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CHAPTER ONE

WHY WE CARE
ABOUT SINGLE
PARENTHOOD

In the summer of 1992, the Vice President of the
United States, Dan Quayle, condemned Murphy Brown—the lead
character in a popular television show—for giving birth out of
wedlock. In doing so he focused naiional atiention on single moth-
ers and reopened an old debate over the consequences of family
scructure for children and for the nation as a2 whole. The public
reaction was intense and sharply divided. Some people argued
that single motherhood had no known long-term negative conse-
quences for children. Others claimed it was the major cause of child
poverty, delinquency, and high school failure. And still others argued
that even if single motherhood were harmful in some way, we
should not say so for fear of stigmatizing single mothers and their
children.’

We disagree with all three positions. First, we reject the claim
that children raised by only one parent do just as well as children
raised by both parents. We have been studying this question for ten
years, and in our opinion the evidence is quite clear: Children who
grow up in a household with only one biological parent are worse off, on
average, than children who grow up in a household with both of their
biological parents, regardless of the parents’ race or educational background,
regardless of whether the parents are married when the child is born, and
regardless of whether the resident parent remarries. Compared with teen-
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agers of similar background who grow up with both parents at
home, adolescents who have lived apart from one of their parents
during some period of childhood are twice as likely to drop out
of high school, twice as likely to have a child before age twenty,
and one and a half times as likely to be “idle”—out of school and
out of work—in their late teens and early twenties.

But are single motherhood and father absence therefore the root
cause of child poverty, school failure, and juvenile delinquency? Our
findings lead us to say no. While living with just one parent increases
the risk of each of these negative outcomes, 1t is not the only, or

even the major, cause of them. Growing up with a single parent is .

just one among many factors that put children at risk of failure,
just as lack of exercise 15 only one among many factors that put
people at risk for heart disease. Many people who don’t exercise
never suffer a heart attack, and many children raised by single
mothers grow up to be quite successful.

One way to assess the impact of family structure on a problem
such as high school failure is to compare the dropout rate of all
children with the dropout rate of children in two-parent families
that have suffered no disruption. During the 1980s, the dropout
rate was about 19 percent overall and about 13 percent for children
who lived with both their parents.? So even if there were no family
disruption, the high school dropout rate would stull be at least 13
percent. Clearly, most school failure is being caused by something
other than single motherhood. But just as clearly, children with an
absent parent are at significantly greater risk than their peers who
have two biological parents at home.

Finally, we reject the argument that people should not talk about
the negative consequences of single motherhood for fear of stig-
matizing single mothers and their children. While we appreciate
the compassion that lies behind this position, we disagree with the
bottom line. Indeed, we believe that not talking about these prob-
lems does more harm than good. Nearly a third of infants born
today are children of unmarried mothers. Of the children born to
married parents, about 45 percent are expected to experience their
parents’ divorce before reaching age eighteen.’ In other words, well
over half of the children born in 1992 will spend all or some of
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their childhood apart from one of their parents. If we want to
develop policies to help these children, and if we want to persuade
citizens that government should try to help, we must begin by
acknowledging that a substantial proportion of our nation’s youth
Is at risk.

While talking about the downside of single motherhood may
make some adults (and children) feel worse off in the short run, it
may make everyone better off in the long run. At a minimum,
parents need to be informed about the possible consequences to
their children of a decision to live apart. (No one would argue that
information on the potential benefits of exercise should be with-
held because it stigmatizes couch potatoes.)

In this book, we argue that growing up with only one biological
parent frequently deprives children of important economic, paren-
tal, and community resources, and that these deprivations ultimately
undermine their chances of future success. Low income—and the
sudden drop in income that often is associated with divorce—is the
most important factor in children’s lower achievement in single-
parent homes, accounting for about half of the disadvantage. Inade-
quate parental guidance and attention and the lack of ties to com-
munity resources account for most of the remaining disadvantage.

We view the lack of parental and community resources as a
deficit in what the sociologist James Coleman calls social capital.*
Social capital 1s an asset that is created and maintained by relation-
ships of commitment and trust. It functions as a conduit of infor-
mation as well as a source of emotional and economic support, and
it can be just as important as financial capital in promoting chii-
dren’s future success. The decision of parents to live apart—whether
as a result of divorce or an initial decision not to marry—damages,
and sometimes destroys, the social capital that might have been
available to the child had the parents lived together.

It does this, first and most importantly, by weakening the con-
nection between the child and the father. When a father lives in a
separate household, he is usually less committed to his child and
less trusting of the child’s mother. Hence he is less willing to invest
time and money in the child’s welfare. A weakened father-child
relationship can also undermine a child’s trust in both parents and
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increase his uncertainty about the future, making him more difficult

to manage. And finally, family disruption may reduce a child’s access

to social capital outside the family by weakening connections to

other adults and institutions in the community that would have
been available to the child had the relationship with the father
remained intact. This can happen because the father moves out of
town, breaking the link between the child and the father’s network
of friends and associates, or because the mother and child move to
a new neighborhood or city, breaking the child’s connections not
just with the father but with teachers, friends, and neighbors.

We base our conclusions on evidence taken from four nationally
representative data sets, including three longitudinal surveys and a
fourth survey with retrospective data on children’s living arrange-
ments growing up. (Each of these data sets, including the major
variables, is described in detail in Appendix A.) We examine a wide
variety of child outcomes, including high school grades and gradu-
ation, college attendance and graduation, early childbearing and
marriage, and early labor force attachment. While this set of out-
comes does not cover all aspects of well-being, we believe it is a
good indicator of a child’s chances of economic success in adult-
hood, defined as being able to support oneself at a standard of living
above the poverty line and being able to maintain a steady.income
throughout the year and from one year to the next. While economic
independence and security are not the only measures of success, in
a market-oriented economy such as ours they are fundamental.
Without some degree of economic independence, a person is un-
likely to achieve high self-esteem or a sense of control over her life
(psychological success). Nor is she likely to command the respect
of her peers (social success). Financial dependence and insecurity
also make it harder to achieve family stability and community
cohesion, other indicators of social success.

Since many of the outcomes we focus on in this book are rela-
tively rare among children from advantaged backgrounds, middle-
class parents may question whether a study of such events is relevant
to their child’s situation. We believe it is, for several reasons. First,
some of our indicators, such as high school grade-point average
and college performance, are directly relevant to middle-class par-
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ents’ concerns. Second, while the chance that a middle-class child
will drop out of high school or become a teen mother is very low,
it 1s higher than the likelihood that he or she will be severely injured
or killed in a car accident. Yet parents take the latter very seriously.
And finally, we believe that much can be learned from studying the
factors that buffer children from the negative consequences of rare
events. These same factors are likely to be important buffers in other
areas of children’ lives, and presumably middle-class parents want
to know about them.

For example, our study shows that income loss and residential
mobility may be just as damaging for children as low income and
living in a poor neighborhood. This suggests that, in the event of
a divorce, middle-class parents should make an effort to ensure a
stable income for their child and should minimize the number of
times the child changes schools or neighborhoods. They should do
this not to lower the risk that their teenage daughter might become
pregnant or drop out of high school (unlikely events in divorced
middie-class families) but to lower the risk that her grade-point
average and interest in a college education will decline.

In most of our analyses, our family classification scheme is based
on two criteria: (1) whether or not a child was living with both
biological parents at age sixteen; and, if not, (2) whether the cus-
todial parent was married or not. We treat all families with two
biological parents alike, even though we recognize that some par-
ents are psychologically “absent” despite living in the same house-
hold as their child, and that some separated or divorced parents are
very close to their children although they are living in a different
household. Children who were living with only one of their bio-
logical parents at age sixteen are classified as living in either a

““single-parent family” or a “stepfamily,” depending on whether the

resident parent was single or remarried. Single parents may be
divorced, separated, never married, or widowed.

We reserve the term “ewo-parent family” for children who were
living with both biological parents at age sixteen. While stepfamihies
are often classified as two-parent families in some studies, we believe
this 1s a serious distortion of the families’ experiences. Nearly all
children in stepfamilies have lived in a single-parent family at one
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time, and nearly all of them have more than two parents now. Some
have as many as four or five parents, depending on how often their
biological parents have married.

We frequently use the term “disrupted family” to characterize
children whose biological parents live apart. All children with a
nonresident parent share a common experience insofar as their
parents’ relationship, from the child’s point of view, is ““disrupted,” even
for those children who have never lived with both parents. We
occasionally use the term “one-parent family” to describe children
who were living with only one biological parent at age sixteen. A
one-parent family may be either a single-parent family or a step-
family, depending on the context.

We do not attempt to distinguish between children born outside
marriage and those born within marriage in most of our analyses of
disrupted families. This distinction has become increasingly blurred
over time, as divorce and cohabitation have become more common.
Nearly a third of children born outside marriage are born to di-
vorced or separated mothers, and over a quarter are born to co-
habiting couples, a majority of whom eventually marry.* We believe
these two sets of children are similar in many ways, and we will
provide evidence to support this claim.

Some single-parent families are headed by fathers, but the vast
majority are headed by women. Therefore when we use the term
“single parent,” we are referring to the biological mother rather
than father, unless the context suggests otherwise. Since most step-
parents are men, we use the terms “stepfather” and “stepparent”
interchangeably. T'he term ““nonresident father” refers to a biological
father who does not live in a household with his child.

Joint custody arrangements, while not common, are found n
many communities, particularly in more privileged socioeconomic
groups. In most such families, only one parent has physical (as
opposed to legal) custody of the child, and therefore the child is
living in a single-parent family, according to our definition. Even
in cases where the parents share physical as well as legal custody,
the child is not living with both parents at the same time. In our
opinion, this is the critical point. Whether or not high levels of

|
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contact with both biological parents can reduce or eliminate the
negative consequences associated with divorce is an open question.
To date, researchers have found very little evidence that it does.®
Of course joint custody is a relatively new phenomenon, and it is
too soon to tell how this arrangement will affect children’s well-
being in the long run.

Before examining the evidence for the effects of family structure
on children’s future success, we would like to address here an 1m-
portant preliminary question.

WHY IS SINGLE MOTHERHOOD SO
CONTROVERSIAL?

The controversies surrounding single motherhood are both politi-
cal and scientific. To get an idea of the politics underlying the debate
over single mothers, consider the Moynihan Report of nearly thirty
years ago. In the summer of 1965, Daniel P. Moynihan, then Assis-
tant Secretary of Labor and now Senator from New York, issued a
report on the African American family. The report concluded that
single motherhood was a growing problem in poor urban commu-
nities, and that if left unchecked it could undermine much of the
progress that had been achieved in the early 1960s by the civil rights
movement. Moynihan blamed the increasing number of female-
headed families principally on rising male unemployment, and he
called on the federal government to play a more active role in
ensuring jobs for black men.” However, because he warned that
singie motherhood was taking on a life of its own among the urban
poor, the report was roundly criticized by black leaders as well as
white liberals, and Moynihan and his colleagues were accused of
“blaming the vicum” for problems beyond their control.®

The controversy surrounding the Moynihan Report is instruc-
tive insofar as it shows that concern for single mothers can easily
be interpreted as condemnation of poor black mothers. Why would
this be so? Why would pointing out that a group of people has
problems be seen as an attack on that group?

The explanation lies in the fact that single motherhood is an
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achieved rather than an ascribed status. An ascribed status is something
a person is born with, like race or sex. An achieved status is some-
thing a person earns for himself or herself, like years of schooling or
occupation. People choose whether or not to marry and whether
or not to have a child, and therefore they bear some responsibility
for the consequences of their decisions. By linking African Ameri-
can poverty to changes in family structure, the Moynihan Report
seemed to be saying that black men and women were somehow re-
sponsible for their poor economic condition. This so-called “blam-
ing the victim” did not sit well with those who believed that racism
and lack of opportunity were the principal causes of black poverty
in the early 1960s.

Even today, many people view the term “single mother” as a
codeword for “black, welfare mother.” And they continue to view
the debate over single motherhood as a debate over whether high
poverty rates in the black community are due to lack of opportu-
nity or to choices about marriage and childbearing made by black
women and men.” Thus, it is not surprising that discussions of
single motherhood precipitate strong reactions in many parts of the
country.

More recently, single motherhood has come to be associated
with women’s independence and gender equality. The fact that Vice
President Quayle chose Murphy Brown, a white professional woman,
as the focus of his remarks makes this link quite explicit. In this
case the issue is not so much whether single motherhood 1s an
achieved or ascribed status; the issue i1s whether women have the
right, in a moral sense, to pursue careers, to live independently froin
men, and to raise children on their own. For many advocates of
women’s rights, the answer to each of these questions is clearly yes.
They view public concern over single motherhood as an attempt
to force women back into the traditional roles of housewife and
homemaker “for the sake of their children.”

But the politics of race and gender is not the only reason single
motherhood is controversial. Even social scientists do not always
agree about the facts. This was true at the time of the Moynihan
Report, and it continues to be true today, despite thirty years of
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additional research on the subject. Disagreements arise in part be-
cause analysts are addressing different questions. They also arise
because analysts disagree about the answer to the same question.

With respect to the first point, there are at least three questions
that might be asked about the consequences of single motherhood.
One 1s: Are children who grow up with only one biological parent
less successful in adulthood, on average, than children who grow
up with both parents? Another is: Are children with an absent parent
less successful than children from two-parent families with similar
known characteristics, such as race or parents’ income and educa-
tion? And finally, one might ask: Would children who grow up with
only one parent have done better if their parents had stayed to-
gether? '

The first question is easy, and social scientists agree about the
facts in this case. Children who live with both parents do better,
on average, than children who live with only one parent or with
neither parent. If we compare the high school graduation rates of
the children in one of our camp]es_‘ for example: we find that 87
percent of children from two-parent families receive a high school
degree by age twenty, as compared with 68 percent of children
from families with only one biological parent."® Most reasonable
people would agree that a gap of 19 percentage points is a large
and important difference.

