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Family structure and children’s behavior

Evidence that family instability matters as much (or more) 
for low-income families

Research on the relationship between income and child de-
velopment, and between poverty and family stress, suggests 
that family instability may actually matter more for children 
in low-income families than for those in higher-income 
families. Associations between changes in income and child 
outcomes have been found to be much larger for—and in 
some cases found only among—those at the lowest end of 
the income distribution.6 Findings suggest that declines in 
economic resources account for as much as half of the corre-
lation between family change and child outcomes.7 If changes 
in economic resources partly explain links between family 
change and child development, and those changes matter 
more to those with fewer resources, then family change could 
affect children in low-income families to a greater degree. 

This theory is also supported by studies examining the ef-
fects of poverty on family functioning. For example, eco-
nomic hardship has been found to cause emotional distress 
in parents, which can in turn impede parents’ ability to be 
supportive, sensitive, and consistent with their children.8 
If low-income parents have fewer emotional resources on 
average than those with higher incomes, then parent-child 
interactions as well as child well-being could suffer more as 
a result of family change in poorer families.

Evidence that family instability matters less for low-income 
families

An alternate set of theories suggests that family instabil-
ity may matter less for children in low-income families 
compared to those with higher incomes. Because single 
and blended families are more common among low-income 
families, parents and children may perceive transitions into 
these family structures as less unusual and thus less stress-
ful.9 A less stressful change should in turn have less effect on 
parenting behavior and child well-being. Another reason that 
family instability may matter less for low-income families is 
that fathers in those families may contribute a smaller pro-
portion of the household economic resources than do higher-
income fathers, so divorce or separation could have less of a 
negative economic effect on these families.10 Fathers in low-
income families may also spend less time on average with 
their children, and have more emotionally strained relation-
ships with their partners, so their departure from the home 
may not decrease the parenting and emotional resources in 
the home as much as the departure of a higher-income father. 

In turn, moving into a stepparent family may provide a great-
er benefit to children in higher-income families than those in 
lower-income families, because mothers in higher-income 
families are more likely to repartner with men whose eco-
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Over the last 40 years, rates of divorce and nonmarital 
childbearing in the United States have risen dramatically.1 
Most children in the United States will experience one or 
more changes in family structure during their childhood, 
for example, from a two-biological-parent family into a 
single-parent or stepparent family.2 Children who have ex-
perienced family change tend to have poorer cognitive and 
behavioral outcomes than those from intact families.3 Public 
policy attempts to reduce family change or ameliorate its 
expected effects take three broad approaches: (1) promoting 
marriage; (2) promoting father involvement; and (3) reduc-
ing economic strain among single-parent families. These 
policies assume that the relationship between family change 
and child development is as strong—or stronger—in poor 
or near-poor families as in families with higher incomes. 
With their substantially higher rates of family instability, 
low-income families are the targets of many of these poli-
cies. The study discussed in this article tests this assumption 
by estimating how changes in family structure are related 
to changes in children’s behavior, for low-, moderate-, and 
high-income households. 

Family instability and family income

Family instability has been linked to poorer child outcomes, 
particularly with regard to behavior. Children whose parents 
have divorced have more behavior problems than those in 
intact families; children living in stepparent and blended 
families also tend to have more behavior problems, though 
the effect sizes are smaller and the relationship is less con-
sistent.4 Overall, prior research has shown that children who 
have experienced any kind of family change have poorer 
behavioral outcomes than children in stable, two-biological-
parent families. Policy efforts intended to promote mar-
riage and encourage fathers’ involvement primarily target 
low-income families, since rates of nonmarital childbearing 
and family instability are disproportionately high for this 
population.5 This targeting assumes that the links between 
family change and child behavior described above apply 
to low-income families. Prior research and theory differ on 
whether this connection actually exists.
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nomic resources resemble their own.11 These new partners 
may thus elevate the economic and emotional stability of the 
family more than stepfathers in lower-income families, per-
haps leading to a greater improvement in child behavior. This 
set of theories thus suggests that family structure changes 
would affect children in higher-income families more than 
those in lower-income families both for worse and for better, 
depending on the type of family transition.

