice. 

11. ECONOMIC INSECURITY OF MOTHER-ONLY FAMILIES AND ITS CAUSES 

Female-headed f a m i l i e s  f a c e  a much h igher  r i s k  of poverty than o t h e r  

demographic groups. Roughly one out  of two s i n g l e  mothers i s  poor,  

accord ing  t o  t he  o f f i c i a l  government d e f i n i t i o n  of poverty.  Most of 

t hose  who a r e  not  poor a r e  s t i l l  economically insecure .  Many bare ly  

escape poverty.  Nearly a l l  have experienced l a r g e  drops i n  income. 

Duncan and Hoffman f i n d  t h a t  one year  a f t e r  d ivorce ,  t h e  average income 

o f  t h e  most f o r t u n a t e  ha l f  of s i n g l e  mothers i s  equal  t o  only 60 percent  

o f  t h e i r  p red ivorce  income.ll F igure  1 shows t r ends  i n  the  prevalence of 

poverty f o r  female-headed f a m i l i e s ,  two-parent f a m i l i e s ,  aged persons,  

and d i sab l ed  persons f o r  the  yea r s  1967 through 1983. It is  important t o  

no t e  t h a t  t he se  measures of poverty t ake  i n t o  account t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  pro- 

vided by t h e  major government income support  programs, such a s  Aid to  

Fami l i e s  with Dependent Chi ldren (AFDC), Soc ia l  Secu r i t y ,  and D i s a b i l i t y  

1nsurance.12 They do not  inc lude ,  however, the  value of in-kind b e n e f i t s  

such a s  food stamps and Medicaid. Women and c h i l d r e n  i n  female-headed 

f a m i l i e s  a r e  t h e  poores t  of a l l  these  groups, and the  gap has  been 

widening because t he  economic p o s i t i o n  of o the r  groups improved during 

t h e  pas t  two decades. 13  



Figure  1 

Trends i n  Pover ty  Rates  f o r  bother-Only Fami l i es ,  
Two-Parent Famil ies .  Pe rsons  o v e r  65 ,' and Disabled Persons ,  

1967-1983 

Mother-only families 

+_____L_______-- - - - - * -C--  -.. 

- Source:  C. Ross, "Trends i n  Pover ty ,  1965-1983.'' Paper  
p repared  f o r  t h e  Conference on Pover ty  and P o l i c y :  
Re t rospec t  and P r o s p e c t s .  Sponsored by t h e  I n s t i t u t e  
f o r  Research on Pover ty ,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Wisconsin-Madison, 
aild t h e  U.S. Department of H e a l t h  and Human S e r v i c e s ,  
December 1984. 



A comparison of t h e  sources  of income a v a i l a b l e  t o  d i f f e r e n t  family 

types  sugges ts  t h r e e  reasons why mothe ron ly  f a m i l i e s  a r e  e s p e c i a l l y  

l i k e l y  t o  be poor: lower earn ings  of t he  family head, inadequate  c h i l d  

suppor t  from t h e  second parent ,  and meager publ ic  t r a n s f e r s .  

A. Low Earnings of S ingle  Mothers 

The major source of income f o r  a l l  family types  a p a r t  from those 

headed by widows is  the  earn ings  of t he  household head. Earnings account 

f o r  approximately 60-70 percent  of t o t a l  income. The a b i l i t y  of s i n g l e  

mothers t o  earn  income, t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  a  c r i t i c a l  determinant of t h e i r  

economic s t a t u s .  Table 1 shows t h e  average income from d i f f e r e n t  sources 

rece ived  by married-couple and mother-only f ami l i e s .  Female breadwinners 

b r i n g  i n  only about a  t h i r d  a s  much a s  married 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 hourly earnings.  

Much of t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  poverty r a t e s  between d i f f e r e n t  family 

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

marr ied f a the r s .  David Ellwood has shown t h a t  only about 6  pe rcen t  of 

s i n g l e  mothers who worked f u l l  time year round during the  previous decade 

were poor i n  any given year  a s  compared with more than 70 pe rcen t  of non- 

working women.14 

These f ind ings  should not be in t e rp re t ed  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  time, only 6 percent  of them would be 

poor. To some ex ten t  t h e  apparent  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 with higher  earn ings  capac i ty  

i n t o  the  l abo r  f o r c e  and women with lower earnings capac i ty  i n t o  home- 

maker and wel fare  s t a t u s .  On t h i s  po in t ,  Sawhil l  found t h a t  most of t h e  



T a b l e  1 

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

Whites Blacks  
Married- Mother- Married- M o t h e r  

Couple Only Coup1 e Only 
F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  F a m i l i e s  

T o t a l  c a s h  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 92 8 8,096 82 7 

Alimony and c h i l d  s u p p o r t  227 1,246 2 53 322 

S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  pens ions ,  
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 174 1,399 1,838 2,573 

Source:  I r w i n  G a r f i n k e l  and S a r a  S. McLanahan, S i n g l e  Mothers and T h e i r  
C h i l d r e n :  A New American Dilemma? (Washington, D.C.: Urban I n s t i t u t e ,  
1986) ,  pp- 18-21. 



women on wel fa re  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1970s have very low earn ings  capac i ty  and 

t h a t  even i f  they worked f u l l  time, more than ha l f  would s t i l l  ea rn  l e s s  

t han  t h e i r  wel fa re  g r a n t s  .15 

There i s  good reason, t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  be l i eve  t h a t  a l a r g e  propor t ion  

of  women on wel fa re  would be unable t o  earn  t h e i r  way out of poverty o r  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  improve t h e i r  economic pos i t i on ,  even i f  they worked f u l l  

t ime,  f u l l  year.  For example, a woman working 2,000 hours  a year a t  t he  

minimum wage of $3.35 an  hour would earn  only $6,700 a year ,  which i s  

l e s s  t han  t h e  $7,050 poverty l e v e l  f o r  a family of two. To earn  more 

t han  $8,850--the poverty l e v e l  f o r  a family of three--a woman working 

2,000 hours  a year  would have to  ea rn  more than $4.40 a n  hour. The lower 

wages of women, then,  a r e  probably a s  important a s  t h e i r  lower labor  

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  explaining t h e  high inc idence  of poverty i n  

mother-only f ami l i e s .  

Despi te  t h e  massive i nc rease  i n  t h e  l abo r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of 

women, t h e  wage gap between women and men has not  narrowed, and occupa- 

t i o n a l  segrega t ion  i s  s t i l l  widespread. 

B. Inadequate  P r i v a t e  Chi ld  Support 

The second reason  f o r  t h e  g r e a t e r  poverty of mother-only f a m i l i e s  i s  

t h a t  i n  most cases  only one paren t  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  family income. In  

two-parent households,  according t o  Table  1, t h e  earn ings  of white  wives 

account  f o r  about one - f i f t h  of family income and t h e  earn ings  of black 

wives account f o r  about one-third of family income. I n  mother-only fami- 

l i e s ,  chi ld-support  payments from noncustodial  f a t h e r s  account f o r  only 

one-tenth of family income f o r  whites  and l e s s  than  one-twentieth f o r  

b lacks .  



When a family 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  

from l i v i n g  toge the r  i n  one household. Two res idences  must be maintained 

r a t h e r  t han  one. Even i f  a l l  noncustodial  f a t h e r s  paid a reasonable  

amount of c h i l d  suppor t ,  such payments would not compensate f u l l y  f o r  t h e  

c o s t s  a s e p a r a t i o n  e n t a i l s .  Yet most noncustodial  f a t h e r s  do not pay 

r ea sonab le  amounts of c h i l d  support .  

Nat iona l  d a t a  on c h i l d  support  awards i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i n  1984 only  

about  58 percent  of t h e  8.7 m i l l i o n  s i n g l e  mothers wi th  c h i l d r e n  under 21  

y e a r s  o l d  were awarded c h i l d  support .  Of t he se  only about one-half 

rece ived  f u l l  payment, 26 percent  received p a r t i a l  payment, and 24 per- 

c e n t ,  no payment a t  a11.16 Mar i t a l  s t a t u s  makes a big d i f f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  

l i k e l i h o o d  of having a support  award: 76.2 percent  of divorced women, 

40.9 percent  of separa ted  women, but only 17.7 percent  of never-married 

women had a support  award. 