Knowing that such a difference exists does not tell us very much,
however. Many reasons other than family structure could explain
why children from single-parent families and stepfamilies might do
less well in school than children from two-parent families. For
example, children who live with only one biological parent are less
likely to have college-educated parents than children from two-
parent families, and they are more likely to be black or Hispanic
and therefore subject to racial discrimination or language barriers.
Unless we take these other factors into account, we cannot say how
much of the difference in school achievement is due to family
structure and how much is due to some other characteristic such
as race or parents’ education.

When we compare children with similar racial and educational
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backgrounds, the gap in high school graduation rates between chil-
dren of one-parent and two-parent families falls from 19 percentage
points to 16 points. If we also adjust for differences in place of
residence, for the number of children in the family, and for the
parents’ occupational status, the gap falls to 15 percentage points.
Thus, the answer to the question of whether family structure affects
children with similar known characteristics 1s yes.

Notice that in the previous examples we did not compare chil-
dren with similar family incomes. This is because we view low
income as partly the result, as well as partly the cause, of family
disruption. In our model of how the process works, we see sepa-
ration and divorce as leading to a loss of income; which in turn
leads to children’s lower success in school. Even in the case of
children born to unmarried parents, the parents’ decision to live
apart represents a loss of future income for the child. Had the parents
chosen to live together and pool their incomes, the child’s standard
of living would have been higher. If we want to measure the fotal
effect of family disruption on children, it wouid be inappropriate
to compare children with similar income levels. Doing so would
lead us to underestimate the consequences of single parenthood.
Ultmately, we may want to know how much of the effect of family
disruption is due to loss of income, but first we must estimate the
total effect.

On the other hand, low income is undeniably, to some degree,
a cause of family structure. We know that parents who are poor are
more likely to divorce, and less likely to marry in the first place,
than parents who are well off financially. Therefore, not adjusting
for family income prior to divorce (or prior to an out-of-wedlock
birth) may lead to an overestimation of the total effect of family
disruption on children.

A good deal of the disagreement among researchers over whether
or not single parenthood harms children arises over just this issue
of how to treat income. Analysts who believe that low income
predates single parenthood often argue that family structure per se
has no negative consequences for children. By this they mean that
family structure does not matter once income is taken into account.
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In contrast, analysts who believe that low income is a consequence
of divorce and out-of-wedlock birth often argue that living with a
single parent has a large negative effect on children, much of which
is due to economic deprivation. In Chapter 5, we will show that
declines in income following divorce, regardless of what the income
was to begin with, account for as much as half of the higher risk
of dropping out of high school, becoming a teen mother, and being
idle for children in single-parent families.

The third question—would children with an absent parent have
done better if their parents had stayed together—is the most dif-
ficult to answer. And, not surprisingly, it is also the most contro-
versial. To really answer the question, we would need to run an
experiment that randomly assigns people to two-parent and one-
parent families. Otherwise, we cannot rule out the possibility that
some third variable—such as illness in the family or the fathers
unemployment—is both causing parents to live apart and causing
children to do worse in school. Adjusting for known characteristics,
such as race and parents’ education, reduces the possipility ihai
family structure is serving as a proxy for some other variable, but
it does not eliminate the possibility.

We know, for example, that families with an alcoholic or abusive
parent or families in which there is a good deal of conflict between
the parents are more likely to break up than other families." We
also know that the children in such families have a higher risk of
school failure. Either of these characteristics—conflict or alcohol-
ism—could, alone, account for the higher dropout rate of children
in single~-parent families or stepfamilies. Without a randomized ex-
periment, we can never rule out the possibility that some other
variable is causing both family structure and children’s failure in
school. Because of this, analysts will always disagree about whether
family structure plays a causal role in determining child well-being.

OUR STRATEGY

In this book we will focus on answering the second question posed
above: Do children who grow up with a single mother or a mother
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and stepfather have worse outcomes than children with similar
known characteristics who grow up with both of their biological
parents? All of the estimates reported in Chapters 3 through 7 are
based on models that adjust for family background differences,
including race, mother’s education, father’s education, number of
siblings, and place of residence. Thus, we can be confident that the
differences in child well-being that we report are not due to dif-
ferences in this set of background characteristics.”

We will also provide some information on the third question:
Would children from divorced families have done better if their
parents had stayed together? In Chapters 5 through 7 we report
estimates based on models that adjust for predivorce differences in
family resources and children’s well-being. These models provide a
more conservative estimate of the effect of family instability on
children.'* This part of our analysis is limited, however. Most of the
indicators of child well-being that we look at closely occur only
once—for example, dropping out of high school or having a child
out of wedlock. Thus, there is no predisruption measure of chiid
well-being. Obviously, we cannot measure predisruption differences
for the large and growing group of children who were born out
of wedlock and who have never lived with their fathers.

In addition to adjusting for observed predivorce differences in
famnily resources and children’s well-being, we also have used sta-
tistical techniques to address the question of how well children
would have done had their parents stayed together. The results based
on these statistical techniques (reported in Appendix B) suggest that
the numbers presented in this book come pretty close to answering
the third question, even though they are not based on randomized
experiments.

WHY WE NEED ANOTHER BOOK ON
SINGLE PARENTHOOD

A good deal has been written during the past thirty years about
the consequences of single parenthood for children, and the con-
ventional wisdom on the subject has changed several times. Indeed,
when we began our research in the early 1980s, the conventional
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wisdom was that children from single-parent families were no worse
off than children from two-parent families. Our investigation was
stimulated by a series of articles on the “underclass” by Ken Auletta
which first appeared in the New Yorker in 1981." Auletta was re-
porting on a study of the Supported Work Demonstration Proj-
ect—an education and training program for disadvantaged people.
The targeted population, and those labeled underclass by Auletta,
included former criminals, drug addicts and substance abusers, long-
term unemployed males, and single mothers who had been on
welfare for at least six years. What caught our eye was the fact that
a large proportion of participants in the program—including the
mothers on welfare—had grown up in single-mother families. The
implication was that single-mother families were somehow respon-
sible for the growth of an underciass. The idea that single mothers
were to blame for producing a class of criminals, drug addicts, job-
less men, and long-term welfare recipients seemed wrongheaded,
given what we had learned as graduate students in the 1970s. Hadn't
social scicntists demonstrated that the neganve effects arrribured to
single motherhood were really due to poverty and racial discrimi-
nation? So we thought when we began our study.

Initially, our examination of the early research yielded evidence
that was consistent with our expectations. During the 1950s and
1960s most studies showing the negative consequences of single
parenthood were based on small, convenience samples (children in
treatment for psychological disorders or wards of the court) and so
could not be generalized to the population. In 1973 this conven-
tional wisdom that children who grow up with single mothers have
serious problems was challenged by Elizabeth Herzog and Cecilia
Sudia in their lengthy review of the research on single motherhood
entitled “Children in Fatherless Families””'” They criticized the
existing studies on a number of methodological grounds and con-
cluded that most of them could not be used to support the argu-
ment that single motherhood was bad for children. Herzog and
Sudia noted that father absence did appear to have some negative
consequences for children, but that most of these consequences
were probably due to differences in socioeconomic status.

The Herzog and Sudia review made it clear that the scientific
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basis for the concern over single~-mother families was weak. How-
ever, instead of stimulating a large-scale effort to test the hypothesis
that living in a one-parent family had no negative consequences for
children, once social class differences were taken into account, the
review itself was taken as evidence that no consequences existed. This
occurred despite the fact that Herzog and Sudia carried out no
new empirical research and despite their explicit statement that
living in a one-parent family had some negative consequences for
children. In short, the empirical work necessary for testing the effect
of family structure on the well-being of children had not been
done.*®

After the controversy over the Moynihan Report, researchers
tended to avoid the topic of single motherhood. A few ethno-
graphic studies appeared, but these focused on the strengths of the
black family and the ways in which single mothers successtully
coped with poverty and stress. The most famous of these was Carol
Stack’s All Our Kin, which described the exchange networks on
which single mothers relied for economic and social sapport.”
While Stack’s study provided us with a strong sense of the day-to-
day experiences of single mothers (and while her study 1s one of
the best descriptions we have of the importance of social capital),
she did not discuss the children of poor single mothers or compare
the children of single mothers with children in two-parent families.
Furthermore, while serving as a useful antidote to the grim view
that had prevailed in the sixties, the ethnographic studies in the
1970s created a new myth about the extended families and strong
support networks available to poor singie mothers.

Eventually a line of research emerged that addressed the question
of family structure and children’s well-being in a way that was less
controversial. The new studies were based on longitudinal designs
and focused on white middle-class families and on divorce rather
than desertion and out-of-wedlock birth. Two of these studies were
particularly influential: Judith Wallerstein’s research on 60 divorcing
couples in the Berkeley, California, area, and Mavis Hetherington’s
study of 124 families in Virginia® Both researchers found that
divorce had negative consequences for children, at least during the
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initial period after the parents’ separation. Since nearly all of the
subjects were white and middle class, these studies did not feed
negative stereotypes about poor minority families, and they did not
arouse the kind of controversy that was stimulated by the Moynihan
Report.

The research on divorce culminated in the National Survey of
Children, which was carried out in 1976 and again in 1981 and
1987 under the direction of Frank Furstenberg Jr., Nicholas Zill,
and their colleagues. These new data provided researchers with a
nationally representative sample of approximately 2,000 children
which could be used to test many of the ideas suggested by Heth-
erington and Wallerstein in their work with small, local samples.
Overall, the National Survey of Children confirmed the finding
that divorce reduces children’s school performance and social ad-
Jjustment.”

While these newer studies of white middle-class divorce repre-
sent a major advancement in our knowledge of the effects of family
instability on children, they do not answer many of the gquestions
that prompted our initial inquiry.

First, these studies of divorce do not tell us about the long-term
consequences of growing up in a one-parent family. The children
in the Hetherington study have only recently entered adolescence,
and most of the evidence we have from the National Survey of
Children is based on children in middle childhood and early ado-
lescence.

The Wallerstein and Blakeslee study would appear to be an ex-
ception, since the children of the original families were reinter-
viewed in their early twenties and asked about their current rela-
tionships. Indeed, the Wallerstein and Blakeslee book, Second Chances,
1s widely cited as evidence that divorce has lasting negative effects
on children.?? Unfortunately, this study had no control group, and
therefore we cannot tell whether the problems these young men
and women were experiencing are substantially different from the
problems experienced by the average young adult in the 1980s. The
fact that the children themselves atribute their difficuldes to their
parents’ divorce is suggestive in this regard but not conclusive.
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Second, the divorce research does not tell us about the experi-
ences of children born to unmarried mothers, who represent an
increasing proportion of children Living with single parents. De-
mographers now predict that half of all children who will live with
single parents in the future will do so because of a nonmarital
birth.2 Clearly, to fully understand the consequences of single par-
enthood, children born to unmarried mothers must be included in
studies of family structure.

Third, the studies of divorce do not give us a good sense of the
size of the effect of family structure on child well-being. They
simply tell us that a correlation exists and that it is statistically
significant. This gives researchers a considerable amount of lati-
tude in interpreting their results, which is one reason there is so
much disagreement within the social science community. Some
researchers point to the fact that most children who grow up in
one-parent families do quite well (the glass is half full), whereas
others point to the fact that they do less well, on average, than
children in two-parent families (the glass is half empty). Both views
are correct, but neither takes us far enough.

Fourth, existing studies do not tell us whether the effects of single
parenthood differ by race and class. Again, this is primarily a func-
tion of sample design. Whereas at one point in the early sixties the
debate over single parenthood was too strongly focused on black
families, one might argue that in the seventies and early eighties it
was too focused on white middle-class families. There are good
theoretical arguments for expecting the effects of single parenthood
to be stronger or weaker for different racial and ethnic groups. But
in order to examine these questions empirically, we must have data
that include blacks and other ethnic minorities as well as whites.

Finally, past research tells us very little about why living with only
one biological parent affects children negatively, or what might be
done to reverse these patterns. These are the most important ques-
tions, and the most difficult to answer. Herzog and Sudia’s original
hypothesis—that many of the disadvantages found among the chil-
dren of single mothers were due to low socioeconomic status—re-
mained untested, in part because people thought they already knew

Why We Care 17

the answer, and in part because the data needed to test these hy-
potheses did not exist. Moreover, assuming that some of the differ-
ence between children from one-parent and two-parent families is
due to differences in family income, we need to know how much
difference income makes, and how much we could improve chil-
dren’s well-being by simply increasing their family income. More-
over, if income turns out to be the major factor, those single moth-
ers who are financially comfortable, like Murphy Brown, would
not have to worry quite so much about having put their children
at risk for failure.

In sum, many important questions regarding the effects of sin-
gle parenthood on children remain unanswered.” Are the conse-
quences of single parenthood large enough to merit our concern?
Is the experience of single parenthood similar for all racial and
ethnic groups and for children born to married and unmarried
parents? How much of the difference in children’s achievement is
due to differences in family income? How much is due to differ-
ences in parental and community resources? These are the questions
that we attempt to answer in this book.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

In Chapter 2 we develop in greater detail our basic theory for why
single parenthood reduces children’s well-being. Chapter 3 presents
the first set of empirical results. Here we compare children living
with both parents to children living with only one parent, focusing
particularly on educational achievement, labor force attachment,
and early childbearing. Chapter 4 looks at children from single-
parent families and asks whether factors such as the cause of the
family’s structure (divorce, desertion, or death), the timing and du-
ration of single motherhood, and the mother’s remarriage make a
difference for children’s future well-being.