Types of family change

It is possible that the relationship between family change 
and child behavior, and thus the effect of family income 
on that relationship, will vary by what type of change the 
family experiences. If stress is the driving force that affects 
child well-being, and all family change strains family roles 
and relationships, then the effect of family change on child 
well-being could be uniform and negative. However, differ-
ent types of change reduce—or increase—family resources 
in different ways. A transition into a single-parent family 
from a two-biological-parent family may be expected to 
be detrimental to children’s well-being because they would 
lose important economic and emotional resources. However, 
a transition into a blended family could either impair child 
well-being (because having a new adult in the family means 
that family roles and relationships are reorganized in ways 
that are stressful to children), or increase economic and 
emotional resources at a crucial time in development. The 
latter possibility is supported by our earlier study, in which 
we found that with the negative effect of divorce or separa-
tion held constant, movement into a stepparent family during 
middle childhood predicted reductions in children’s behavior 
problems relative to staying in a single-parent family. 

The question of causality

Supporters of marriage or fatherhood initiatives often em-
phasize the benefits of an intact family for children, citing 
the well-documented relationship between changes in family 
structure and children’s outcomes. However, before effective 
policies can be designed to address these links, it is neces-
sary to determine causality. It is possible that the parental 
characteristics that contribute to family instability, including 
poor emotional or behavioral health, low human capital, and 
interpersonal issues, also affect parenting and children’s 
home environments more generally. If this is the case, then 
policies designed to encourage the formation of stable fami-
lies would not necessarily increase child well-being, even if 
they did successfully decrease family instability.

In order to control for child and family characteristics 
that do not change over time, studies have used models 
in which changes in family structure predict changes in 
child outcomes.12 These change models typically look at 
concurrent associations between family change and child 
outcomes, however, and do not allow for the possibility that 
relationships vary by children’s age or change over time. If 
relationships do vary by children’s age, these models would 
underestimate effects by averaging across ages. Similarly, 

if associations decrease or increase over time, these models 
would either overestimate or underestimate effects. Some 
scholars have suggested that a family change during chil-
dren’s first five years should alter their developmental paths 
by a greater degree than a change experienced later, because 
at this stage children are more dependent on the family con-
text and thus most sensitive to its influence.13 

Results

In order to assess children’s behavioral outcomes, we used 
scores on the Behavior Problems Index, a measure of the 
frequency, range, and type of childhood behavior problems.14 
We estimated how changes in family structure relate to mea-
sures on this index for low-, moderate-, and high-income 
households. 

Children of low-income parents

We found that children in low-income families had signifi-
cantly higher initial levels of behavior problems than those 
in moderate- or high-income families. Children in low-
income families who experienced early change from a two-
biological-parent to a single-parent family had higher initial 
behavior problems at age 3 or 4 than those who experienced 
no early change. 

Here, our primary interest is in how family-structure changes 
predict the pattern of increase in behavior problems during 
four age ranges: infancy and toddlerhood (birth and age 1 or 
2); preschool years (age 3 or 4 and age 5 or 6); middle child-
hood (age 7 or 8 and age 9 or 10); and preadolescence (age 
11 or 12). We found that for low-income families, no family 
change of any type affected children’s long-term behavioral 
trajectories. We examined children’s behavioral trajectories 
after (1) preschool-age changes from two-biological-parent 
families to single-parent families; (2) preschool-age changes 
into stepparent families; and (3) no preschool-age change in 
family structure. The only significant effect was a recovery 
during preadolescence from initially higher levels of behav-
ior problems for children who experienced an early move 
into a single-parent family. 

Children of moderate-income parents

For children in moderate-income families, we again looked 
at trajectories for children who experienced changes during 
the preschool period, compared to those who experienced 
no changes. We found no significant initial differences in 
behavior problems between those who experienced early 
changes in family structure and those who did not.15 We did 
find that an early change from a two-biological-parent to a 
single-parent family is associated with a significant increase 
in behavior problems in middle childhood.