Even among those  who o b t a i n  c h i l d  suppor t ,  t h e  mean amount received 

i n  1983 was only $2,475 f o r  whi tes  and $1,465 f o r  blacks.  These payments 

a r e  much lower t han  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 than  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 earn ings  capac i ty  i s  lower than  

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 parent  i s  needed 

more i n  mother-only f a m i l i e s  than  i n  two-parent f a m i l i e s ,  absent  f a t h e r s  

c o n t r i b u t e  a smal le r  p ropor t ion  t o  c h i l d  support  i n  t h e  former than  

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

C .  Inadequate  Pub l i c  Chi ld  Support 

A f i n a l  cause of poverty i n  female-headed f a m i l i e s  i s  t h e  inadequacy 

o f  t h e  publ ic  t r a n s f e r s  t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  rece ive .  The United S t a t e s  is  t h e  



on ly  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  na t ion  i n  t h e  world t h a t  does not  provide publ ic  cash 

al lowances f o r  a l l  ch i ld r en .  The government a l s o  provides  much l e s s  

h e a l t h  c a r e  and day c a r e  t han  most o t h e r  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  na t ions .  We a r e  

v i r t u a l l y  unique i n  r e l y i n g  so heavi ly  upon wel fa re  t o  a i d  female-headed 

f a m i l i e s .  The r e s u l t s  can  be seen  by c o n t r a s t i n g  t h e  poverty s t a t u s  of 

widows with o t h e r  s i n g l e  mothers. Fifty-one percent  of a l l  female-headed 

f a m i l i e s  ( i nc lud ing  widows) a r e  poor, compared t o  34 pe rcen t  of f a m i l i e s  

headed by widows. Th 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 Surv ivors  Insurance,  f o r  which only widows a r e  e l i g i b l e ,  

and AFDC, 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 .  The propor t ion  of 

widows who r e c e i v e  Survivors  Insurance i s  much h igher  than  t h e  propor t ion  

of  o t h e r  s i n g l e  mothers r ece iv ing  welfare .  Among widows, near ly  90 per- 

c e n t  of whi tes  and 7 0  pe rcen t  of b lacks  r e c e i v e  Survivors  Insurance. 

Only 22 pe rcen t  and 33  pe rcen t ,  r e spec t ive ly ,  of white  and black divorced 

women r e p o r t  r e c e i p t  of wel fa re ,  and t h e  propor t ion  of separa ted  and 

never-married women who do so ranges from 3 8  percent  t o  5 8  percent .  

Furthermore, t h e  average l e v e l  of b e n e f i t s  i n  Survivors  Insurance  i s  much 

h ighe r  than  t h e  average l e v e l  of wel fa re  bene f i t s .  For whites  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  is  smal le r ,  bu t  s t i l l  a  s i z e a b l e  

2 0  pe rcen t  more. F i n a l l y ,  b e n e f i t s  f o r  a  widowed paren t  a r e  reduced by 

on ly  50  pe rcen t  of earn ings  i f  t h e  mother works, and b e n e f i t s  f o r  t h e  

c h i l d  a r e  not reduced a t  a l l  i f  t h e  mother e i t h e r  works o r  remarr ies .  

There a r e  many s e r i o u s  problems with t h e  AFDC program t h a t  c o n t r i b u t e  

t o  i t s  f a i l u r e  t o  l i f t  s i n g l e  mothers ou t  of poverty.  Benef i t  l e v e l s  and 

e l i g i b i l i t y  c r i t e r i a  a r e  s e t  by t h e  s t a t e s  and vary widely from a s  low a s  

$96 p e r  month f o r  a  nonworking s i n g l e  parent  with two c h i l d r e n  i n  



Miss i s s ipp i  i n  1985 to a s  high a s  $719 f o r  the same family i n  Alaska. 

The median b e n e f i t  t h a t  year was $327.17 AFDC bene f i t s  a r e  not  indexed 

t o  i n f l a t i o n  and thus i f  s t a t e s  f a i l  to enact  increases  i n  bene f i t s ,  

t h e i r  value f a l l s  in  r e a l  terms every year. E l i g i b i l i t y  f o r  AFDC bene- 

f i t s  a l s o  e n t i t l e s  s ing le-parent  fami l ies  to Medicaid. This  coupling of 

the two kinds of bene f i t s ,  however, c o n s t i t u t e s  a  s e r ious  d i s incen t ive  to 

g e t t i n g  off welfare ,  s ince the kinds of jobs AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  g e t  do not  

u sua l ly  car ry  hea 1 t h  insurance. 

F ina 1 ly , by dras  t i c a  1 ly  reducing bene f i t s  as  earnings increase ,  

wel fa re  programs replace r a the r  than supplement earnings. The choice 

faced by poor s ing le  mothers i s  no t  an a t t r a c t i v e  one: become dependent 

on welfare  or work f u l l  time to achieve, a t  bes t ,  a  marginally b e t t e r  

economic pos i t i on  and r i s k  losing valuable in-kind bene f i t s  such as  

Medicaid and publ ic  housing. 

111. THE DEPENDENCE OF MOTHER-ONLY FAMILIES AND THE EFFECTS OF PUBLIC 
PROGRAMS 

I f  there were no government bene f i t s  f o r  mother-only f ami l i e s ,  the 

problem of publ ic  welfare  dependence, by d e f i n i t i o n ,  would n o t  e x i s t .  

Yet a s ide  from a few ext remis ts ,  hardly anyone would argue t h a t  we should 

do away with a l l  welfare  programs.18 The ex ten t  to  which the dependence 

of poor s i n g l e  mothers i s  viewed as  a  problem depends on the answers to 

the following quest ions.  I s  dependence on AFDC pervasive and does i t  

l a s t  a  long time? I s  i t  harmful? Should poor s ing le  women with ch i ld ren  

be expected to work? Would work enable these women to achieve an accept- 

a b l e  s tandard of l i v ing  without government a s s i s t ance?  The next  four  

subsec t ions  summarize research f ind ings  pe r t a in ing  to these quest ions.  



A. Is Welfare Dependence Pervas ive  and Long-Lasting? I n  recent  

y e a r s  about h a l f  of t h e  s i n g l e  mothers who head f a m i l i e s  have received 

AFDC b e n e f i t s .  When AFDC mothers a r e  rece iv ing  b e n e f i t s ,  t h e  

overwhelming ma jo r i t y  of them (85 percent )  do not  work. Most of them 

have no o t h e r  sources  of income. They a r e  near ly  t o t a l l y  dependent on 

t h e  combination of AFDC, food stamps, Medicaid, and sometimes publ ic  

housing bene f i t s .  

About 30 pe rcen t  of t h e  s i n g l e  mothers who ever  r e c e i v e  b e n e f i t s  

spend no more than two years  on welfare.  But another  40 pe rcen t  r ece ive  

b e n e f i t s  f o r  t h r e e  t o  seven years ,  and another  30 pe rcen t  r ece ive  bene- 

f i t s  f o r  e i g h t  o r  more years.19 Because long-term r e c i p i e n t s  a r e  more 

l i k e l y  t o  be rece iv ing  b e n e f i t s  a t  any p a r t i c u l a r  time, a t  each poin t  i n  

time they r ep re sen t  a l a r g e  sha re  of t h e  caseload. Thus, t hose  who w i l l  

r e c e i v e  b e n e f i t s  f o r  e i g h t  o r  more yea r s  c o n s t i t u t e  about 65 pe rcen t  of 

t h e  t o t a l  AFDC caseload i n  any g iven  month. 

Whether a two-year per iod  c o n s t i t u t e s  a long o r  a s h o r t  du ra t i on  on 

we l f a r e  depends on one ' s  perspec t ive .  I f  s i n g l e  mothers who head fami- 

l i e s  a r e  expected t o  work, f o r  example, two yea r s  may seem a long time. 

But i n  terms of t h e  pos s ib l e  ill e f f e c t s  of long-term dependence, two 

y e a r s  may seem a s h o r t  time. No ma t t e r  what t h e  concern, however, most 

people  w i l l  agree  t h a t  e i g h t  o r  more yea r s  i s  a long time t o  be dependent 

o n  welfare.  

Thus, by any reasonable  d e f i n i t i o n ,  nea r ly  two-thirds of t he  m o t h e r  

on ly  f a m i l i e s  on wel fa re  today, and about one-third of a l l  c u r r e n t  

mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  w i l l  r e ce ive  wel fa re  b e n e f i t s  f o r  a long per iod of 

time. What e f f e c t s  w i l l  t h i s  long-run dependence have on s i n g l e  mothers 

and t h e i r  ch i ld ren?  