Chapters 5 through 7 examine three major explanations for
why children in one-parent families do less well than children in
two-parent families. Chapter 5 focuses on the role of income in

accounting for differences in children’s achieverment. Chapter 6
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considers the role of parenting styles, and the contribution of non-
resident fathers as well as stepfathers to the childs social capital.
And Chapter 7 asks whether the quality of the communities 'in
which children live and the quality of their ties to the community
are major factors in the well-being of children who live with one
parent. Chapter 8 summarizes the major findings of our resegrch
and discusses their implications for parents, children, and policy-

makers.

CHAPTER TWO

- HOW FATHER
ABSENCE LOWERS
CHILDREN’S
WELL-BEING

How do we measure success in adulthood? Through
what processes do parents promote their children’s success, and how
does family disruption undermine these processes?

In a market economy such as the United States’, economic well-
being is fundamental to all other forms of well-being. Thus, in our
study we focus on economic success—being able to support oneself
at a standard of living above the poverty line and being able to
maintain a steady income throughout the year and from one year
to the next. We believe that psychological success—self-esteem or
a sense of control over one’s life—is more difficult to achieve and
maintain when a person is totally dependent on other people or
on the government for his basic needs. We also believe social success,
defined as respect from peers and stability in one’s family and
comumunity relationships, is compromised by economic insecurity
and dependence. Thus, while money cannot buy happiness, the lack
of money makes it much harder for a person to feel good about
himself and to maintain good relationships with other people.

To determine whether a young man or woman is likely to be
economically successful, we focus on three areas of achievement:
educational attainment, labor force attachment, and early family
formation.
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Educational attainment is one of the best predictors we have of a
person’s future income. People who finish high school and go on
to college—especially those who graduate from college—have a
much better chance of achieving financial security during adult-
hood than individuals who drop out of high school.

High school dropout rates have been going down since 1960,
and the proportion of children receiving high school diplomas
(or equivalency diplomas) has been going up. While these trends
are encouraging, there are several reasons for not taking them for
granted. First, the rise in high school graduation rates came to an
abrupt halt at the end of the 1970s.! Second, the percentage of new
graduates receiving equivalency diplomas grew from 5 percent in
1970 to over 14 percent in 1990. Since there is some evidence that
a General Equivalency Diploma (GED) is not equivalent to a high
school diploma in terms of future earnings, the increase in GEDs
suggests that education levels actually declined during the 1980s.2
Most importantly, the cost of not finishing high school has also
increased, which nieans that young people with inadequate educa-
tions are worse off today than they were twenty years ago. Whereas
at one time a person without a high school degree might hope to
obtain a secure, well-paying manufacturing job, today such jobs are
rapidly disappearing. Moreover, the trend in college education—
which is of greater concern to middle-class parents than the trend
in high school graduation—has also taken a disturbing turn during
the past decade. After increasing steadily during the 1960s and
1970s, the percent of young adults with a college degree leveled
off during the 1980s. The picture was even worse for young men.
Whereas young women were more likely to have a college degree
in 1990 than in 1980, young men were less likely to have completed
college. These changes occurred despite the fact that the value of
a college degree increased substantially during the 1980s. In 1990
the average young man twenty-five to thirty-four with a college
degree earned 62 percent more than the average young man with
a high school degree, assuming that both parties worked full time.
In 1980 he earned only 33 percent more than the average young
man with a high school diploma. The numbers for women were
68 percent and 42 percent.’

Father Absence 21

Another marker of future economic success is labor force attach-
ment. After leaving school, young adults must find a job and establish
themselves in the labor market. This is not an easy task, and many
young people become discouraged if they cannot find work or if
their jobs are unrewarding or poorly paid. Sticking to the task and
holding down a steady job are good indicators of people’s motiva-
tion, ability, and skills, and ultimately of their long-term chances of
earning a good income.

By the same token, idleness and inactivity are a sign of problems
to come.* Young adults who are not attached to the labor force or
who work only intermittently may not develop the skills necessary
for achieving economic security and social success later on. Being
idle is also often associated with crime and drug or alcohol abuse.®

Since the early 1970s the transition from school to work has
become increasingly difficult for many young adults, particularly
young black men. In 1970, 9 percent of young black males between
the ages of twenty and twenty-four were neither employed nor in
school; by 1980 the figure had risen to 27 percent, and by 1990 1t
was 28 percent. The trend for young white males was in the same
direction, although the absolute levels of idleness were much lower.
In 1990, 13 percent of young white men were neither working nor
in school, up from 9 percent in 1970.°

The labor force profile of young women—white and black—is
somewhat different from that of young men. Women are more
likely than men to be neither working nor in school, although the
sex difference has been declining since 1970. The decline in idleness
was especially strong among white women, from 41 percent in 1970
to only 26 percent in 1990. Among young black women, the figures
were 46 percent and 38 percent respectively.’

One reason young women have higher rates of “idleness” or
“Inactivity” than young men is that they are more likely to be taking
care of children. In this case, they are not really idle, although their
chances of future economic success are lower than those of young
women who are working or in school. Thus, a final indicator of
tuture well-being among young women is early childbearing. Young
women who become mothers while still in their teens are less likely
to graduate from high school on time and less likely to go on to
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college than young women who delay childbearing. They are also
Jess likely to be in the labor force. While much of the association
between early childbearing and educational attainment may be due
to differences in family background rather than to teen mother-
hood itself, there is little doubt that early childbearing reduces a
young woman’s chances of becoming an economically independent
adult® Over two thirds of teen mothers are unmarried when their
child is born,® and the other third have a high risk of divorce. Since
the fathers of these children are rarely able or willing to provide
financial support to help cover the costs of childrearing, a majority
of teen mothers are forced to depend on welfare. Many stay on
welfare until their children are grown."® Welfare mothers live at or
below the poverty line and are treated with very little respect. Nor
do they have much control over their lives, given the numerous
eligibility requirements attached to welfare receipt and the con-
tinuing threat of benefit cuts.

While teenage childbearing is much less common today than it
was in 1960 or 1970, the costs to young women of early mother-
hood—1ike the costs of dropping out of high school—have gone
up."" Certainly, the economic consequences for society are greater
today than they were thirty years ago, when most teenage mothers
(over two thirds) were married and were supported by their hus-
bands."

HOW PARENTS PROMOTE
CHILDREN’S SUCCESS

In order to grow up to be successful adults, children need intellec-
tual stimulaton, and they need to know that working hard and
getting a good education will pay off in the future. They also need
a close relationship with a parent who is committed to their well-
being and who has the ability and authority to supervise their
activities and make sure they do not “get off on the wrong track”
inadvertently. Finally young people need adults outside the family
who care about them, who support their parents, and who are in
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a position to help them find jobs and get established in the adult
world."

Parents bear primary responsibility for making sure that chil-
dren’s needs are met. They are the ones who deterrmine how much
time and money is devoted to children’s education and intellectual
development. They are the ones who provide guidance and super-
viston. And they are the ones who provide the connections to adults
and institutions outside the family that are critical both in main-
taining social control and in providing children with information
about the labor market. When parents live apart, these processes and
activities are undermined and in some instances destroyed. This
occurs primarily through a loss of economic, parental, and com-
Munity resources.

Loss of Economic Resources

Nowhere is the lack of resources among children in one-parent
families more evident than in the official poverty statistics reported
by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. in 1992 approximately 45 percent
of families with children headed by single mothers were lLiving
below the poverty line, as compared with 8.4 percent of families
with two parents."* Nor is this disparity limited to a particular point
in time. Single-mother families have had higher poverty rates than
other families for as far back as we have data on poverty and family
income.

Of course, the high poverty rate of single-mother families cannot
be blamed entirely on family structure. Some single mothers who
are living below the poverty line were poor prior to the breakup
of their family. Mary Jo Bane has estimated that about 65 percent
of all new cases of poverty among black women who go from a
married-couple family to a female-headed family are instances of
reshuffled poverty. Among white women the figure is much lower—
only 25 percent were poor prior to the breakup of their marriage.'?
And these figures do not include never-married mothers, who are
even more likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds than di-
vorced, separated, or widowed mothers. The fact that many women
are poor when they become single mothers, however, does not
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mean that they do not fall even further below the poverty line as
a consequence of separation or divorce. Nor does it mean that their
chances of escaping poverty are not lower after a separation. In any
given year, married-couple families are much more likely to move
out of poverty than single-mother families.'

Even children from advantaged backgrounds experience a loss
of economic resources when their parents live apart. The average
decline in income of a mother and child who are living in a
nonpoor family prior to separation is 50 percent. And these children
experience ongoing economic instability, as single mothers go in
and out of the labor force and as they form and dissolve new
intimate relationships.

Does family disruption always lead to a loss of economic re-
sources? While no law says that single parents must have lower
income than married parents, many factors make this outcome very
likely. When parents live apart, they are supporting two households
rather than one, which means that they forgo economies of scale—
gains from sharing expenses. The biggest savings come from sharing
housing costs. But even food is cheaper per person when more
people are splitting the bill. Of course if all divorces (or terminated
partnerships) resulted in remarriages (or new partnerships), there
would be no loss of economies of scale. But this is not what usually
happens. Although some single mothers remarry, a substantial pro-
portion do not, and most of those who remain single head their
own household.”

To get an idea of the econormic costs of not pooling resources,
consider what it takes to support a family of four (two parents and
two children) under different living arrangements.”® When the par-
ents and children live together, the family needs $14,228 to live
above the poverty line, according to the official government defini-
tion of poverty. If the parents live in separate households and both
children live with the mother, the family needs $18,603 to maintain
the same standard of living for all members: $11,304 for the mother
and children, and $7,299 for the father. It does not matter which
parent lives with the children; the total cost of maintaining two
households above the poverty line is the same. For a family of four,
the economies of scale are worth over $4,000.
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Loss of economies of scale, however, is not the only reason chil-
dren’s standard of living declines after a divorce or separation. Equally
important is the fact that total family income is not distributed
equally when parents live apart. A mother and children usually
receive less than half the total family income, even though their
household has more people, whereas the father usually receives
more than half of the total income, even though his household has
fewer people. The consequence of this unequal division of resources
can be seen by comparing the standard of living of fathers and
mothers after divorce. The economic status of divorced mothers
usually goes down after divorce, whereas the status of divorced
fathers goes up.” '

A major reason family income is unevenly distributed across
households is that many nonresident fathers do not pay adequate
child support. About 40 percent of children who are theoretically
eligible for child support do not have a child support award at all,
and a quarter of those with an award receive nothing. Less than a
third of children receive the full amount they are owed.

The fact that such a small percentage of children receive ade-
quate child support is due in part to the weakness of our current
child support system and in part to the social norms that lie beneath
this system. According to Irwin Garfinkel, the system is unfair and
condones parental irresponsibility.® It 1s unfair because it treats
fathers in identical circumstances differently. Some fathers have
financial obligations that amount to a huge percentage of their
income, while others have relatively small obligations. The system
condones parental irresponsibility because it does a poor job of
collecting child support from uncooperative fathers. The fact that
child support awards are perceived as unfair and local enforcement
is weak makes it easier for nonresident fathers to avoid their re-
sponsibilities. Indeed, given the sad state of our current system, it
1s remarkable that a third of nonresident fathers pay in full on a
regular basis! These fathers are a testament to the strong commit-
ment some nonresident parents have to their children.

In addition to a lack of social enforcement, another reason non-
resident fathers are reluctant to support their children is that the
economic costs and the psychological benefits of children change
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after divorce. The economist Gary Becker suggests that fathers who
live in separate houscholds become less altruistic toward (or less
closely identified with) their children over time, which makes them
less willing to share their income with them.” Absence seems to
make the heart grow weaker, according to this theory. Sometimes
nonresident fathers feel less altruistic toward their children because
they see them less often and are less aware of their needs. Some
fathers may develop new emotional attachments which supersede
their previous commitments to their children.

Other economists argue that fathers do not pay child support
because they are unable to monitor and control how the money is
spent. Weiss and Willis show that in order to contribute a dollar to
the child, a nonresident parent must pay more than a dollar, since
some of the money goes toward the support of the custodial parent
and other members of her household rather than the child. Faced
with these domestic realities, many fathers respond by paying less
child support.®

Both of these explanations—loss of commitment and loss of
trust—are consistent with the notion that father absence leads to
a loss of social capital for the child.® These losses are experienced
not just by children who lived with their fathers for some time
before the breakup but also by children who have never lived with
their fathers. From our perspective, both groups of children “lose”
something when their parents decide to live separately: they lose
what might have been. For this reason, throughout this discussion
and in the sections that follow, unless we indicate otherwise, these
two groups of children will be treated the same way.

Loss of Parental Resouirces

Children have less access to parental resources when their fathers
live in separate households. Indeed, the loss of parental resources is
partly responsible for the loss of economic resources, if we are
correct about how social capital works. Fathers who live in separate
households see their children less often,? and this may undermine
commitment and trust. Interacting with the former spouse and
building a new relationship with the child can be a difficult and
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painful experience, and many fathers respond by disengaging from
their children.?® Children also have strong feelings about the sepa-
ration, which may further damage the already weakened father-
child relationship. Most children are angry when their parents sepa-
rate; many feel betrayed and abandoned by their fathers, even in
families where the parents’ decision was mutual or where the father
did not want the separation.?® Since the mother usually retains
custody of the children, the father is often perceived as leaving the
tamily, and the child’s anger is often directed at him. If the parents
are angry at each other, as 1s frequently the case, they may com-
municate this anger to the child, who may feel torn in two direc-
tions. Even in families where the separation is amicable, nearly all
children feel uncertain about how family members should relate
to one another in the future. No matter what happens, children’s
trust has been seriously shaken.