Children of high-income parents 

For children in high-income families, there were no initial 
differences in behavior problems between those who expe-
rienced early changes and those who did not. There were, 
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however, two significant effects for changes experienced 
later in childhood. Children of preschool age who experience 
a change from a two-biological-parent family to a single-par-
ent family have a significant increase in behavior problems 
by age 11 or 12 relative to those who did not experience a 
preschool-age change. Children who experienced movement 
into a stepparent family during middle childhood had fewer 
behavior problems than those who did not experience a fam-
ily change during middle childhood. These children likely 
experienced an earlier move into a single-parent family, and 
had the associated increase in behavior problems; the subse-
quent move into a stepparent family was then followed by a 
recovery in terms of behavior. The net effect is that children 
in high-income families who experience a preschool-age 
move into a single-parent family followed by a middle-child-
hood move into a stepparent family have behavior problem 
scores nearly identical to those of children who experienced 
no changes during the preschool period.

Discussion

Our study tested a central assumption underlying policies 
that are aimed at reducing the occurrence of family change, 
or ameliorating its expected effects on children: that the 
relationship between family change and child behavior is as 
strong or stronger in poor families as it is in higher-income 
families. We found little support for this assumption; sig-
nificant effects of family structure changes were found only 
for children with moderate- and high-income parents, and 
not for those with low-income parents. Our results instead 
suggest that family structure changes affect children in high-
income families more than those from low-income families, 
and that they do so for better and for worse, depending on the 
type of family transition. Overall, while these results confirm 
that union dissolutions do affect children’s behavior, they 
also highlight the importance of family context to under-
standing the implications of family instability.

We used an analytic approach that looked at how changes in 
family structure predict changes in child outcomes, thus re-
ducing the possibility that permanent family characteristics 
could obscure the relationship between family change and 
child behavior. Using this conservative approach, we found 
few significant effects of family structure changes in moder-
ate- and high-income families, and no effects in low-income 
families. These results suggest that many factors other than 
family instability are responsible for determining children’s 
behavior, particularly for children in low-income families. 
We did find some significant effects among children in mod-
erate- and high-income families, indicating that the effect 
of family change varies by families’ economic status. These 
findings suggest that although low-income families have a 
higher prevalence of family instability, public and policy 
concern over family disruption might more effectively focus 
on the broader population. 

Our findings also show that the type of family change ex-
perienced by children matters. Moving from a two-parent 

or single-parent family into a stepparent family results in 
a positive effect on child behavior compared to those who 
experience no family change during middle childhood. Be-
cause movement into stepparent families typically follows 
divorce or separation, which are associated with increases 
in children’s behavior problems, this positive effect is more 
accurately described as a recovery rather than a benefit. 
Children’s behavior might improve when their mothers form 
beneficial relationships after a period of marital discord or 
single parenthood, or when stepfathers bring additional eco-
nomic resources into the home and alleviate financial stress. 
This kind of transition may indeed benefit (or at least not 
harm) children’s behavioral development if it improves ma-
ternal parenting quality, or provides a higher-quality father 
figure for children.

The question remains, however, why this advantage appears 
only for children in high-income families. Existing research 
suggests that low-income mothers tend to repartner with 
men who have greater economic resources than their child’s 
father, while married stepfathers partnered with divorced 
mothers tend to have lower incomes than married biological 
fathers.16 To the extent that low-income mothers are more 
likely than high-income mothers to have a nonmarital birth, 
one might expect repartnering to benefit children in low-
income families as much as, if not more than, those in high-
income families. However, even if low-income mothers are 
more likely to “trade up” upon repartnering, high-income 
mothers still tend to repartner with men who contribute more 
economic resources, and possibly more parenting resources, 
to the household, compared to low-income mothers. 

We found significant relationships between family changes 
and child behavior problems only for changes experienced 
during early childhood and preschool; for changes during 
subsequent periods, the relationship was weak or nonexis-
tent. These findings are consistent with earlier work indicat-
ing that family structure changes during the first five years 
of children’s lives are important for behavior throughout 
childhood. These patterns suggest that public policies related 
to family instability should focus on the years immediately 
following childbirth rather than on all stages of childhood. 

Overall, our results suggest that early family changes, par-
ticularly those from two-biological-parent families to single-
parent families, may indeed increase children’s behavior 
problems both concurrently and in the long term. Most sig-
nificantly, our findings reveal the importance of considering 
family context when generalizing about the negative effects 
of family instability. It is possible that children in disadvan-
taged families, although they experience more family insta-
bility on average, are not as affected by instability—for bet-
ter or for worse—as their more advantaged counterparts.n 
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