B. I s  Dependence Harmful? Many people be l ieve  t h a t  welfare  harms 

b e n e f i c i a r i e s  by stigma t i z i n g  them and by undermining t h e i r  motivation to 

escape poverty and make a b e t t e r  l i f e  fo r  themselves. Some even argue 

t h a t  i t  c r e a t e s  a "culture" of poverty and dependence t h a t  i s  passed on 

from one generat ion to the next. There i s  good evidence t h a t  r e c i p i e n t s  

have lower self-esteem and f e e l  l e s s  ab l e  to con t ro l  t h e i r  l i ves  than 

nonrec ip i en t s ,  but  it i s  no t  c l e a r  whether welfare  i s  a cause or con- 

sequence of such a t t i t u d e s .  There a l s o  i s  some evidence of intergenera-  

t i o n a l  dependence, but  again the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of i t s  cause i s  

ambiguous. No one doubts t h a t  poverty breeds poverty,  and some intergen-  

e r a t i o n a l  welfare  dependence i s  a n a t u r a l  consequence of t h i s  process.  

The quest ion i s ,  does the provis ion of welfare increase  or reduce the 

e x t e n t  to which subsequent generat ions w i l l  be poor and dependent? The 

answer i s ,  we do not  know. 2 0 

A t  t h i s  po in t  s o c i a l  science knowledge about the harmful e f f e c t s  of 

wel fare  dependence on mothers and ch i ldren  is too weak to warrant e i t h e r  

the judgments t h a t  welfare  does more harm than good or t h a t  soc i e ty  does 

n o t  need to be concerned about the possible  ill e f f e c t s  of welfare .  

Nonetheless,  in  view of the ambiguity of the evidence and the high value 

t h a t  soc ie ty  places on independence, it  i s  prudent to seek a l t e r n a t i v e  

methods of a id ing  s ing le  women with children--me thods t h a t  w i l l  stigma- 

t i z e  them l e s s  and w i l l  r e in fo rce  t h e i r  independence more. 

Furthermore, the s u b s t a n t i a l  probabi li ty of long- term dependence 

d i r e c t s  the na t ion  to seek methods of helping the poores t  of a l l  these 

women--unwed teenage mothers--so tha t  they have a chance to achieve more 

than a l i f e  on welfare .  Perhaps the AFDC program should not  be expected 



t o  he lp  r e c i p i e n t s  t o  escape dependence; but some program should be 

d i r e c t e d  a t  he lp ing  these  wel fa re  r e c i p i e n t s  achieve a b e t t e r  l i f e .  

C .  Should Poor Mothers Who Head Fami l ies  Be Expected t o  Work? 

Fede ra l ,  s t a t e ,  and l o c a l  governments have almost always been r e l u c t a n t  

t o  provide cash r e l i e f  t o  people who a r e  expected t o  work. Work r e l i e f - -  

o r  no re l ie f - -has  been more common. Un t i l  t h e  twent ie th  cen tury ,  

a l though cash r e l i e f  was more common f o r  widows than  f o r  able-bodied men, 

poor s i n g l e  mothers were gene ra l l y  expected t o  work. Many of them took 

i n  piecework o r  boarders  and thereby earned income and took c a r e  of t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  s imultaneously.  

From 1900 u n t i l  1960, publ ic  po l icy  worked toward the  goa l  of pro- 

v id ing  a l l  s i n g l e  mothers--the divorced,  s epa ra t ed ,  and never-married, a s  

w e l l  a s  t h e  widowed--with s u f f i c i e n t  cash  and in-kind a i d  t o  enable  them 

t o  r e f r a i n  from earning income e n t i r e l y  i n  order  t o  s t a y  home and r e a r  

t h e i r  chi ldren-- that  i s ,  t o  i m i t a t e  t h e  ch i ld-care  p r a c t i c e s  of middle- 

and upper-income married mothers. Then, near ly  s i x t y  years  a f t e r  pro- 

f e s s i o n a l  s o c i a l  we l f a r e  l e a d e r s  had f i r s t  proclaimed t h i s  a s  a goa l  f o r  

pub l i c  a s s i s t a n c e ,  P re s iden t  Johnson 's  War on Poverty f i n a l l y  provided 

t h e  necessary resources  t o  make t h e  goa l  a r e a l i t y .  

By t h e  t ime t h e  goa l  had been reached, however, i d e a l s  and p r a c t i c e s  

had undergone a dramatic  revolu t ion .  By t h e  e a r l y  1970s near ly  h a l f  of 

a l l  middle- and upper-income mothers, even those with young ch i ld ren ,  

were working o u t s i d e  t he  home a t  l e a s t  p a r t  time. Moreover, t h e  propor- 

t i o n  of married mothers who earned wages has  continued t o  grow s i n c e  

then. It i s  not  s u r p r i s i n g ,  t he re fo re ,  t h a t  government po l icy  toward 



s i n g l e  women wi th  c h i l d r e n  progressed i n  what appears  t o  have been an 

i n c o n s i s t e n t  fash ion .  Even a s  t h e  f e d e r a l  government provided b i l l i o n s  

o f  d o l l a r s  and induced s t a t e s  t o  provide b i l l i o n s  more t o  f inance  a 

decent  minimum standard of l i v i n g  f o r  t he se  f a m i l i e s ,  i t  a l s o  enacted 

l e g i s l a t i o n  f i r s t  t o  induce and then  inc reas ing ly  t o  r e q u i r e  s i n g l e  

mothers t o  work. 

Is s o c i e t y  r i g h t  i n  expect ing these  mothers t o  work? To answer t h i s  

ques t i on ,  we must f i r s t  know t h e  consequences of mothers' employment out- 

s i d e  t h e  home f o r  c h i l d r e n  and f o r  s i n g l e  mothers. The answer i s  not  

c lear .21  There i s  very l i t t l e  r e sea rch  evidence t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  poor 

c h i l d r e n  of employed mothers a r e  l e s s  wel l  o f f  than  poor c h i l d r e n  whose 

mothers s t a y  a t  home. And t h e r e  i s  some evidence t h a t  t he  e f f e c t s  of 

employment--particularly t h e  b e n e f i t s  of added income--are p o s i t i v e  f o r  

c h i l d r e n  a s  wel l  a s  mothers. But even the  b e s t  s t u d i e s  do not r e so lve  

t h e  problem t h a t  mothers who a r e  employed may be d i f f e r e n t  i n  unmeasured 

ways (such a s  t h e i r  ch i ld- rear ing  a b i l i t i e s  and coping s k i l l s  gene ra l l y )  

from those who a r e  not  employed. A s  a consequence, i t  i s  poss ib l e  t h a t  

t h e  c h i l d r e n  of poor s i n g l e  women who a r e  not  i n  t h e  labor  f o r c e  might be 

even worse o f f  i f  t h e i r  mothers were employed. The b e s t  s t u d i e s  have 

c o n t r o l l e d  f o r  many d i f f e r e n c e s  among mothers, however, sugges t ing  t h a t  

t h e  evidence so f a r  accumulated is  worth c a r e f u l  cons idera t ion .  

I n  any case ,  i n  view of t h e  g r e a t  value t h a t  Americans p lace  on s e l f -  

r e l i a n c e  and on t h e  high,  and s t i l l  r i s i n g ,  l abo r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of 

marr ied mothers, i t  seems l i k e l y  t h a t  t he  na t ion  w i l l  i nc reas ing ly  come 

t o  expect  poor s i n g l e  mothers t o  work o u t s i d e  t h e  home, a t  l e a s t  p a r t  

t ime and e s p e c i a l l y  once t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  i n  school.  



D. Is Work Enough t o  Raise  These Famil ies  Out of Poverty? A s  noted 

above, most poor s i n g l e  mothers cannot be expected t o  work t h e i r  way out  

o f  poverty.  A small  minor i ty  cannot work a t  a l l .  One-half t o  three-  

q u a r t e r s  of a l l  wel fa re  r e c i p i e n t s  cannot command high enough wages t o  

l i f t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  ou t  of poverty even i f  they work f u l l  t ime year- 

round. Enforcing p r i v a t e  chi ld-support  payments w i l l  do p a r t ,  but almost 

c e r t a i n l y  not  a l l ,  of t h e  job. Most f a t h e r s  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  ea rn  l i t t l e  

and t h e r e f o r e  have l i t t l e  t o  sha re  with t h e i r  ch i ldren .  To s u b s t a n t i a l l y  

reduce poverty among mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i t  w i l l  probably be 

necessary t o  supplement earn ings  and p r i v a t e  chi ld-support  payments by 

some form of government t r a n s f e r .  