We should point out that children who never lived with their
fathers or never knew their fathers do not feel the same kind of
anger as children who experience their parents’ separation directly.
This 1s one case where the experience of children who never knew
their fathers is quite different from that of children who knew and
lived with their fathers.

Some fathers argue that they would like to see their children
more often but are prevented from doing so by mothers. Just as
social norms governing the economic obligations of nonresident
fathers are weak, norms governing fathers’ rights are also weak.
Most states do not actively enforce a father’s right to spend time
with his child, nor do they prevent mothers from moving out of
state. Even social service professionals may discourage fathers from
maintaining contact with the child if they believe that contact will
lead to conflict between the parents.”

In addition to altering the relationship between fathers and chil-
dren, family disruption affects the mother-child relationship. Most
single mothers are forced to fill two roles simultaneously, without
adequate support. Not surprisingly, some experience high levels of
stress and become anxious and depressed.? This can lead to incon-
sistent parenting, which makes it difficult to provide the kind of
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discipline coupled with affection that children need. Rather than

developing an authoritative parenting style (firm discipline com- -

bined with warmth), which child development experts tell us is the
best way to raise children, some mothers become overly permissive
(too little discipline), while others become overly authoritarian (t00
little warmth). Neither of these last two parenting styles is good for
children.”

While some of the problems that arise from stress may improve
over time, as mothers learn to cope with their new responsibilities,
other problems are rooted in the structure of the one-parent family
itself.® Despite its many weaknesses, the nuclear family is a pretty
good system for making sure that parents invest in their children
and that children obey their parents. When two biological parents
share the same household, they can monitor the children and main-
tain parental control. But just as important, the parents also can
monitor one another and make sure the other parent is behaving
in appropriate ways. Parents do not always feel like taking time out
of their busy schedules to read to their children or take part in ai-
terschool activities. Having another parent around who cares about
the child increases the likelihood that each parent will ““do the right
thing” even when otherwise inclined. In short, the two-parent fam-
ily structure creates a system of checks and balances that both
promotes parental responsibility and protects the child from paren-
tal neglect and, sometimes, abuse.®' This is an important function
of social capital within the family.

Of course not all nuclear families work this way. Sometimes
parents are unable to cooperate in raising their children, and somc-
times they just don’t care whether or not they do a good job. In
such households, parenting is likely to be poor and authority is
likely to be weak, regardless of whether the parents live together
or apart. But dismantling a faulty system does not ensure that
a better one will take its place. Parental authority is likely to re-
main weak in a one-parent family, since monitoring is much more
difficult for one parent than for two. And parental affection and
warmth is also likely to be below average, since the mother must fill
two roles instead of one and is likely to be under considerable stress.

In some families the oldest child, or the oldest daughter, may
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become a confidant of the mother and act as a surrogate parent for
her younger siblings.3? While such an arrangement may provide
comfort to the mother and may reinforce parental authority, it is
unlikely to be as effective as having two parents in the household.
Moreover, it does not provide authority or protection for the eldest
child.

In families where the mother remarries or cohabits with an adult
male, the quality of parenting is still likely to be lower than in
families with two biological parents. From the child’s point of view,
having a new adult move into the household creates another dis-
ruption. Having adjusted to the father’s moving out, the child must
now experience a second reorganization of household personnel.”
Stepfathers are less likely to be committed to the child’s welfare
than biological fathers, and they are less likely to serve as a check
on the mother’s behavior. Rather than assisting with the responsi-
bilities of parenting, stepfathers sometimes compete with the child
for the mother’s time, adding to the mother’s and the child’s level
of stress.

Even when a stepfather tries to play an active role in parenting
the child, his efforts may be rejected or undermined by the mother
because she is reluctant to share authority or because she does not
trust his judgment. Children may reject their stepfathers because
they resent having to share their mothers, or because they feel
loyalty toward their fathers, or because they secretly hope their
biological parents will get back together. The fact that stepparents
are almost always portrayed as evil'in children’s fairy tales is indica-
tive of the widespread mistrust asscciated with the stepparent role.
In cohabiting unions, issues of authority and trust are even more
problematic.

What about grandmothers? Can they substitute for absent fa-
thers? Can they make life easier for single mothers? At first glance,
having a grandmother in the household seems like a good idea,
since grandmothers are in a position to reinforce the mother’s
authority and are likely to feel committed to their grandchildren.
Similarly, children are more likely to trust a grandmother than a
new stepfather because they know the grandmother better and are
less likely to feel that she is competing with them for the mother’
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attention. While in the past some researchers have found that chil-
dren raised by single mothers and grandmothers did nearly as well
as children raised by two parents,* recent studies suggest that this
view may be overly optimistic. In their study of mulugenerational
African American families, Lindsay Chase-Lansdale and her col-
leagues found that the quality of parenting was lower in multigen-
erational families than in single-mother families. They concluded
that “shared parenting” often led to conflict between the mother
and grandmother and to a diffusion of parental responsibility which,
in turn, undermined the quality of parenting from both the mother
and grandmother.* .

In sum, while it is certainly not impossible for two adults other
than a mother and father to raise a child successfully, the chances
of this happening are not as great as they are in a two-parent family.
As we will show in the following chapters, the average child raised
in a stepfamily or by a mother and grandmother is doing about
the same as the average child raised by a single mother.

What about Parental Conflict?

Thus far we have been talking about how parents’ decision to live
apart reduces children’s access to parental resources. Yet some people
believe that children in divorced families had fewer parental re-
sources than other children even before their parents separated.
According to this view, whatever caused the father to leave the
household in the first place may have been affecting the father-child
relationship even before he left.

Parental conflict is often cited as a cause of both family disruption
and the loss of parental resources. We know that children raised in
high-conflict families have more problems than children raised in
low-conflict families, and we also know that parental conflict often
leads to divorce.* However, before we can say that parental conflict
is the principal explanation for why children from divorced families
are less successful than children from intact families, several factors
must be taken into account.

First, we must know something about the source and degree of
conflict. If the father has severe personality problems and is violent
or abusive toward the child or mother, the father-child relationship
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will be damaged regardless of whether the parents live together or
apart. Indeed, the child may be better off if the parents separate.
On the other hand, if both parents are reasonable people and care
about the child, and if conflict arises because one (or both) of the
parents is bored with the marriage or falls in love with someone
else, the answer to the question “What is best for the child?” is less
clear. From the child’s point of view, these two types of conflict
(abuse versus weak commitment) are very different matters. In the
latter case, the child would probably be better off if the parents
resolved their differences and the family remained together, even if
the long-term relationship between the parents was less than perfect.

Second, we need to ask whether the parents’ separation puts an
end to conflict or whether it increases conflict. Sometimes parents
continue their disputes after the father moves out, and sometimes
new conflicts develop between mothers and other adults in the
household, such as stepfathers, unmarried partners, or grandmoth-
ers.”” We know from previous studies that postdivorce conflict be-
tween the biological parents or between mothers and stepfathers
has negative consequences for children.

Third, the effects of conflict must be evaluated along with other
factors that are triggered by family disruption. While family disrup-
tion may end hostilities between the parents, making children better
off despite the loss of parental resources, it may reduce their eco-
nomic and community resources, making them worse off. Even in
high-conflict situations, all these factors must be weighed in decid-
ing whether divorce does more harm than good.

Loss of Community Resources
A final way that father absence affects children is by lowering their
access to comumnunity resources. This occurs in two ways. The first
1s primarily an income effect. Families with more income can afford
to live in communities with better facilities, and since single par-
enthood reduces income, it also restricts single-parent families to
communities where resources are low.*

Divorce and separation also reduce children’s connections to
their community. Just as strong parent-child relationships provide
children with social capital, so do strong community connections.



32 Growing Up with a Single Parent

When parents and children live in a community for a long tume,
they develop close ties that provide emotional support as well as
information about the broader community. When a family moves
from town to town or from neighborhood to neighborhood, these
ties are undermined and often destroyed.

Children of divorced and separated parents move more often
than children in intact families.”” In part the changes in residence
are due to changes in family size. When the father moves out of
the house, the family needs less space, and the mother may choose
to move to a less expensive dwelling. When the mother remarries
or when a boyfriend or grandmother moves in, space needs in-
crease, and the family may move again. Changes in mothers’ em-
ployment may also necessitate a move. Regardless of the cause,
frequent moving undermines social capital because long-term re-
lationships of commitment and trust cannot develop.

Divorce and single parenthood may undermine community con-
nections even when the family does not move. Parents may disen-
gage from their old friends after a divorce or separation, either
because past memories are painful or because new associations are
more attractive. And this may leave children feeling cut off from
friends and neighbors. While new relationships, from the parent’s
point of view, may be a good way of coping with the pain of
separation and the strain of building a new life, from the child’
point of view they are unlikely to be positive experiences. Most
children going through a divorce are trying to keep their old world
intact.

Other single mothers may be so stressed, or depressed, after a
divorce that they simply do not have the time or energy to invest
in personal relationships, and so let old friends drift away and fail
to develop new ones. In either case, the loss of family ties reduces
children’s social capital.

HOW THE LOSS OF RESOURCES AFFECTS
CHILD WELL-BEING

In the previous discussion we showed how family disruption leads
to a loss of economic, parental, and community resources. Now we
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describe how the loss of these three types of resources lowers
children’s school performance, decreases their labor force attach-
ment, and contributes to early childbearing. The examples provided
below are not intended to cover all areas of a child’s hife that are
affected by family disruption. Rather they simply illustrate the types
of mechanisms through which the loss of resources leads to lower
child well-being.

Schooling Achievement

Perhaps the most obvious way in which income loss affects chil-
dren’s educational achievement is by lowering the quality of the
schools they attend. Parents with high incomes can afford to live
in neighborhoods with good public schools, or they can send their
children to private schools, whichever they prefer. In contrast, par-
ents with limited incomes have fewer options, and their children
generally attend lower quality schools.

Income also affects whether or not parents can afford to pay for
lessons after school and whether they can tke their children on
wips or send them to camp during the summer. These extracur-
ricular activities not only improve children’ skills, they also provide
general intellectual stimulation, which affects subsequent learning.
Indeed, a major problem faced by teachers who work with eco-
nomically disadvantaged children is the loss of learning (in a relative
as well as an absolute sense) that occurs over the summer holidays
for children from disadvantaged backgrounds.*!

Apart from income, the loss of parental time affects school achieve-
ment. Children whose parents read to them and take an mnterest
their schoolwork do better in school than children whose parents
are distracted and less involved. Nonresident parents are not avail-
able to help with homework. Resident parents are often over-
whelmed by their multiple responsibilities and cannot do as much
as they would like.

The lack of parental involvement in schooling is especially mm-
portant for children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.
Ethnographic studies of minority families and poor immigrant families
contain numerous examples of how parents promote their chil-
dren’s school achievement in the face of great odds by stressing the
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importance of schoolwork and by creating a supportive work en-
vironment in the home. In his study of poor black families, Regi-
nald Clark provides examples of both single parents and married
parents who are heavily involved in their children’s schoolwork
and whose children are doing unusually well in school.* He argues
that parental support is much more important than the number of
parents in the household in determining school success. While
Clark is undoubtedly correct about the importance of parental
support, on average children from single-parent families are less
likely to have a supportive environment.

Access to community resources can affect children’s educational
experiences, independent of parents’ income and time. Consider
two children living in the same neighborhood. One family has lived
in the neighborhood for ten years; the other has lived there for less
than a year. The parents of the first child are likely to be more
knowledgeable about the educational resources in the community
and to be in a better position to take advantage of these resources
than the parents of the second child. The more established parents
know the names of the good teachers, and they know the ones to
avoid. They are also familiar with afterschool activities and know
how to gain access to the ones in short supply. In other words, the
first family has much more social capital than the second, and we
would expect the children in the first family to receive a better
education than the children in the second, even though they live
in the same neighborhood and attend the same school.

Finally, the loss of economic and social resources affects children’s
willingness to invest in themselves, by lowering expectations and
reducing motivation. Young adults who do not expect to go to
college, even though they clearly have the ability, are less motivated
to work hard in high school than youngsters who expect to go on
to college. In large part, lower expectations reflect the lack of in-
come that is common among children in single-parent families. But

other factors play a role as well. Children who live apart from their

father are less certain of their parents” willingness to financially
support their efforts to go to college, and this affects their expec-
tations and motivation. Children whose fathers have not been pay-
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ing child support on a regular basis in the past are unlikely to expect
much help from their fathers in the future. (Recall that over half
of nonresident parents pay no child support.) Moreover, children
living in stepfamilies may feel uncertain about their stepfathers’
support, because their relationship is weak or strained or because
the stepfather is supporting children in another household.

We are not suggesting that nonresident fathers or stepfathers
never help pay for their children’s college education or that fathers
in two-parent families always pay for college. Clearly, neither of
these statements is true. Our point is simply that, holding constant
fathers’ ability to pay, children are much more likely to receive help
from biological fathers living in the household than from fathers
who are not when it comes time to pay college tuition.

Labor Force Attachment

Clearly the educational deficits described above are a major reason
children with only one parent in the home have more trouble
tinding and keeping a steady job than children from two-parent
families. But education is not the only factor that determines whether
or not a young man or woman is able to get off on the right
vocational track.

Many jobs are found through networks and local connections.
And here the lack of parental resources can be just as damaging as
the lack of income. Whereas the typical adolescent in a two-parent
family has two employed parents to help counsel her on finding a
job, the typical child in a single-parent family often has only one
working parent, and some children have no working parent. Clearly
children whose fathers do not reside in the household are at a great
disadvantage relative to peers with fathers at home when it comes
to finding a job, not only because they are less likely to know about
Job openings but also because they may not know how to apply
for a job and how to conduct themselves during interviews.

In addition to the lack of parental resources, the lack of com-
munity resources also weakens children’s connection to the labor
force. Children who live in very poor communities where many
adults are jobless and on welfare have less information about how
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to find a job than children who live in prosperous communities.
And children whose families move around a lot are less likely to
ask their neighbors for help in finding a job.

In his study of three low-income communities in the New York
City area, Mercer Sullivan describes how job networks can affect
the transition from school to work.® In one community where
employment rates among adult males are high and community
solidarity is strong, young men, including those without a high
school diploma, are able to find work. In another community where
male employment rates are low and where there is a lack of soli-
darity, young men, even those who have a high school diploma,
have much more difficulty finding work. While Sullivan’s study was
based on three low-income communities, his underlying message

applies to middle-class communities as well. Social connections are

an important resource when it comes to finding a steady job.

Early Childbearing

Living with a single parent attects early family formation via two
routes. First, it lowers family income, which reduces a young woman’s
assessment of the costs of early childbearing. A teenager who does
not expect to go to college or to have an interesting job is much
less motivated to avoid or terminate a pregnancy than a young
woman who has many opportunities and who expects to pursue a
career. :

A second way in which the loss of resources encourages early
childbearing is by reducing social control and increasing opportu-
nities for engaging in irresponsible sexual activity. Here, the word
“irresponsible” refers to unprotected sexual intercourse and the
failure to financially support a child once it is born. While some
young women do act rationally—weighing the costs and benefits of
their opportunities as they perceive them—when deciding whether
or not to use contraceptives, young people do not always act in
their long-term self-interest, as anyone who has raised a child or
worked closely with a teenager knows. More often than not, teen-
age sexual behavior is governed by impulse and fantasy. Viewed in
this way, early childbearing is very much a consequence of parents’
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taillure to monitor their children and to impose sanctions on irre-
sponsible behavior.* If parents are not watchful, children are likely
to make foolish mistakes, regardless of the long-term costs. '

It 15 easy to understand how parents who are experiencing high
levels of stress or who are trying to raise their children alone might
have more difficulty monitoring their children than parents who
are not experiencing stress and who are able to cooperate with one
another and share the burden of vigilance. It is also easy to see why
single mothers mught find it harder than married mothers to con-
strain their children’s behavior, even if they know their children are
acting irresponsibly. With less backup from nonresident fathers and
from other adults in the community, they have more difficulty
disciplining their children than married parents.

In addition, single parents may inadvertently encourage teenage
sexual activity by acting as role models. Single mothers who are
dating or cohabiting, for example, send a message to their teenage
daughters that sex outside marriage is acceptable and perhaps even
preferable. In his longitudinal study of mother-daughter pairs, Ar-
land Thornton found that daughters of divorced mothers held more
liberal views about sex outside marriage than daughters of married
mothers. This was even more pronounced among daughters of
remarried mothers, which suggests that it 1s mothers’ postdivorce
dating behavior that shapes daughters’ attitudes rather than the
marital disruption itself.* Even more important, nonresident fathers
may also act as role models for their sons and make it easier for
young men to shirk their parental responsibilities. A father who
does not support his own children sends a message to his son (and
daughter) that children are women? responsibility, not men’s. In
doing so, he makes it harder for the resident parent, or anyone else,
to control his son’s behavior and to insist that the son take respon-
sibility for his decisions.

Elijah Anderson presents a vivid description of such a commu-
nity in his study of the “sexual games” young men and women
play in a poor innercity neighborhood.* In Anderson’s community,
the young women dream of marriage and middle-class lifestyles,
while the young men exploit the girls’ fantasies in order to gain
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sexual favors and status with their peers. Not surprisingly, the game
leads to a high rate of teenage motherhood and a high rate of
abandonment by fathers. What is most striking about Anderson’s
account is not the romantic notions of the young women nor the
willingness of the young men to exploit these fantasies to satisfy
their own desires. Such fantasies and games are familiar to most
Americans. What is striking is that the game he describes is played
with no adult referccs in sight. In Anderson’s community, the par-
ents have abdicated their responsibility for protecting their daugh-
ters and for insisting that their sons accept responsibility for the
children they conceive.

If we were asked to design a system for making sure that chil-
dren’s basic needs were met, we would probably come up with
something quite similar to the two-parent family ideal. Such a
design, in theory, would not only ensure that children had access
to the time and money of two adults, it also would provide a system
of checks and balances that promoted quality parenting. The fact
that both adults have a biological connection to the child would
increase the likelihood that the parents would identify with the
child and be willing to sacrifice for that child, and it would reduce
the likelihood that either parent would abuse the child. Last but
not least, the fact that two parents had connections to the commu-
nity would increase the child’s access to information about oppor-
tunities outside the household and would, at the same time, strengthen
social control. While we recognize that two-parent families fre-
quently do not hive up to this 1deal in all respects, nevertheless we
would expect children who grow up in two-parent families to be
doing better, on average, than children who grow up with only one
parent. In the chaprers that follow we will test these expectations
against the evidence.

CHAPTER THREE '

WHICH
OUTCOMES ARE
MOST AFFECTED

Finishing school, finding a job, and starting a fam-
iy are events that mark the transition from adolescence to adult-
hood. For many children, this transition is not an easy one. Some
stop school prematurely because they feel hopeless about the future
or because other activities seem more important at the time. Some
young girls become mothers while they are still children, and in
doing so put themselves at risk for long-term poverty and depen-
dence. Finally, many young people have trouble finding steady
employment. Some are idle for several years after leaving school.
Others work intermittently. Getting off on the wrong track during
the transition from adolescence to adulthood is not fatal, but getting
started on the right track makes life a lot easier later on.

in this chapter we present evidence to show that children who
grow up with both parents are more successful in making the
transition from adolescence to adulthood than children who grow
up with only one parent. We examine a broad range of outcomes,
and we assess the magnitude of the effects as well as the breadth.
We also examine whether boys and girls—and children from dif-
ferent racial and social class backgrounds—respond differently to
Living with a single parent.

We begin by contrasting children who live with both biological
parents with all other children, holding constant other differences
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in family characteristics such as race, parents’ education, family size,
residential location, and sometimes ability. Since we cannot adjust
for every possible difference between families that break up and
those that stay together, we cannot say with certainty that the
children from disrupted families would have done the same as
children from two-parent families (and vice versa) had their situ-
ations been reversed. However, given the size and consistency of
the differences in child outcomes, we believe that parents and poli-
cymakers cannot afford to ignore the possibility that a substantial
portion of these differences are due to family disruption and father
absence.

EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

It is useful to think of educational achieverment as a series of transitions,
beginning with high school graduation and continuing through
college entry and college graduation. Different transitions have dif-
ferent imphcations for long-term economic security. Dropping out
of high school, for example, is an event with serious and long-term
negative consequences. If we want to know whether divorce pro-
duces long-term poverty and welfare dependence, this is the edu-
cational transition to focus on. Graduating from college, on the
other hand, is an event with more positive implications. [f we want
to know whether divorce is related to economic prosperity, college
graduation is the indicator to look at.

Dropping Cut of High Schiool
The overwhelming majority of young people in the United States
graduate from high school. About 73 percent receive a high school
diploma, and another 12 percent receive a General Equivalency
Diploma (GED). Altogether, only 15 percent of young adults fail
to graduate from high school by the time they reach adulthood.’
While dropping out of school is a relatively uncommon event,
the risk of dropping out is much higher for children who grow up
with only one parent as compared with children who live with
both biological parents. Figure 1 shows the high school dropout rates
of young adults from two-parent families and one-parent families.?
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FIGURE 1
The risk of dropping out of high school.
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SOURCES: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Panel Study of Income Dynamics, High
School and Beyond Study, National Survey of Families and Households (1 = Cohort 1;
2 = Cohort 2; see text for a description of the two cohorts).
NOTE: One-parent families include steptamities. All numbers are agjusted for race, sex,
mother's education, father's education, number of siblings, and place of residence. All
differences from two-parent families are statistically significant.

Regardless of which survey we look at, children from one-parent
families are about twice as likely to drop out of school as children
from two-parent families. In the National Longitudinal Survey of
Young Men and Women (NLSY), the dropout rate is 29 percent
for children from one-parent families, as compared with 13 percent
for children from two-parent families. In the Panel Study of Income
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Dynamics (PSID), the rates are 25 percent and 15 percent. The rates
are lower in the High School and Beyond Study (HSB)—16 per-
cent and 9 percent respectively—because the HSB is a school-based
survey, and young people who stop school prior to the tenth grade
are not included in the sample. We would expect students who
make it to the sophomore year to have a lower dropout rate than
all children.

The rates are also lower in the two National Survey of Families
and Households samples, but for a different reason. Graduation is
measured as of the tme of the survey (1987) rather than at age
twenty. Thus, the respondents had more time to graduate or obtain
an equivalency diploma than the respondents in the other surveys.?

The difference between children in two-parent and one-parent
families is even larger when we exclude GEDs and use only a high
school diploma as our indicator of school success. In the NLSY
the difference is 22 rather than 16 percentage points; in the HSB
study it is 10 rather than 7; and in the NSFH Cohort 1, it is 15
points rather than 8. This greater difference means that children
from disrupted families make up some of the difference in school
achievement by obtaining a GED. This is reassuring insofar as it
indicates that children who stop school prematurely have a second
chance to get their diplomas. On the other hand, if a GED turns
out to be a second-rate diploma, as some economists have sug-
gested, the numbers we report in Figure 1 are underestimates of
the negative consequences of family disruption.*

Clearly, living with only one biological parent increases a child’s
chances of dropping out of high school. But how are we to evaiuate
the magnitude of the difference? Is a doubling of the risk of a
relatively rare event a large or small effect? Unfortunately, this question
does not have a simple answer. One way to assess the magnitude
of the family structure effect is to compare the disadvantage associated
with living in a one-parent family with the disadvantage associated
with having a mother who has not finished high school. A mother’s
education is generally regarded as the single best predictor of a
child’s school achievement, and thus it provides a good benchmark
against which to evaluate the importance of other variables.
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If we compare the effect of family structure on high school
graduation with the effect of the mother’s education, we find that
the two are about the same. Having a mother with less than a high
school degree, as compared with having a mother with a high
school degree, doubles the risk of dropping out of school.® Since
most people would agree that the mother’s education is an impor-
tant factor in children’s educational achievement, they probably
would also agree that family structure is an important factor.

Another way of assessing the importance of family structure is
to ask how much lower the dropout rate in the overall population
would be if all children lived with both parents. If we use the
numbers from the NLSY survey, the answer to this question is 6
percentage points. If there were no one-parent families and if all
children currently in one-parent families did as well as children in
two-parent families, the dropout rate for the country as a whole
would fall from 19 to 13 percent. Viewed in this way, family dis-
ruption accounts for about a third of the overall high school drop-
out rate.

These comparisons illustrate the difficulty in trying to assess the
importance of family disruption, and they explain why analysts
often disagree about the size of the effect. If we want to know
whether living with only one parent increases the risk of dropping
out of school, the answer is clearly yes. On the other hand, if we
want to know whether it is the primary source of school failure,
the answer is clearly no.

Eaily Disengagement from Schiool

Dropping out of high school often signifies the end of a process of
disengagement that begins long before the student actually stops
going to school. Thus, one might ask whether children in two-
parent families and one-parent families are different prior to leaving
high school. If differences in school performance arise several years
prior to the projected graduation date, this would tell us something
about the mechanisms underlying the association between family
structure and school success.

For example, if children from disrupted families drop out of
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TABLE 1 ‘
Differences in high school performance of children raised
in two-parent and one-parent families.

| Famnily Test  School College  Grade-point  School |
type score attitude expectations average  attendance |
Two-parent ‘
families 2.62  80.4% 37.5% 4.13 9.83 ‘
One-parent

| families 2.51 80.1 32.2 3.92 9.25

Source: High School and Beyond Study.

Note: See text for explanation of categories. One-parent families include
stepfamilies. All nuimbers are adjusted for race, sex, mother’s education,
father’s education, number of siblings, and place of residence. Statistically

significant differences from two-parent families are in bold twype.
i .

school prematurely because they are iess talented than chiidren from
two-parent families, we would expect to find differences in the test
scores of these children prior to dropping out. If, on the other hand,
children in one-parent families are just as talented as their peers
but are forced to stop school prematurely in order to help support
their families or provide childcare for younger siblings, we would
expect to find similar test scores prior to dropping out.

Table 1 contains data on five different indicators of school per-
formance: standardized test scores, attitudes toward schoolwork,
coilege expectations, grade-point average, and school attendance.
Test score measures whether a student ranks in the first (lowest),
second, third, or fourth (top) quartile of his or her class, based on
nationally standardized tests in reading, vocabulary, and mathemat-
1cs. School attitude measures whether a student likes school and will
be disappointed if he or she does not graduate from college. College
expectations distinguishes between students who expect to go to
college and students who do not. Grade-point average is based on a
seven-point scale. A score of seven indicates an A average, six indi-
cates A/B, five indicates B, four indicates B/C, three. indicates C,
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and so on. School attendance measures whether a student was late or
absent from school during the past two months. A score of 12
indicates a perfect record; a score of 0 indicates that a student was
absent or late all of the time. As before, all of the esumates reported
in the table have been adjusted to take race, parents’ education,
family size, and region of the country into account.