I V .  THE GROWTH OF MOTHER-ONLY FAMILIES AND ITS CAUSES 

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  United S t a t e s ,  r ep re sen t ing  about 23 percent  of a l l  

fami l ies .22  Among whi tes ,  these  f ami l i e s  accounted f o r  14.2 percent  of 

a l l  f a m i l i e s  and among blacks they accounted f o r  about 48 percent .  These 

f i g u r e s  a r e  based on c ross -sec t iona l  da t a  and unde r s t a t e  the  propor t ion  

o f  women and c h i l d r e n  who w i l l  ever l i v e  i n  a  female-headed family.  

Demographers e s t ima te  t h a t  about 45 percent  of t h e  white  c h i l d r e n  and 

about  84 pe rcen t  of t h e  b lack  c h i l d r e n  born i n  t h e  l a t e  1970s w i l l  l i v e  

f o r  some time with a  s i n g l e  mother before  they reach the  age of 18. The 

median du ra t i on  i n  a  female-headed 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- 

marr ied mothers.23 



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

dep ic t ed  i n  Figure 2 f o r  t h e  per iod 1940 t o  1984. 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.  

H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  widowhood was t he  most common form of s i n g l e  

parenthood. Since World War 11, divorce  and premar i ta l  b i r t h  have become 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  important  f a c t o r s .  The composition a l s o  v a r i e s  cons iderab ly  

by r ace ,  wi th  a much h igher  propor t ion  of black single-mother households 

r e s u l t i n g  from out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  than  white. 

The d i s t i n c t i o n  among t h e  d i f f e r e n t  types  of s ingle-parent  f a m i l i e s  

and the  changing composition i s  important because t he se  groups d i f f e r  

cons iderab ly  wi th  r e spec t  t o  acces s  t o  economic and s o c i a l  resources .  

Widows have much h igher  incomes and experience l e s s  s o c i a l  d i sapprova l  

t h a n  o t h e r  groups, whereas never-married mothers have t h e  fewest resour- 

c e s  of a l l  s i n g l e  mothers and a r e  most l i k e l y  t o  become dependent on 

government we l f a r e  a s s i s t a n c e .  

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

o f  female-headed f a m i l i e s ,  and t h e r e  i s  a vas t  l i t e r a t u r e  of empi r i ca l  

s t u d i e s  t h a t  a t tempt  t o  t e s t  many of t he se  arguments. We examine t h e  

f o u r  explana t ions  most f r equen t ly  propounded. 

A. I nc reases  i n  Welfare Benef i t s  

Both common sense  and economic theory suggest  t h a t  i nc reas ing  publ ic  

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 nc r ea se  t he  number of 

mother-only f ami l i e s .  Higher b e n e f i t s  i nc rease  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 thereby t o  become 



Figure  2 

Trends i n  t h e  P r o p o r t i o n  o f  Black and w h i t e  F a m i l i e s  
Headed by S i n g l e  Women, 1940-1984 
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household heads. They enable a  s ingle  mother to choose to keep her baby 

r a t h e r  than have an abor t ion  or have the baby adopted. They a l s o  

increase  the a b i l i t y  of poor married mothers to choose divorce r a t h e r  

than remaining i n  a  bad re la t ionship .  I n  shor t ,  increases  in  bene f i t s  

should increase  s ingle  motherhood, a l l  e l s e  being equal. Neither econom- 

i c  theory nor common sense, however, t e l l s  us how big any of these 

e f f e c t s  w i l l  be. 

Numerous s tud ie s  have examined the r e l a t ionsh ip  between welfare and 

s i n g l e  motherhood. Some researchers  have compared welfare bene f i t s  

ac ross  s t a t e s  with the "stock" of mother-only fami l ies  ( the  proport ion of 

f ami l i e s  headed by women) .24 Others have compared b e n e f i t  l eve l s  with 

flows in to  and ou t  of s ingle  motherhood, e.g., mar i ta l  d is rupt ion  and 

remarriage r a t e s ,  i l l eg i t imacy  r a t e s ,  and the propensity to e s t a b l i s h  

independent households. 25 

I n  general a  c o r r e l a t i o n  has been found between the leve l  of bene f i t s  

and the proport ion of s ingle  mothers. This r e l a t ionsh ip  has been a t t r i -  

buted ch ie f ly  to the e f f e c t s  of bene f i t s  on l i v ing  arrangements and 

remarriage r a t e s .  

Using what appear to be the most r e l i a b l e  s tud ie s ,  Garf inkel  and 

McLanahan est imate tha t  the increase in  bene f i t s  led to a  9  to  14 percent 

increase  in  the prevalence of s ingle  motherhood between 1960 and 1975. 

I n  view of the f a c t  t ha t  the prevalence increased approximately 100 per- 

c e n t  during th i s  period, increases  in  welfare bene f i t s  account fo r  no 

more than one-seventh of the ove ra l l  growth.26 I n  shor t ,  although 

increased b e n e f i t s  may have led to a  measurable increase in  prevalence, 

they account fo r  only a  small por t ion  of the t o t a l  growth i n  mother-only 

fami l ies .  



B. I nc reases  i n  Women's Employment 

Many people b e l i e v e  t h a t  t he  i nc rease  i n  s i n g l e  parenthood i s  due t o  

t h e  l a r g e  i nc rease  i n  t h e  l abo r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of married women with 

c h i l d r e n  t h a t  ha s  occurred s i n c e  World War 11. Some people be l i eve  t h a t  

t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  employment has  c r ea t ed  an  "independence e f f e c t , "  which 

a r i s e s  from increased o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  women. Others ,  who focus on 

d ivo rce  a lone ,  emphasize t he  " r o l e  c o n f l i c t "  t h a t  accompanies t he  renego- 

t i a t i o n  of t r a d i t i o n a l  husband/wife r o l e s  when a wife  becomes employed. 

C l e a r l y  f i n a n c i a l  s e c u r i t y  from employment competes with marr iage and 

economic dependence on t h e  husband. It a l s o  a f f e c t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  i deas  

about  husband/wife r o l e s  by reducing t h e  amount of time a v a i l a b l e  f o r  

women t o  spend on housework and c h i l d  care .  

The empir ica l  r e sea rch  i n  t h i s  a r e a  i s  near ly  a s  l a r g e  a s  t h e  l i t e r a -  

t u r e  on welfare .  Sam Pres ton  and Alan Richards,  f o r  example, examined 

t h e  100 l a r g e s t  met ropol i tan  a r e a s  i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  1960 and found 

t h a t  job o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  women's earn ings ,  and unemployment r a t e s  f o r  men 

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 he  

populat ion.27 Severa l  s t u d i e s  have found t h a t  married women who work o r  

who have h igher  earn ings  p o t e n t i a l  a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  d ivorce  t han  more 

dependent women. Ross and Sawhil l  found t h a t  a $1,000 i n c r e a s e  i n  w i f e ' s  

e a rn ings  was a s soc i a t ed  with a 7 percent  i nc rease  i n  s e p a r a t i o n  rates .28 

S i m i l a r l y ,  Che r l i n  found t h a t  the  r a t i o  of w i f e ' s  ea rn ings  capac i ty  t o  

husband's earn ings  was a s t rong  p red i c to r  of m a r i t a l  disrupt ion.29 Taken 

toge the 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  increased economic o p p o r t u n i t i e s  

f o r  women may 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 nc rease  i n  s i n g l e  

motherhood among whites.  For black mothers, who have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been 



employed i n  l a r g e r  numbers t han  white  mothers,  t h e  change i n  employment 

oppor tun i ty  i s  much smal le r ,  and t h e  o v e r a l l  e f f e c t  appears  t o  be weaker. 