Children from one-parent families do less well than their peers
on four out of five indicators. Their test scores are lower, their
expectations about college are lower, their grades are lower, and
their attendance record 1s poorer. The only indicator that does not
show a significant disadvantage for students in one-parent families
is the school attitude measure. Children from one-parent families
are just as likely to report that they like school and want to go to
college as children from two-parent families.

Notice that children’s expectations about going to college do
not match their school attitudes very well. Nearly all children—80
percent in both types of families—say they like school and want to
go to coliege, but less than 40 percent say they expeci to go to
college. Expectations are lower among children from disrupted
families as compared with children from two-parent families (37
versus 32 percent), which is what we would expect, given their
more limited economic resources. Indeed, we were surprised to
find that as many as a third of children from one-parent families
expected to go to college. As we will see, these students were not
very far off the mark—family disruption reduced their chances of
going to college by about 5 percentage points.

Children from d.isl’up‘u:d families are dearly different from their
peers prior to high school graduation in more ways than simply
talent or ability. Students in one-parent families have lower grades
and poorer attendance records than children in two-parent families,
even after test scores for aptitude are taken into account.® The fact
that differences in grades and attendance persist after adjusting for
test scores is troubling because it suggests that children from one-

. parent families are not as motivated to work hard in school as

children from two-parent families. Ability is important, but hard
work and discipline are also essential for success. Thus, single par-
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enthood reduces children’s chances in at least two ways: by lowering
their aptitude for school and by lowering their motivation as well.
Moreover, a poor attendance record not only tells us that a child
1s not doing well 1n school but also sends a signal that a child may
be involved in delinquent or other potentially harmful activities
outside school. Children with poor attendance records are usually
children with other behavioral problems.

At this point we cannot say why some children from disrupted
families are doing poorly in school. Their relatively poor aptitude
and performance could be due to low income or poor parenting
or to something about the quality of the school itself. Moreover,
the reasons may not be the same for all children, since no two
families are exactly alike. Some children in disrupted families may
be doing poorly in school because they are trying to hold down
an outside job to help support their families. Others may be doing
poorly because they are not getting enough support and supervi-
sion from their mothers, and sull others may feel alienated from
school because of conflict at home or because they have recently
moved to a new school and left their old friends. We will investigate
some of these possibilities in the next few chapters.

College Attendance and College Graduation

How does family scructure affect higher education? On the one
hand, we might expect it to have a greater effect on college attain-
ment than on high school graduation, since going to college poses
a more serious economic barrier for a family than finishing high
school. On the other hand, we might expect the effect to be weaker,
since students with the least ability and the most serious behavioral
problems do not finish high school and are not eligible to go to
college. They are weeded out of the system, so to speak, prior to
college.

Figure 2 reports college enrollment and graduation figures for
children from two-parent and one-parent families. The number at
the top of each bar represents the percentage of high school gradu-
ates that enrolled in college, and the number near the center of the
bar represents the percentage of high school graduates that finished
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FIGURE 2
The likelihood of college enroliment and graduation.
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SOURCES: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Panel Study of Income Dynamics, High
School and Beyond Study, National Survey of Families and Households (1 = Cohort 1;

2 = Cohort 2; see text for a description of the two cohorts).

NOTE: One-parent families include stepfamilies. The number at the top of each bar represents
the percentage of high school graduates that enrolled in college. The number near the middle
represents the percentage of high school graduates that graduated from college. College
graduation data are not available for HSB. All numbers are adjusted for race, sex, mother's
education, father's education, number of siblings, and place of residence. All differences from
two-parent families are statistically significant except the PSID.

college. As before, the results have been adjusted for differences in
family background characteristics.” The numbers show that the
disadvantage associated with family disruption persists beyond the
high school years. The negative effect of family structure, however,
is somewhat smaller on college enrollment and graduation than it
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is on high school graduation. Family disruption reduces a child’s
chances of enrolling in college by about 5 percentage points, ac-
cording to the NLSY, and it reduces his chances of graduating later
on by about 7 percentage points. The percentages are somewhat
higher in the HSB and NSFH surveys and somewhat lower in the
PSID, where they are not statistically significant. But overall, the
basic message is the same: family disruption continues to reduce
children’s school achievement after high school. As we shall see at
the end of the chapter, the effects of family disruption on college
graduation are larger for children from advantaged families as com-
pared with children from the average family, and there is some
evidence that they are larger for young women than young men.

IDLENESS

For young adults who do not go to college, work experience and
on-the-job training are other ways of building skills and increasing
productivity. Thus, if we are concerned about a person’s future
economic security, we must ask whether someone who does not
attend college is able to find and hold a steady job after high school.
Individuals who are not going to school or building their skills
during early adulthood are likely to have employment problems
later on.

Most young men are either working or in school in their late
teens and early twenties. Only about 15 percent of the young men
in the NLSY survey. and only 12 percent of those in the HSB study,
were idle in the {irst few years after high school. The PSID sample
yielded a much higher rate of idleness than the other two surveys—
about 25 percent of the young men in that sample were neither
working nor in school. Our measures of idleness are somewhat
different in each of the surveys, which is one reason the levels
fluctuate so much (see Appendix A). Another reason is the ambi-
guity of the word “idleness”” A person who is on vacation or
planning to start work next week, for example, may not know how
to respond to the question, “Are you currently employed?”

What is important is that the effects of family disruption on
idleness are consistent across the different surveys. Young men from
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one-parent families are about 1.5 times as likely to be idle as young
men from two-parent families, regardless of which survey we look
at. To make sure that the association between family structure and
idleness was not simply due to the fact that young men from
one-parent families were more likely to have dropped out of high
school, we restricted our sample to those who had completed high
school. The difference in the risk of being idle between children
in two-parent and one-parent families was virtually the same, as
shown in Figure 3, even after high school dropouts were excluded
from the sample. This means that growing up in a disrupted family
affects young men’s future success in at least two different ways: by
reducing the chances of finishing high school and by reducing labor
force attachment. ,

We also looked at whether test scores might account for some
of the association between family structure and idleness among
boys. As in the case of high school graduation, we found that
variation in test scores accounted for about 20 percent of the higher
incidence of idleness among children in one-parent families. In
other words, factors besides innate ability must be found to account
for four fifths of the difference.

The fact that the relationship between family structure and high
school graduation and work does not disappear among boys once
we adjust for test scores is important and relates back to our theory
of why growing up in a one-parent family adversely affects chil-
dren’s well-being. In Chapter 2 we argued that having only one
parent in the household might affect children’s motivation and
work habits. The fact that differences in schooling and work persist
even among children with similar levels of ability lends support to
this hypothesis.

As a final check on the link between family structure and future
employment prospects, we looked at reports of idleness among
young men in the NLSY sample in 1988 when they were between
the ages of twenty-three and twenty-six. Again, we found that
young men from disrupted families were more likely to be idle or
inactive than young men from two-parent families. The fact that
the relationship between family structure and inactivity persists into
the midtwenties is an indication that our previous results are not
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The risk of being out of school and out of work.

FIGURE 3
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just picking up a temporary phenomenon. Instead, it appears that
growing up with only one parent has a lingering effect on young
men’s chances of finding and keeping a job.?

Having only one parent in the household also increases the risk
of idleness among young women, especially those who are moth-
ers. It would not be accurate to call young mothers “idle,” since
childrearing is generally accepted as a socially responsible activity.
But if we consider the opportunity costs to young women of not
investing in school or work, it is hard to ignore the fact that these
young mothers are going to have a harder time down the road than
their peers who did not become mothers during their teens.

Even when we exclude those with children, young women have
higher rates of idleness than young men. We suspect that thus is due
to continuing differences in cultural expectations for young men
and women. Young women are nearly as likely to be in the labor
force as young men, but the pressure to become financially inde-
pendent is probably greater for young men (once they have stopped
school) than it is for young women. This means that young women
have a little more time to search for a job, to change jobs, and to
move in and out of the labor force than young men have. For all
these reasons we would expect to find a higher percentage of young
women idle or inactive at any point in time, and indeed that is
what the data in Figure 3 show

EARLY FAMILY FORMATION

The last set of indicators we will examine closely compares ado-
lescents according to their family formation behavior. Here we look
at early marriage as well as early childbirth, both marital and non-
marital. As we noted in Chapter 2, early family formation is a fairly
good predictor of a young woman’s earning potential, and it also
tells us 2 good deal about her future family obligations. Adolescent
girls who become mothers are less likely to obtain a high school
diploma and less likely to gain on-the-job training than adolescents
who delay childbearing. They are also more likely to become single
mothers and all that this entails.
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Early Childbearing

Approximately 20 percent of the women in our samples became
mothers before reaching age twenty. This figure is nearly identical
to the percentage who failed to obtain a high school diploma. The
two indicators are highly correlated, although the relationship 1s
not perfect. Nearly 70 percent of the young mothers in our samples
eventually obtained a diploma, compared with over 90 percent of
the young wonien who did not have a child by age twenty. If we
count only high school diplomas, and exclude GEDs, we see that
only 55 percent of the young mothers finished high school on tume.

Wormmen born in the 1940s and early 1950s were more likely to
become teen mothers than women born after 1952, and they were
more likely to be married at the time their first child was born. Of
the women in our sample who were born between 1943 and 1952
and who became teen mothers during the 1950s and early sixties,
approximately 75 percent were married when they gave birth. Of
those who were born between 1953 and 1967 and who became
teen mothers during the 1970s and 1980s, about 50 percent were
married when their child was born.

Figure 4 compares the fertility experiences of young women
from two-parent and one-parent families. Each bar s divided into
two segments: the lower segment shows the proportion of young
women who had a marital birth, and the upper segment shows the
proportion who had a birth outside marriage. Together, the two
segments show the percentage of women who became teen moth-
ers (as represented by the number at the top of the bar).

Growing up in a disrupted family increases the risk of becoming
a teen mother by a substantial amount. This is true regardless of
whether we look at marital or nonmarital childbearing. The in-
crease ranges from a low of 5 percentage points in the HSB data
to a high of 17 percentage points in the PSID.’

The relationship between family structure and early childbearing
is weaker in the HSB data than in the other surveys, probably
because young women who drop out of school before their sopho-
more year are not included in these data. If teen mothers (or those
who become teen mothers) in one-parent families are more likely
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FIGURE 4
The risk of teen births for women.
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to drop out of school prematurely than their counterparts in two-
parent families, we would expect to find a smaller family-structure
effect in a school-based survey.

Living with a single parent has no discernible effect on the risk
of a nonmarital teen birth for women born in the 1940s and early
1950s (NSFH, Cohort 2). But for those women born after 1953,
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it nearly doubles the risk (NSFH, Cohort 1). The effect of family
structure on nonmarital childbearing appears to be a fairly recent
phenomenon in the United States. This could be due in part to
changes in the marital status of single mothers. Widowed mothers
were much more common in the early cohort, whereas never-mar-
ried mothers were more common in the later cohort.

It could also be due to changing social norms. During the 19505,
when out-of-wedlock childbearing was highly stigmatized, young
women tried hard to avoid a nonmarital birth regardless of their
family situation. If they became pregnant, they usually married the
father before their child was born. After the sexual revolution in
the early 1960s, young men and women felt less pressure to marry,
even if the girl became pregnant. It is likely that the daughters of
single mothers were leaders in this respect, since they had a better
understanding of how single mothers cope with their situation.

Early Marriage among Young Women
What about early marriage not involving children? Are young women
from disrupted families more likely to marry in their teens than
young women raised in two-parent families? It is not clear that
an early marriage reduces future well-being; it may provide some
young women with an incentive to forgo leisure activides and invest
in human capital. Even if marriage itself is not a barrier, however,
the fact that early marriage is related to early childbearing and
divorce makes it a good predictor of possible problems in the future.

Looking at early marriage can provide us with additional infor-
mation about the mechanisms underlying the link between family
structure and early childbearing. Both marriage and motherhood
mark the formation of a new family—the transition from the family
of origin to the family of procreation. If daughters from one-parent
families are motivated to start their families early because of a desire
to leave home and find a mate, we would expect family structure
to be related to early marriage just as it is related to early child-
bearing.

Except for the HSB, the data showed that family disruption did
not increase the likelihood of marriage (see Appendix C). Thus it
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does not appear that young women from one-parent families are
more motivated to find a husband than young women from two-
parent families.

A potential problem with our results is that they fail to identify
young women who are cohabiting, a status that has become in-
creasingly common among young men and women. It is possible that
young women from one-parent families are leaving home and form-
ing unions earlier than young women from two-parent families but
we are not picking this up with our data, which ignore cohabitaton.

There is some support for this hypothesis. Arland Thornton, in
his longitudinal study of mothers and daughters in the Detroit area,
found that family disruption increased the likelihood of cohabita-
tion but not marriage for young white women. Kathleen Kiernan’s
research on young men and women in the United Kingdom shows
that adolescents from one-parent families leave home earlier than
those from two-parent families.™

Early Family Formation among Young Men

Early family formation 1s more closely related to women’s future
well-being than to men’. It is also much more common among
young women. Nonetheless, it is useful to ask whether family struc-
ture affects both sexes the same way. We looked at the experiences
of the young men in our samples with respect to teen marriage
without children, teen fatherhood within marriage, and teen fa-
therhood outside marriage. From past research we know that men
who do not marry the mothers of their children are reluctant
to acknowledge their paternity, and therefore the findings regard-
ing unmarried fatherhood, as reported by young men, should be
viewed with a bit of skepticism.