C . Decreases i n  Men's Employment 

A t h i r d  explana t ion  f o r  t h e  growth of female-headed f a m i l i e s  is  t h e  

d e c l i n e  i n  male employment oppor tun i t i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  black popu- 

l a t i o n .  Changes i n  m a r i t a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a s  a  r e s u l t  of unemployment 

were f i r s t  documented i n  research  on t h e  Great ~ e ~ r e s s i o n . ~ ~  More 

r e c e n t l y ,  Liebow has presented a  v iv id  p i c t u r e  of how unemployment o r  

underemployment undermined m a r i t a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and a t t i t u d e s  toward 

marr iage  among t h e  black men who hung out  a t  "Ta l ley ' s  ~ o r n e r . " ~ ~  

Q u a n t i t a t i v e  r e sea rch  r e i n f o r c e s  t he se  f i nd ings  i n  s e v e r a l  a reas .  For 

example, r e sea rche r s  have shown t h a t  unemployment lowers psychological  

well-being and i n c r e a s e s  m a r i t a l  c o n f l i c t  and even family violence.32 

Sena tor  Daniel  P a t r i c k  Moynihan, one of t h e  f i r s t  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  

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

and m a r i t a l  i n s t a b i l i t y ,  argued i n  t he  e a r l y  s i x t i e s  t h a t  unemployment 

among black men was causing a  breakdown of t h e  black family.33 W i l l i a m  

J u l i u s  Wilson and h i s  co l leagues  f i n d  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  s i m i l a r  r e l a -  

t i onsh ip  today a c r o s s  reg ions  among blacks .34 The i r  i n d i c a t o r ,  t h e  

" index of marr iageable  malesw--the r a t i o  of black employed males per  100 

b lack  females of s i m i l a r  age i n  t h e  population--takes i n t o  account not 

on ly  unemployment but  nonpa r t i c ipa t ion  i n  t h e  l abo r  f o r c e  and sex d i f -  

f e r ences  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 .  A l l  t he se  f a c t o r s  l e s s e n  

t h e  s i z e  of t h e  "marriageable pool" of black men. Wilson and h i s  

co l l eagues  po in t  t o  t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  unsk i l l ed  jobs i n  c i t i e s  such a s  New 



York, Ph i l ade lph ia ,  and Baltimore. These reg ions  a l s o  showed the  

g r e a t e s t  growth i n  female-headed f ami l i e s .  They conclude t h a t  t h e  l o s s  

o f  such jobs i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  is  a major f a c t o r  i n  t he  growth of 

female-headed f ami l i e s .  Based on t h e i r  review of t he  evidence, Gar f inke l  

and McLanahan hypothesized t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  c u l p r i t  i n  t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  

marr iage  among young b lacks  was t h e  d e c l i n e  i n  male employment oppor- 

t u n i t i e s . 3 5  

D. Changes i n  Values 

The f o u r t h  explana t ion  f o r  t h e  i nc rease  i n  m o t h e r o n l y  f a m i l i e s  is  

t h a t  va lues  with regard  t o  divorce,  p r emar i t a l  sex,  and s i n g l e  parenthood 

have become inc reas ing ly  permissive.  Evidence on a t t i t u d e s  toward 

d ivo rce  sugges ts  t h a t  changes i n  va lues  fol low r a t h e r  than cause changes 

i n  behavior.  I n  h i s  book on marriage and d ivorce ,  f o r  example, Che r l i n  

n o t e s  t h a t  a t t i t u d e s  about d ivo rce  apparen t ly  changed very l i t t l e  u n t i l  

t h e  l a t e  1960s, but  changed a g r e a t  d e a l  between 1968 and 1978.36 

I n  both 1945 and 1966 t h e  most common response (34-35 percent )  t o  t h e  

q u e s t i o n  of whether d ivo rce  laws were t oo  s t r i c t  o r  not s t r i c t  enough 

was "not s t r i c t  enough." The rea f t e r  a t t i t u d e s  changed s u b s t a n t i a l l y .  I n  

1968, 60 percent  of t h e  people interviewed thought t h a t  d ivo rce  should be 

more d i f f i c u l t  t o  ob ta in .  But by 1974 and 1978 only about 42 pe rcen t  

thought  so.  Che r l i n  concludes t h a t  changes i n  a t t i t u d e s  could not  have 

caused t h e  i n i t i a l  i nc rease  i n  divorce.  

Even i f  changes i n  a t t i t u d e s  cannot account f o r  t h e  long-term r i s e  i n  

d ivo rce  during t h e  twen t i e th  cen tury  o r  f o r  t h e  a c c e l e r a t i o n  of t he  

t r e n d s  i n  t h e  1960s, t h e r e  a r e  two reasons t o  th ink  t h a t  va lues  may have 



played an important r o l e  i n  s u s t a i n i n g  t h e  trend. F i r s t ,  a s  s i n g l e  

parenthood has become more common and more acceptab le ,  t h e  stigma asso- 

c i a t e d  with t h e  s t a t u s  probably decl ined.  Thus paren ts  who might have 

s tayed  toge the r  i n  t h e  pas t  f o r  s o c i a l  approval have become more f r e e  t o  

d ivo rce  and e s t a b l i s h  s e p a r a t e  households. Second, a s  t h e  r i s k  of mari- 

t a l  d i s r u p t i o n  inc reases ,  young mothers a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  make ca ree r  

cho ices  t h a t  enhance t h e i r  economic independence; such choices ,  i n  t u rn ,  

make i t  e a s i e r  t o  d ivo rce  i n  t h e  event t h a t  t h e  marr iage is unsa t i s fac-  

t o r y  . 
Changes i n  sexua l  norms a l s o  occurred a t  about t h e  same time a s  

changes i n  behavior.  Two surveys c a r r i e d  out by t h e  Nat ional  Opinion 

Research Center i n d i c a t e  t h a t  a r a t h e r  dramatic change i n  a t t i t u d e s  

occurred during t h e  l a t e  1960s and e a r l y  1970s. The propor t ion  of a d u l t s  

who bel ieved i n  t o t a l  sexua l  abs t i nence  before  marr iage dropped from 80 

percent  i n  1963 t o  only 30 percent  i n  1 9 7 5 . ~ ~  The propor t ion  of c o l l e g e  

s t u d e n t s  who bel ieved i n  t o t a l  sexua l  abs t inence  f o r  unmarried women f e l l  

from about 55 percent  i n  1967 t o  about 11 percent  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 7 0 s . ~ ~  

S t u d i e s  of p r emar i t a l  sexual  a c t i v i t y  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  about 20 percent  

o f  women repor ted  having had sex before  marr iage i n  surveys conducted i n  

t h e  1940s and e a r l y  1 9 5 0 s . ~ ~  By 1967 t h e  propor t ion  had jumped t o  32 

pe rcen t ,  and by 1973 i t  had increased  to  60 percent.40 Moreover, t h e  

change i n  behavior  appears  t o  have continued during t h e  1970s among 

younger age groups. 

Because t h e  never-married component r ep re sen t s  only a small  po r t i on  

o f  t h e  growth of mother-only f a m i l i e s  among whites ,  even during t h e  pas t  

decade, changes i n  sexua l  norms and behavior cannot account f o r  very much 

o f  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  female headship among whites.  



Among b lacks ,  never-married mothers represen t  a much l a r g e r  propor- 

t i o n  of a l l  mother-only f a m i l i e s ,  but t h e r e  a r e  o the r  reasons f o r  

doubt ing t h a t  changes i n  sexua l  norms have been t h e  most important f a c t o r  

f o r  t h i s  group. F i r s t ,  t h e  i nc rease  i n  sexua l  behavior during t h e  1970s 

was much smal le r  among b lacks ,  1 8  percent  a s  compared with 41 percent  f o r  

whites.41 Second, r e sea rch  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t he  i nc rease  i n  sexua l  a c t i -  

v i t y  d id  not r e s u l t  i n  an  i nc rease  i n  pregnancies among young black 

women, a t  l e a s t  not dur ing  t h e  1 9 7 0 ~ 0 ~ ~  Inc reases  i n  p remar i t a l  sex were 

o f f s e t  by g r e a t e r  use of con t r acep t ives ,  so t h a t  t h e  inc idence  of 

pregnancy remained f a i r l y  cons tan t  during t h i s  per iod.  

What about t h e  changes i n  t h e  a c c e p t a b i l i t y  of out-of-wedlock b i r t h s ?  

Has t h e  stigma a s soc i a t ed  with i l l e g i t i m a c y  dec l ined  during t h e  pas t  few 

decades ,  and can t h i s  account f o r  t h e  i nc rease  i n  f a m i l i e s  headed by 

s i n g l e  mothers? The s tudy descr ibed  above found some i n c r e a s e s  i n  s o c i a l  

t o l e r a n c e  between 1971 and 1976, a s  repor ted  by young black and white  

ado le scen t s .  When asked about t h e i r  percept ions  of s o c i a l  condemnation 

toward unwed mothers, l e s s  t han  2.6 percent  of whi tes  and 8.6 percent  of 

b l acks  repor ted  no condemnation a t  a l l  i n  1971. By 1976, t h e  numbers had 

inc reased  t o  4.8 and 13.6, r e spec t ive ly .  Although the  d i r e c t i o n  of t h e  

t r e n d  is toward more t o l e r ance ,  t he se  f i g u r e s  demonstrate t h a t  most young 

women do not see widespread approval of p remar i ta l  b i r t h s e 4 3  

I n  s h o r t ,  changes i n  norms have probably re inforced  o t h e r  f a c t o r s  

caus ing  an i nc rease  i n  female headship. But increased permissiveness  i s  

n o t  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  cause of t h e  i nc rease  i n  female headship. 



V. RECENT CHANGES I N  POLICIES AFFECTING THE ECONOMIC STATUS OF FEMALE- 
HEADED FAMILIES 

Th i s  s e c t i o n  focuses  on t h e  t h r e e  most important  recent  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  reduc t ion  i n  

p u b l i c  b e n e f i t s ;  t h e  i nc reas ing ly  s t rong  l e g i s l a t i o n  e i t h e r  t o  induce or  

r e q u i r e  s i n g l e  mothers without  preschool-age c h i l d r e n  t o  work, and t h e  

s t r eng then ing  of pub l i c  enforcement of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  ob l iga t ions .  

Each of t h e s e  p o l i c i e s  i s  designed t o  s t r eng then  t h e  l i n k s  between 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  and t h e  l abo r  force :  e i t h e r  d i r e c t l y  by encouraging 

o r  r equ i r ing  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 inc reas ing  sup- 

p o r t  from t h e  noncustodial  parent .  The na tu re  of each of t h e s e  t r ends  

and t h e i r  e f f e c t s  on t h e  poverty,  we l f a r e  dependence, and prevalence of 

f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women a r e  d i scussed  i n  turn.  

A. Reduction i n  Welfare Bene f i t s  

Between 1955 and 1975, t h e  r e a l  va lue  of b e n e f i t s  per  female-headed 

fami ly  nea r ly  t r i p l ed .44  I n  t h e  half-decade t h a t  followed P re s iden t  

Johnson's d e c l a r a t i o n  of a  War on Poverty,  t h e  i n c r e a s e  was e s p e c i a l l y  

l a r g e .  Throughout t h e  s e v e n t i e s ,  however, t h e  r e a l  va lue  of b e n e f i t s  

dec l ined  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 nc rease  AFDC b e n e f i t  

l e v e l s  t o  keep pace with 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  va lue  of a l l  b e n e f i t s  received by m o t h e r o n l y  f a m i l i e s  by about 13  

percent .  Beginning i n  1980 t h e  Reagan admin i s t r a t i on  proposed a  series 

o f  s p e c i f i c  budget c u t s  which would have added up t o  much l a r g e r  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 eventua l ly  adopted 

more modest c u t s ,  which amounted t o  another  12 pe rcen t  c u t  i n  b e n e f i t s  t o  



mother-only f ami l i e s .  Taken toge ther ,  t h e  reduc t ions  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 ,  

wiping out  more than one-fourth of the  i nc reases  t h a t  had occurred during 

t h e  previous two decades. Welfare r e c i p i e n t s  who worked were e s p e c i a l l y  

badly h u r t  by t h e s e  cu t s .  

I n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  t he se  reduc t ions  i n  t h e  value of r e a l  b e n e f i t s  during 

t h e  1975-85 per iod  may not be su rp r i s ing .  A s  noted above, average income 

i s  the  p r i n c i p a l  long-run determinant  of t h e  l e v e l  of b e n e f i t s  t o  t he  

poor and t o  female-headed f ami l i e s .  Real wages i n  t he  United S t a t e s  were 

f a l l i n g  during most of t h e  1970s and t h e  e a r l y  1980s. The d e c l i n e  i n  t he  

r e a l  value of publ ic  b e n e f i t s  r e f l e c t e d  t he  d e c l i n e  i n  genera l  l i v i n g  

s tandards .  More r ecen t ly ,  incomes have begun t o  grow again--albei t  q u i t e  

s lowly.  

By t h e  end of t h e  Reagan admin i s t r a t i on ' s  f i r s t  term, Congress was no 

longer  enac t ing  l e g i s l a t i o n  t h a t  even modestly reduced b e n e f i t s  and, 

indeed,  some of t h e  e a r l i e r  c u t s  were res tored .  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 he  major programs t h a t  aided 

mother-only f a m i l i e s  were s p e c i f i c a l l y  excluded from the  s t r i n g e n t  

(Gramm-Rudman-Hollings) budget-cutting measures designed t o  reduce 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 both t he  r ecen t  growth i n  incomes and 

t h e  r ecen t  r e s i s t a n c e  of Congress t o  i n i t i a t e  f u r t h e r  budget c u t s ,  it i s  

doub t fu l  t h a t  f a m i l i e s  headed by s i n g l e  women w i l l  be subjec ted  t o  addi- 

t i o n a l  budget c u t s  i n  t h e  near fu tu re .  

J u s t  a s  t h e  l a r g e  i nc rease  i n  government b e n e f i t s  during the  1955-75 

per iod  l ed  t o  an  improvement i n  t h e  economic s e c u r i t y  of mother-only 

f a m i l i e s ,  t h e  decrease  i n  b e n e f i t s  between 1975 and 1985 l ed  t o  a  rever- 

s a l  of some of t he se  gains .  



The d e c r e a s e  i n  t h e  economic well-being of t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  d u r i n g  t h e  

1975-85 p e r i o d  was accompanied by a decrease--more t h a n  one-sixth--in the  

e x t e n t  t o  which t h e y  were dependent on wel fa re .  T h 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  expansion of 

government b e n e f i t s  d u r i n g  t h e  p rev ious  two decades.  

B e n e f i t  changes d i d  n o t  have much e f f e c t  on t h e  p reva lence  of mother- 

o n l y  f a m i l i e s ,  however. The 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 caused,  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 

f a m i l i e s  d u r i n g  t h a t  pe r iod .  The 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 .  F u r t h e r  c u t s  i n  b e n e f i t s ,  even i f  extreme, a r e  l i k e l y  t o  have 

no more t h a n  a modest e f f e c t  on t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  of such f a m i l i e s .  

B. Work Requirements f o r  Mothers 

By t h e  1960s,  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  b e l i e f  t h a t  c a s h  w e l f a r e  programs should 

e n a b l e  poor s i n g l e  mothers t o  s t a y  home and r e a r  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  had begun 

t o  erode.  A t  f i r s t ,  i n  1967, 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 impact on e i t h e r  work o r  c a s e l o a d s ,  t h e  Congress i n  

1972 began l e g i s l a t i n g  requirements  f o r  mothers wi th  no c h i l d r e n  under 

a g e  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 

guaranteed- 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 a pure  work requirement .  It sought t o  c u t  

o f f  b e n e f l t s  t o  those  who were a l r e a d y  working a s u b s t a n t i a l  amount and 



t o  r e q u i r e  those who received b e n e f i t s  t o  work f o r  them. By t h e  

mid-1980s, Congress agreed t o  much, but not  a l l  of t h i s  s t r a t e g y .  By 

1987 almost every major wel fa re  reform proposal contained both work 

requirements  and the  p rov i s ion  of s e r v i c e s  such a s  t r a i n i n g  and day c a r e  

t o  f a c i l i t a t e  work. 

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 require-  

ments when t h e  unemployment r a t e  i s  over  7 percent ,  s i n c e  i t  i s  not  

p o s s i b l e  t o  f i n d  o r  c r e a t e  enough jobs t o  enforce work.45 A number of 

s t a t e s ,  however, 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. Indeed, i f  i t  was p o s s i b l e  t o  c r e a t e  3.5 m i l l i o n  WPA jobs 

du r ing  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 an 

expanded economy. Scholars  who have explored t h e  ques t i on  of whether 

t h e r e  i s  enough work have est imated t h a t  t h e r e  i s  more than enough. 46 

Garf inke l  and McLanahan f i nd  it i r o n i c  t h a t  l i b e r a l s  so  vehemently oppose 

workfare  but support  guaranteed jobs,  whereas conserva t ives  vehemently 

oppose guaranteed jobs but support  workfare. The two a r e  a t  l e a s t  f i r s t  

cous ins .  47 

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  

o f  whether t h e  b e n e f i t s  of enforcing work o f f s e t  t h e  cos 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  gene ra l l y  r epo r t  

s u f f i c i e n t l y  l a r g e  ga ins  i n  earnings 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 cos t  more i n i t i a l l y  i n  com- 

p a r i s o n  t o  t h e  payment of cash b e n e f i t s  only.48 The most c a r e f u l l y  eval- 

ua ted  job-creat ion program--the Supported Work Demonstration--indicated 



t h a t  i n  t h e  long run t h e  economic b e n e f i t s  outweighed t h e  c o s t s  by 

$8,000 p e r  p a r t i c i p a n t .  I n i t i a l  c o s t s  a r e  h igher  than  wel fa re  c o s t s  

because t h e  c o s t  of f i nd ing  o r  c r e a t i n g  jobs must be paid a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  

c a s h  bene f i t .  