Early family formation is much less common among men than
among women. Whereas about 20 percent of the women in our
samples gave birth in their teens, and another 10 percent married
and remained childless, only about 5 percent of the young men had
married and remained childless, and only about 5 percent reported
having a child before age twenty. In short, nearly 30 percent of the
women had formed a new family by the time they were twenty, as




56 ¢ Growing Up with a Single Parent

compared with only 10 percent of the men. This is about what we
would expect, since men begin their families about two years later
than women, on average.

While family forimation i1s much less common among teen men
than women, the eftects of family disruption are similar for the two
sexes. Living in a one-parent family increases the likelihood of
becoming a teenage father, according to the NLSY and PSID data.
The HSB estimates show no effect of family structure on early
fatherhood, whereas the NSFH Cohort 1 data show a large effect
on nonmarital births (see Appendix C).

SEX, RACE, AND EDUCATION DIFFERENCES

Thus far, we have looked at how family disruption affects the
average child. Yet many people want to know how family disruption
affects particular subgroups in the population. They want to know
which groups suffer the most and which ones suffer the least, and
they want to know how their own children would fare in the event
of a divorce or nonmarital birth.

To address these questions, we calculated predicted probabilities
of dropping out of high school for young men and women sepa-
rately, and we calculated predicted probabilities for dropping out of
high school, being idle, and becoming a teen mother for children
from different racial and social backgrounds.

Much of the early theorizing about “fatherless families” was
derived from psychoanalytic theory, which emphasized the impor-
tance of fathers and male role models in the psychosexual devel-
opment of boys. Indeed, the early empirical research on single
parenthood often focused exclusively on boys. We now know that
fathers play an important role in daughters’ development, too. And
recent empirical work suggests that divorce is just as harmful for
girls as for boys, although the consequences are often manifested
in different ways. Boys tend to express their feelings by acting out,
whereas girls tend to hold their feelings inside.

In terms of high school achievement, our data show that young
women are just as adversely affected by family disruption as young
men (see Appendix C). Indeed, living with only one parent may
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have a more negative effect on girls than on boys. The NLSY survey
shows an 18 percentage point difference in dropout rates for girls
in-one- and two-parent families, whereas it shows only a 15 per-
centage point difference for boys. The PSID indicates an 11 per-
centage point difference for girls and a 7 percentage point differ-
ence for boys. The other two surveys do not detect a sex difference
in the effect of family disruption on high school dropout rates, which
should make us cautious about interpreting these results.

What about race and ethnic differences? Are white children more
or less affected by family disruption than black and Hispanic chil-
dren? Since whites are more common than other racial and ethnic
groups, the effects of family disruption on the average white child
are very similar to the effects on children as a whole. Living with
only one parent increases the probability of dropping out of high
school for the average white child by 17 percentage points (Table
2); it increases the probability of becoming a teen mother by 14
percentage points (for the average young white woman); and it
increases the probability of being idle by only 3 percentage points
(for the average young white man).

Black and Hispanic children come from less advantaged back-
grounds than white children, and their underlying risk of dropping
out of school (or experiencing one of the other events) is greater
than that of whites to begin with. Thus, we might expect the
absolute effect of family disruption to be greater on blacks and
Hispanics than on whites. On the other hand, since single moth-
erhood is more common and perhaps better institutionalized n
the black and Hispanic communities,'" we might expect the pro-
portionate effect of family discuption on minority children to be
smaller than the proportionate effect on white children.

With respect to school success, several important points can be
made about racial differences in the effects of family structure
(Table 2). First, family disruption is clearly not the only cause of
dropping out of school for children of any racial background. A
substantial proportion of children from two-parent families of all
racial and ethnic groups fail to graduate from high school. Second,
the proportionate increase in risk associated with family disruption is
much smaller for blacks and Hispanics than for whites. Famnily
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disruption increases the chances of school failure by a factor of 2.5
for the average white child, 2.0 for the average Hispanic child, and
1.8 for the average black child.

Finally, the dropout rate for the average white child from a
disrupted family is higher than the dropout rate for the average black
or Hispanic child from a two-parent family. The white-black com-
parison in dropout rates is especially striking. White children from
disrupted families have a much higher dropout rate than black
children from two-parent families, and they have virtually identical
dropout rates to those of black children from disrupted families (28
versus 30). This last contrast underscores the importance of family
disruption for white children’s school success and helps place it in
perspective. For the average white child, family disruption eliminates the
advantage of being white with respect to high school graduation.

The pattern for teen motherhood is similar to the pattern for
dropping out of high school, although not as striking. Family dis-
ruption is not the only cause of teen motherhood, but it does
increase the probability that a young woman will become a teen
mother. The proportionate increase in risk is greatest among whites,
followed by Hispanics and then blacks, as was true for high school
dropout rates. Even so, young white women have a lower prob-
ability of becoming teen mothers than young black and Hispanic
women, regardless of whether they live with two parents or one.

The pattern for idleness is different from the patterns for high
school dropout and teen motherhood. In this particular instance,
black children are the most negatively affected by family disruption.

Middle-class and upper-middie-class parents want to know how
much their children will suffer from a divorce. To answer this ques-
tion, we calculated probabilities for children from “advantaged fami-
lies,” defined as families in which both the mother and father had
attended college. Fifteen percent of the white children in our sam-
ple fell into this category, as did 4 percent of black children. The
percentage of Hispanic children who met this criterion was less
than 1 percent—too small a group to analyze.

Children from advantaged families have much lower dropout
rates and are much less likely to be idle or to be teen mothers than
the average child (Table 2). Among white children whose parents
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have some college education, idleness and early childbirth are rela-
tvely rare regardless of family structure. Famuly disruption has vir-
tually no effect on idleness. The differences suggest that white par-
ents with some college education need not worry too much about
their sons becoming idle.

In contrast, white middle-class parents do need to worry about
the effects of family disruption on their daughters’ chances of be-
coming a teen mother and their children’s school performance. The
chances that a white girl from an advantaged background will
become a teen mother is five times as high, and the chances a white
child will drop out of high school is three times as high if the
parents do not live together. Moreover, dropping out of high school
is likely to be only the tip of the iceberg. For every child who
actually drops out of school as a result of family disruption, there
are likely to be three or four more whose performance is affected
even though they manage to graduate.

White middle-class parents also need to worry about their child’s
college performance. The likelthood of graduating from coliege for
white children from advantaged backgrounds is about 9 percentage
points lower among children from disrupted families than among
children from two-parent families, and this number disguises what
1s actually a large sex difference in the effect of family disruption.
Young white women from disrupted advantaged families are 12 percentage
points less likely to graduate from college than their peers who live with both
parents. In contrast, young white men from disrupted advantaged
families are only 4 percentage points less likely to graduate. The sex
difference in college graduation is in addition to the sex difference
in high school graduation that we reported earlier for the NLSY
data, since we only examine college graduation for young people who
finished high school. Again, the sex difference in college graduation
is limited to one data set—the NLSY-—and therefore we are not
as confident of this effect as we are of some of the other results.

Black middle-class parents who break up may feel comforted to
know that their children are likely to finish high school regardless
of whether their parents live together or apart (although a disrup-
tion increases the risk by a factor of two). But even more than
white middle-class parents, they do need to worry about college
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performance. Black children from advantaged two-parent families
have a 37 percent chance of graduating from college, whereas black
children from advantaged disrupted families have a 29 percent chance
of graduating.

To examine how children from disadvantaged backgrounds are
affected by family disruption, we selected children whose mothers
and fathers had not graduated from high school. Only 16 percent
of white children fell into this category, whereas 27 percent of black
children and 50 percent of Hispanic children fit this description.

The future success of children of low-educated parents is rather
bleak, regardless of whether they live with two parents or with one
or neither parent. High school dropout rates, teen motherhood
rates, and idleness rates are between 20 and 30 percent even among
children from two-parent families (see Table 2). For those who live
in disrupted families, the risk of dropping out of high school and
becoming a teen mother is between 1.5 and 2 umes as great. This
translates into a very large absolute effect because the underlying
risk 1s very high to begin with. Thus, the probability of dropping
out of high school or becoming a teen mother goes up by about
27 percentage points for a white child who is from a disadvantaged
background with an absent parent.

Again, 1t is worth noting that the consequences of family dis-
ruption are smaller for disadvantaged black and Hispanic children
than for disadvantaged white children, both in terms of percentage
points and in terms of proportionate effects. White children from
disadvantaged backgrounds and disrupted families look very similar
to black and Hispanic children in those categories in terms of their
risk of teen motherhood, and they look substantially worse than
black children in terms of their risk of high school failure.

CONCLUSION

Children who grow up apart from a parent are disadvantaged in
many ways relative to children who grow up with both parents.
They are less likely to graduate from high school and college, they
are more likely to become teen mothers, and they are somewhat
more likely to be idle in young adulthood. The differences between
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children from two-parent and disrupted families are rmot overwhelm-
mg and not inevitable, but they are large enough to merit our
concern. The average young woman from a white one-parent farmily
has about the same risk of becoming a teen mother as the average
black or Hispanic young woman from a two-parent family, and she
1s more likely to drop out of school than the average black child.

In short, some of the advantages associated with being white are
equivalent to the advantages associated with living with two parents.
The only measure of success that does not fit the general pattern
1s idleness. Family structure is only weakly related to idleness among
whites and not related at all among Hispanics. But among young
black men, family structure has a substantial effect on their chances
of finding steady work.

Given what we know about the labor market problems of young
black men, we should not be too surprised to learn that family
structure has a larger effect on their behavior than on young men
from other racial and ethnic groups. Whereas all children have more
or less equal access to a high school education and to information
about birth control, young black men are more disadvantaged than
young white or Hispanic men when it comes to finding and keep-
ing a job. They live in comununities with higher concentrations of
poverty and unemployment, and they experience more discrimi-
naton than other young men."?

Even children from advantaged families are vulnerable to the
negative effects of family disruption. Among whites, living in a
one-parent family takes away some of the advantages of having
parents with a college education; it puts white middte-class children
on a par with white children whose parents have never been to
college but have remained together. This is not the case for blacks.
Black children from advantaged families whose parents split up do
much better than black children in general. But when we compare
advantaged black families to one another, we find that two-parent
families are more likely to graduate a child from high school and
college than are one-parent families.

Finally, girls may be more adversely affected than boys by family
disruption. There 1s some evidence that the effect of living with
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one parent on dropping out of high school is greater for young
women than young men, and there is also evidence that the effect
of family disruption on college graduation is greater for young
women than young men. These findings are not consistent across all
four surveys, however, and therefore should be viewed as tentative.




CHAPTER FOUR '

WHAT
HURTS AND
WHAT HELPS

In Chapter 3 we treated all children from dis-
rupted families as though they were alike. Children born to un-
married mothers were combined with children who lived with
divorced mothers and widowed mothers. Children who experi-
enced single parenthood in early childhood were combined with
children whose parents divorced in adolescence. And the presence
of other adults in the household—grandmothers, cohabiting men,
and stepfathers—was ignored. In this chapter we ask whether any
of these factors make a difference to the well-being of children.

The answer to this question should be useful to parents as well
as policymakers who may be in a position to influence the condi-
tions under which children experience single parenthood, even if
they cannot prevent it. If the effect of living apart from a parent is
the same for children of never-married parents as it is for children
of divorced parents, for example, we should be less concerned about
whether or not the parents are married when the child is born. We
would care about whether or not an unmarried father supported
his child after birth, just as we care about whether or not a divorced
father supports his child, but we would be less concerned about
the parents’ marital status at birth. This is a very important point
since much of the recent discussion of the potentially negative con-
sequences of single parenthood focuses on out-of-wedlock child-
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birth as opposed to divorce. Judging from the comments in the
popular media, many people seem to believe that single parenthood
due to nonmarital childbearing is a serious social problem, whereas
single parenthood due to divorce and separation is not.

Sumilarly, if remarriage reduces the negative consequences of
single parenthood, or if having a grandmother in the household
improves children’s well-being, we might encourage divorced and
widowed mothers to remarry (or, in the case of unwed mothers,
to marry someone other than the biological father) or to live in
multugenerational households. Again, many commentators talk as
though having a stepfather or a grandparent in the household will
solve the problems assdciated with single motherhood, and some
states have even passed laws to encourage single mothers on welfare
to remarry or to live with their own parents.

DOES THE CAUSE OF INSTABILITY MATTER?

Policymakers and the public in general have expressed special con-
cern for children born to unmarried mothers. Part of this 1s due
to the fact that many people disapprove of out-of-wedlock child-
bearing for religious reasons. Part may be traced to the fact that
unwed mothers have a high risk of poverty and welfare dependence.
The latter causes concern not only because of the costs to taxpayers
but because many people fear that our current welfare system en-
courages single motherhood. While the evidence suggests that wel-
fare benefits have only a small effect on out-of-wedlock childbear-
ing,' unmarried mothers are the fastest growing segment of the
single-mother population, and therefore they merit special atten-~
tion. In 1970 approximately 7 percent of all children living with
one parent were living with a never-married parent; by 1990 the
number was 31 percent.?

Given the rapid increase in the proportion of all children being
born to unmarried mothers, it is sensible to ask whether or not
these children are doing less well than children of divorced and
separated mothers or widowed mothers. There are several reasons
for thinking that the answer might be yes. Because unmarried
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mothers are younger and much more likely to be poor than other
single mothers—64 percent of the former versus 37 percent of the
latter—they are likely to experience more stress and economic
nsecurity? For this reason alone, we would expect the children in
these families to do less well in school. Alternatively, children whose
parents divorce may experience more parental conflict than chil-
dren of unmarried parents, and their reaction to “father loss” may
be greater, since they had shared a household with their fathers and
may have become more attached.