Although t h e  p o t e n t i a l  g a i n s  i n  earn ings  can 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  t h e  incomes of s i n g l e  mothers w i l l  be  smal le r  than  t h e  

i n c r e a s e  i n  earn ings ,  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  and they  have a number of work-related expenses such a s  c h i l d  

c a r e  and t r anspo r t a t i on .  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 the  enforcement of work requirements  w i l l  depend upon t h e  na tu re  of 

t h e  key programs t h a t  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 jobs i n  t h e  r egu la r  l abo r  market. Even i f  income 

i n c r e a s e s ,  gene ra l  well-being may decrease ,  s i n c e  i n  t h e  absence of work 

requirements  many mothers may choose t h e  combination of lower income from 

w e l f a r e  and more time f o r  c h i l d  r e a r i n g ,  homework, and l e i s u r e .  

There a r e  t h r e e  reasons  f o r  cau t ion  i n  i n t e r p r e t i n g  t h e  evidence i n  

f avo r  of compulsory work programs. F i r s t ,  whereas p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  most 

o f  t h e  work and t r a i n i n g  programs eva lua ted  t o  d a t e  has  been voluntary ,  

much of t h e  c u r r e n t  pub l i c  d i s cus s ion  concerns making work compulsory, a t  

l e a s t  f o r  mothers of school-age ch i ldren .  Programs t h a t  involve  s i g n i f i -  

c a n t  elements of compulsion may be l e s s  p r o f i t a b l e  both t o  t h e  benefi-  

c i a r i e s  and t o  s o c i e t y  a s  a whole. Ear ly  exper ience  with t h e  workfare 

programs, however, sugges t s  t h a t  t o  d a t e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  enforc ing  work a l s o  

seems t o  be of value.49 

Second, and even more important ,  few s i n g l e  mothers i n  t he  eva lua ted  

work and t r a i n i n g  programs had preschool-age ch i ldren .  The ch i ld-care  



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 so high a s  t o  o f f s e t  t he  earn ings  

g a i n s  of t h e  program. Long-run earn ings  ga ins  could more than  make up 

f o r  ch i ld-care  c o s t s ,  but  t h e  oppos i t e  i s  equa l ly  poss ib le .  More experi-  

menta t ion  and s tudy of t h i s  i s s u e  a r e  needed. 

F i n a l l y ,  i t  may be u n r e a l i s t i c  t o  expect s i n g l e  mothers t o  work f u l l  

t ime ,  year  round. A s  Ellwood argues,  t h e  only way t h a t  s i n g l e  mothers 

c a n  be se l f - suppor t ing  i s  by working f u l l  t i m e ,  f u l l  year.50 But such 

complete l abo r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i s  t h e  except ion r a t h e r  t han  t h e  r u l e  

among married mothers, con t r a ry  t o  popular b e l i e f .  S ing l e  mothers 

a l r e a d y  work more hours  t han  wives i n  married-couple households: 35 per- 

c e n t  of s i n g l e  mothers wi th  c h i l d r e n  under 6 work a t  l e a s t  1,500 hours  

pe r  yea r ,  compared t o  23 pe rcen t  f o r  comparable wives. S imi l a r ly  50 per- 

c e n t  of s i n g l e  mothers with o l d e r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  f u l l y  employed; 37 pe rcen t  

o f  comparable wives a r e .  Ellwood argues t h a t  g iven  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  

norm is f o r  working married mothers t o  spend cons iderab le  t i m e  with 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  expect  behavior from s i n g l e  mothers 

t h a t  d e v i a t e s  markedly from t h i s  norm. This  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  t r u e  g iven  t h e  

f a c t  t h a t  work requirements  impose a dual  r o l e  on a s i n g l e  mother: she  

must be both c a r e  g i v e r  and breadwinner. Requiring s i n g l e  mothers t o  

work f o r  t h e i r  wel fa re  checks i s  t o  p l ace  a heavy burden on them. I n  

doing so ,  t h e  country should proceed cau t ious ly ,  with concern f o r  t he  

well-being of both t h e  c h i l d r e n  and t h e i r  mothers. 

C . Child Support Enforcement 

Congressional  i n t e r e s t  i n  enforc ing  c h i l d  support  grew a s  t h e  propor- 

t i o n  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  with l i v i n g  noncustodial  pa ren t s  grew. The b igges t  



b u r s t  of f e d e r a l  c h i l d  support  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  wel fa re  r o l l s .  By t h e  e a r l y  1980s a  consensus 

had developed t h a t  t h e  e x i s t i n g  c h i l d  support  system condoned pa ren t a l  

i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  A s p e c i a l  s tudy conducted by t h e  U.S. Census Bureau i n  

1979 found t h a t  only 59 pe rcen t  of women with c h i l d r e n  p o t e n t i a l l y  el i-  

g i b l e  f o r  support  were awarded payments. Of those  awarded payments, only 

49 percent  received t h e  f u l l  amount due them and 28  pe rcen t  received 

nothing. 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 ,  inadequate ,  and inequi table .51 

The mi les tone  1976 a c t  c r ea t ed  a  f e d e r a l  and s t a t e  program of c h i l d  

suppor t  enforcement, T i t l e  IV-D o f  t h e  Soc i a l  S e c u r i t y  Act, and 

e s t a b l i s h e d  o f f i c e s  i n  s t a t e s  and coun t i e s  t o  enforce  t h e  p r i v a t e  obliga- 

t i o n  t o  support  one ' s  ch i ldren .  During t h e  seven years  t h a t  followed, 

s e v e r a l  new a c t s  s t rengthened  t h e  bu reauc ra t i c  machinery. Then, i n  1984, 

Congress unanimously enacted 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  support  

l e g i s l a t i o n ,  r equ i r ing  a l l  s t a t e s  t o  enact  laws t h a t  withhold from wages 

a l l  f u t u r e  c h i l d  support  payments once t h e  ob l igo r  i s  de l inquent  i n  

payments f o r  one month and t o  appoin t  commissions t o  des ign  s t a t ewide  

g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  c h i l d  support  s tandards.  

The o r i g i n a l  impetus f o r  c h i l d  support  enforcement a rose  from t h e  

d e s i r e  of policymakers t o  recoup some of t h e  expenses of t h e  AFDC 

program. A l l  AFDC mothers a r e  requi red  t o  coopera te  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  and 

l o c a t i n g  t h e  absen t  f a t h e r s  of t h e i r  ch i ld ren ,  un l e s s  doing so is proved 

t o  be de t r imen ta l  t o  t h e  wel fa re  of t h e  mother and he r  ch i ldren .  Any 

c o l l e c t i o n s  from these  e f f o r t s  thus helped s t a t e s  t o  de f r ay  expendi tures  

on  welfare .  Indeed s t a t e s  began t o  recover  two t o  t h r e e  d o l l a r s  f o r  



every  d o l l a r  spent  on adminis te r ing  the  Program. ~ l t h o u g h  t h e  f e d e r a l  

c h i l d  support  law of 1975 permit ted t he se  s e r v i c e s  t o  be used by a l l  

f a m i l i e s  e n t i t l e d  t o  c h i l d  support ,  t he  l ack  of f i s c a l  i ncen t ives  t o  

s t a t e  governments t o  a i d  those  not  rece iv ing  wel fa re  meant t h a t  very 

l i t t l e  e f f o r t  was expended on these  f ami l i e s .  

The 1984 Chi ld  Support Amendments were enacted p a r t l y  i n  response t o  

p r e s s u r e  from advocacy o rgan iza t ions  who were becoming aware of t he  

s e r i o u s  problem of nonpayment of support  i n  nonwelfare f ami l i e s  and of 

t h e  sharp drop i n  income of divorced c u s t o d i a l  mothers. The new l e g i s l a -  

t i o n  provided i n c e n t i v e s  t o  make s u r e  t h a t  s t a t e s  made c o l l e c t i o n s  on 

behalf  of both we l f a r e  and nonwelfare fami l ies .  The va r ious  s e r v i c e s  

such a s  p a t e r n i t y  t e s t i n g ,  t h e  l e g a l  es tabl ishment  of p a t e r n i t y ,  t he  com- 

pu te r i zed  f e d e r a l  paren t  l o c a t o r  s e r v i c e ,  and t h e  mechanisms f o r  co l lec-  

t i o n  a r e  now a l l  a v a i l a b l e  t o  nonwelfare f a m i l i e s ,  a l though s t a t e s  may 

charge  them a modest f e e  f o r  t h e  se rv ice .  Thus t h e  c h i l d  support  

enforcement system i s  now un ive r sa l l y  a v a i l a b l e  t o  r i c h  and poor custo- 

d i a l  parents .  The s t a t e s  a r e  moving ahead slowly t o  implement t h e  1984 

requirements ,  a l though by e a r l y  1987 only  a few were i n  complete 

compliance . 
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  support  obtained a c h i l d  

suppor t  award based on some agreed-upon s tandard ,  such a s  the  one used i n  

Wisconsin (d i scussed  below), and i f  a l l  such c h i l d r e n  received the  f u l l  

amount due them, t h e  incomes of f a m i l i e s  headed by women would i nc rease  

by more than  $10 b i l l ion .52  Th i s  e s t ima te  should be considered an 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  system would f a l l  s h o r t  

of  100 percent  c o l l e c t i o n .  



Welfare case loads  would a l s o  decrease by 25 percent .  Even p e r f e c t  

c o l l e c t i o n  of c h i l d  support  o b l i g a t i o n s  der ived from any reasonable  s tan-  

dard ,  however, would l eave  t h e  overwhelming major i ty  of AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  

no b e t t e r  o f f  t han  they were i n  t h e  absence of t h e  program. This  i s  

because most noncustodial  paren ts  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  do not  e a r n  enough t o  

pay a s  much c h i l d  support  a s  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  a l ready  r ece iv ing  i n  AFDC 

b e n e f i t s .  Programs t o  i nc rease  t h e  employment and earn ings  of poor non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  would help.  But even t h e  bes t  imaginable program would 

s t i l l  l e a v e  a  l a r g e  propor t ion  of t h e  AFDC caseload 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 

we l f a r e  w i l l  accrue t o  t h e  government i n  t h e  form of AFDC savings.  A t  

t h i s  t ime t h e r e  a r e  two a l t e r n a t i v e  methods of shar ing  some of t h e  

increased  c o l l e c t i o n s  of c h i l d  support  with low-income f a m i l i e s  on AFDC. 

One approach i s  t o  ignore  some of t he  c h i l d  support  payment i n  calcu- 

l a t i n g  AFDC g ran t s .  Congress has  requi red  a l l  s t a t e s  t o  ignore  t h e  f i r s t  

$50 p e r  month. That "set-aside" modestly i nc reases  t h e  incomes of mother- 

on ly  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 ,  noncustodial  f a t h e r  who 

makes c h i l d  suppor t  payments. It a l s o  i nc reases  by a  small  amount t h e  

number of mother-only f a m i l i e s  who w i l l  cont inue t o  r ece ive  AFDC. 

An a l t e r n a t i v e  approach i s  t o  use  t h e  increased c h i l d  support  co l lec-  

t i o n s  t o  he lp  fund a  nonwelfare b e n e f i t  t h a t  encourages work. This  

approach is  being pursued on a  demonstration b a s i s  i n  t h e  s t a t e  of 

Wisconsin. Under t h e  Wisconsin Child Support Assurance System, c h i l d  

suppor t  o b l i g a t i o n s  a r e  determined by a  simple l e g i s l a t e d  formula which 

i s  a  f ixed  percentage of t h e  noncustodial  pa ren t ' s  g ross  income: 1 7  per- 

c e n t  f o r  one c h i l d ,  25 pe rcen t  f o r  two, 29 percent  f o r  t h r e e ,  31 pe rcen t  



f o r  four  and 34 percent  f o r  f i v e  or more chi ldren.  The ob l iga t ion  i s  

withheld from wages and o ther  sources of income i n  a l l  cases ,  j u s t  a s  

income and payro l l  taxes a r e ,  without wai t ing f o r  d e f a u l t  i n  payment. 

The ch i ld  i s  e n t i t l e d  to receive the money paid by the noncustodial  

pa ren t  or an assured ch i ld  support b e n e f i t ,  whichever i s  g rea t e r .  Thus, 

the savings in  AFDC tha t  r e s u l t  from increased ch i ld  support c o l l e c t i o n s  

a r e  funneled back i n t o  the sys tem in  the form of an assured b e n e f i t  to 

i nc rease  the economic well-being of fami l ies  with ch i ldren  e l i g i b l e  f o r  

c h i l d  support. According to Garf inkel  and McLanahan, such a  program 

could reduce the poverty gap among American f ami 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  ch i ld  support by 40 percent  and AFDC caseloads by about h a l f ,  a t  no 

e x t r a  c o s t  to the t reasury.  53 

One c r i t i c i s m  of the Wisconsin Child Support Assurance System i s  t h a t  

i t  w i l l  b e n e f i t  only those AFDC mothers who work. For those who a r e  

unable to work, or who cannot f ind  jobs, or who simply p re fe r  to take 

ca re  of t h e i r  ch i ldren  f u l l  time, the program provides nothing. By 

c o n t r a s t ,  the $50 per month se t - a s ide  t h a t  Congress enacted i n  1984 pro- 

v ides  more fo r  t h i s  group. Thus, the success of the c h i l d  support 

assurance approach w i l l  hinge la rge ly  on the ex t en t  to  which poor custo- 

d i a l  mothers a s  wel l  a s  poor noncustodial  f a t h e r s  work. The ef fec-  

t i veness  of t h i s  program, then, a s  wel l  a s  the success of the o ther  two 

prongs of cu r r en t  policy ( reduct ions  in  bene f i t s  and work requirements) ,  

r equ i r e s  t h a t  jobs be ava i l ab l e .  

V I .  QUESTIONS FOR THE CANDIDATES 

The following quest ions ge t  a t  the key i s sues  i n  publ ic  a s s i s t a n c e  

pol icy  f o r  mother-only fami l ies .  



1. Are we l f a r e  b e n e f i t s  t oo  high,  too  low, o r  about r i g h t ?  Should t h e r e  

be  a n a t i o n a l  o r  f e d e r a l  f l o o r  i n  AFDC a s  t h e r e  i s  i n  t h e  

Supplemental S e c u r i t y  Income program? 

2 Should f e d e r a l  work requirements w i th in  AFDC be s t rengthened?  Should 

t h e  work requirement apply t o  a l l  those with no c h i l d  under age 3 o r  

a n  even younger age,  a s  opposed t o  age 6 a s  under c u r r e n t  law? 

3. Should t he  f e d e r a l  government spend more money on c r e a t i n g  o r  sub- 

s i d i z i n g  jobs i n  o rde r  t o  both enforce  work requirements  and provide 

work o p p o r t u n i t i e s ?  

4. Should t h e  f e d e r a l  government spend more money t o  provide more ser-  

v i c e s ,  such a s  day c a r e  and t r a i n i n g ,  which r e i n f o r c e  work? 

5. Should t h e  f e d e r a l  government f u r t h e r  s t r eng then  c h i l d  support  

enforcement? Should t h e r e  be a f e d e r a l  c h i l d  support  s tandard?  O r  

should s t a t e s  a t  l e a s t  be requi red  t o  make t h e i r  g u i d e l i n e s  t h e  pre- 

sumptive c h i l d  support  award? Should t h e  f e d e r a l  government r e q u i r e  

s t a t e s  t o  adopt immediate withholding r a t h e r  than  withholding i n  

response t o  delinquency laws? 

6 .  Should t h e  f e d e r a l  government s h a r e  increased  c h i l d  support  co l lec-  

t i o n s  with low-income c u s t o d i a l  f a m i l i e s  through we l f a r e  a s  i n  t he  

$50 se t - a s ide  o r  o u t s i d e  we l f a r e  a s  i n  t he  assured c h i l d  support  

b e n e f i t  i n  t h e  Wisconsin Child Support Assurance System? 
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