We might expect children of widowed mothers to do better than
children of other single mothers for a number of reasons. First, the
death of a parent usually involves fewer changes overall than the loss
of a parent through separation or divorce. Widowed mothers as a group
are more financially secure than other single mothers, and therefore
they are less likely to change employment or residence after the
father is gone. Nor is parental conflict an issue for these children.

To determine whether the cause of single parenthood makes a
difference for children who grow up with only one parent, we
divided children from disrupted families into three groups: those
born to unmarried parents, those with divorced and separated par-
ents, and those with a widowed parent. Figure 5 reports the risk of
dropping out of high school and becoming a teen mother for these
three groups of children. (The NSFH collected data on employ-
ment histories, but we were concerned about whether respondents
could remember accurately so far back in time, and therefore we
decided not to use the idleness information in these data. Teen
childbearing and high school graduation are much easier to re-
call than employment, and the information is more likely to be
reliable. The data reported throughout this chapter are based on
Cohort 1 of the NSFH and are adjusted for differences in family
background.) In this chapter, dropping out of high school is defined
as not receiving a high school diploma, as opposed to not receiving
a diploma or a GED. We chose this indicator because it is more
sensitive to differences among children from disrupted families and
because it may be a more reliable indicator of school success than
the combination of diploma and GED.

Children born to an unmarried mother are 6 percentage points
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FIGURE 5
Is the cause of family disruption related to child well-being?
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SOURCE: National Survey of Families and Households, Cohort 1. '
NCTE: All numbers are adjusted for race, sex, mother’s education, father's education, number
of siblings, and place of residence. Dropout = no high school diploma.

more likely to drop out of high school than children whose parents
divorce. The difference is statistically significant but not very large.
Children who lose a parent through death, however, have a much
lower dropout rate than other children from disrupted families. The
risk of dropping out of high school is the same for children who
live with a widowed parent as for children who live with both their
parents—15 and 13 percent, respectively, a difference that is not
statistically significant.
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A similar pattern appears when we look at teenage motherhood.
Young women who were born out of wedlock have a slightly
higher chance of becoming a teen mother as young women whose
parents divoreced (the 4 percentage point difference is not statisti-
cally significant), whereas young women who experience the loss
of a parent through death are much less likely to become teen
mothers than young women who experience a divorce—21 per-
cent for the former as compared with 33 percent for the latter. In
this case, the difference between girls of widowed mothers and girls
in two-parent familics is statistically significant.

DO TIMING AND DURATION OF SINGLE
PARENTHOOD MATTER?

Children in one-parent families differ with respect to how old they
were when their parents separated, which might be expected to
affect adjustment to the separation. Freudian-influenced psycho-
logical theories have pointed to early childhood as a critical period
with long-term consequences for mental and emotional well-being.
Thus many people have come to believe that marital disruptions
in early childhood are worse than disruptions in middle childhood
or adolescence. More recent extensions in developmental theory,
however, along with new empirical work on the effects of divorce,
have raised doubts about the unique importance of early childhood.

This work suggests that disruptions occurring in adolescence
may be even more harmful than disruptions occurring in early
childhood. Adolescence is a time when children need a great deal
of parental supervision and emotional support,and it is a time when
impulsive behavior has far-reaching consequences. Whereas young
children may act out their anger over their parents’ divorce by
getting into fights with their friends or siblings, adolescents may
act out by becoming sexually active and not using adequate birth
control or by slacking off in school. While these different behaviors
may reflect similar degrees of anger, the adolescent forms of acting
out have more lasting negative consequences.

Children in single-parent families also differ with respect to how
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long they have lived with single mothers and how many disruptions
in family structure they have experienced. In a case where parents
divorce when a child is three years old and the mother remarries when
the child is five, the child experiences two disruptions and hves
with a single parent for two years, assuming no further disruptions.
In another case where parents divorce when the child is five and the
mother never remarries, the child experiences one disruption and
lives with a single parent for thirteen years (up until age eighteen).
In yet another case a mother may cohabit with a man, or several men
in series, before remarrying. Which of these children is more dis-
advantaged? Are multiple changes more harmful to children, or are
long periods of exposure to single motherhood the damaging fac-
tor? Theorists disagree about these matters and therefore it 1s hard
to predict, a priori, which child will be more adversely affected.

Table 3 reports high school dropout rates and teen birth rates
according to the age at which a child first experienced the loss of
a parent, the length of time he or she lived with a single mother,
the total number of family disruptions, and whether the mother
remarried. Again, all of the estimates are adjusted for differences in
family background characteristics. According to our findings, the
age of the child at the time of the family disruption is not related
to the risk of dropping out of school or early childbearing. Children
who experience family disruption before they are five years old
have about the same chance of dropping out of school and having
a child before age twenty as children who experience a disruption
during adolescence. The percentage differences are not statistically
significant.

Moreover, the number of years of exposure to single parenthood
does not seem to matter either. Children who live with a single
mother for less than five years are about as successtul as children
who live with a single mother for more than five years. Even
multiple changes in the family structure do not discriminate among
children from one-parent families. Children who experience two
or more disruptions due to divorces and remarriages have about
the same risk of dropping out of school and having a teen birth as
children who experience only one disruption.
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TABLE 3
Do the timing and duration of family disruption make -
a difference in child well-being?

| High school

Teen birth risk

Condition dropout risk (women)
Child’s age at first disruption
0-5 33% 35%
6-11 29 30
12+ 27 28
Years in a one-parent family
More than 5 29 30
| Fewer than 5 33 33
|
Number of disruptions '
1 or fewer 31 33
2 or more 32 33
Remarriage
| No 31 30
| Yes 30 33

‘ Source: National Survey of Families and Households, Cohort 1.

Note: Sample includes only children from one-parent farnilies. Estimates
are based on separate models for each set of predictor variables: age at first
disruption, years in a one-parent family, number of disruptons, remarriage.
ii)ne of the differences are statistically significant.

A colleague, Roger Wojtkiewicz, has used both the NLSY and
NSFH surveys to examine differences in children’s family histories,
and his findings are similar to our own. He finds that exposure to
single parenthood, rather than timing, duration, or number of dis-
ruptions, is all that really matters for determining school achieve-
ment.* If a disruption occurs early, the yearly effect of living in
a single-parent family is small; if it occurs late, the yearly effect
is large. Either way, the bottom line is the same: living in a one-
parent family reduces children’s chances of graduating from high
school, compared with children raised by two parents.
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Two other colleagues—Lawrence Wu and Brian Martinson—
have used the NSFH data to examine the relationship between
family structure and premarital childbearing (not necessarily among
teen mothers).> They find that the total number of disruptions is
very important in predicting premarital childbearing, whereas liv-
ing in a single-parent family or being born to an unmarried mother
is not. Since they were looking at childbearing beyond age twenty
and since they adjust for a different set of variables than we do—
such as how early the child leaves home—the two analyses are not
comparable. However, the fact that they find large effects associated
with changes in family structure suggests that multiple disruptions
may indeed be harmful to children.

DO STEPPARENTS MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

Whether or not a mother remarries—or, in the case of an unwed
mother, marries—is another factor that shapes children’s experi-
ences of farmily hfe. Larry Bumpass and james Sweet report that
nearly half of all children who spend some part of their childhood
with a single mother will eventually live for some period of time
with a stepfather.® Nearly half of these new marriages will end in
divorce before the child reaches eighteen. Thus, children whose
mothers remarry when they are relatively young are likely to ex-
perience multiple disruptions in their family structure. What out-
comes do we see among children who have lived with stepparents?

Table 3 compares children who live with a parent and stepparent
with chiidren who live with a single parent only. it shows that
remarriage neither reduces nor improves a child’s chances of gradu-
ating from high school or avoiding a teenage birth.

DOES THE SEX OF THE PARENT MATTER?

Most children who live with only one parent live with their moth-
ers, and we often equate single parenthood with single motherhood.
Nevertheless, about 12 percent of children who live apart from a
parent at age sixteen are living with their fathers. Thus it makes
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sense to ask whether children do better when they live with single
fathers than with single mothers.

There are several reasons for thinking that fathers might make
better single parents than mothers. Clearly, fathers have more in-
come. If lack of economic resources is the key to why divorce has
a negative effect on children, we might expect children in single-
father families to do better than children in single-mother families.
A father also provides a male role model, which may be especially
important for boys. Finally, single fathers are more likely to be
widowers than singlc mothers, and we have shown that widowhood
1s associated with better outcomes among children.

On the other hand, we might expect children in single-father
families to be doing worse than children in single-mother families.
Father custody is unusual in our society, and there is undoubtedly
a good deal of selectivity associated with such an arrangement. If,
for example, the father obtained custody because the mother is an
alcoholic or is abusive, we would expect the child to do worse, not
because of living with the father but because of the mother’s prob-
lems. Women become single mothers for many reasons, including
alcoholism or abuse on the part of the father, whereas men usually
become single fathers when the mother is unwilling or unable to
take care of the child. Despite the increase in joint custody and
father custody, the average father still has a hard time gaining cus-
tody of his children unless he can prove that the mother is “unfit”
or has a serious problem. Thus the average child in a single-father
family is more likely to have a “problem nonresident parent” than
1s the average child in a single-mother tamily.

We found that single fathers do no better than single mothers
at keeping their children in school. Dropout rates are nearly iden-
tical in the two types of families (Figure 6). Similarly, young women
who live with single fathers are just as likely to become teen moth-
€rs as young women who live with single mothers. (The percentage
point differences are not statistically significant.) The finding that
children hiving with single fathers do as poorly with respect to
schooling and early childbearing as children living with single mothers
has been replicated with the NLSY and PSID surveys.
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FIGURE 6
Is the sex of the custodial parent related to
child well-being?

| No disruption - Single father L:_J Singte mother

37%

31% 30%

28%

13%
1%

High school Teen birth risk
dropout risk (women)

SOURCE: National Survey of Families and Households, Cohon_1. ’ )
NOTE: All numbers are adjusted for race, sex, mother's education, father's education,
number of siblings, and place of residence. Dropout = no high school dipioma.

DO GRANDMOTHERS HELP?

Grandmothers living with single mothers sometimes provide free
childcare or contribute income to the family, both of which should
make children better off. In addition, grandmothers may proviFle
emotional support to the mother, which might improve the qual?ty
of the mother’s parenting. They also may increase parental authority
and control over the child. But is all this enough to offset the
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FIGURE 7
Is the presence of a grandmother related to
child well-being?
L | No disruption j: Single mother - Single mother and
grandmother
60%
37%
0,
31% 30%
13% '
11% !
| S— | —
High school Teen birth risk
dropout risk (women)
SOURCES: National Survey of Families and Households, Cohort 1.
NOTE: All numbers are adjusted for race, sex, mother's education, father’s education
number of siblings, and place of residence. Dropout = no high school diploma. ’

negative effects of single parenthood on school achievement and
early childbearing? :

Andrew Cherlin and Frank Furstenberg Jr. found that grandpar-
ents often help their adult children in times of crisis, such as divorce,
and other researchers have shown, that being raised by a mother
and grandmother is just as good as being raised by two parents, at
least in terms of children’s psychological well-being.’
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Most single mothers with adolescent children do not have a
grandmother living in the household. Only 4 percent of the chil-
dren.in the NSFH data were living with a single mother and a
grandmother when they were age sixteen, and this percentage was
about the same in all of the surveys. The popular belief that grand-
mothers are helping single mothers raise their children probably
arises from studies that focus on young teen mothers, many of
whom live with their mothers or parents. Multigenerational house-
holds are relatively uncommon among older single mothers with
adolescent children.

According to our data (Figure 7), having a grandmother in the
home increases the risk of dropping out of high school and has
virtually no effect on early childbearing. (The 7 percentage point
difference is not statistically significant.) Young adults who live with
a single mother and a grandmother are twice as likely to drop out
of school as young adults who live with a single mother only.

There are a couple of reasons why the “grandmother effect” may
be negative. First, we are looking at household composition when
the child is sixteen, whereas studies that have found positive effects
for grandmothers have usually looked at younger children. Having
a grandmother in the family at age sixteen is quite unusual and may
mean something very different from having a grandmother around
at age three or age eight. For example, grandmothers may decide
to live with a single mother and teenage child because the child is
having trouble or because the mother is not doing a good job of
parenting. Alternatively, a grandmother may be living in the house-
hold because she is disabled and needs someone to care for her. In
either of these scenarios, we would not expect the relationship be-
tween grandmother co-residence and child well-being to be positive.

ARE BOYS AND GIRLS AFFECTED DIFFERENTLY
BY CIRCUMSTANCES?

In the previous chapter we noted that although there were many
reasons for thinking that young men might be more negatively
affected by family disruption than young women, the empirical
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evidence suggests that they are not. Indeed, there is some evidence
that the opposite is true. In this chapter we look at whether the
circumstances surrounding the disruption have different effects on
boys and girls.

We were able to 1dentify a couple of areas in which boys and
girls respond difterently. Being born to unmarried parents is more
negative for boys than for girls, and the timing of the parents’
divorce—whether 1t occurs in early childhood or in adolescence—
is more important for girls than for boys. Girls who experience an
early disruption (before age five) are much more likely to drop out
of high school than girls who experience a late disruption (after
age eleven). For boys, the age at which the disruption occurs does
not matter. These tindings are based on small samples and only one
data set (the NSFH). Therefore we caution the reader against giving
the results too much weight.

ARE BLACK AND WHITE CHILDREN AFFECTED
DIFFERENTLY BY CIRCUMSTANCES?

We also looked at whether blacks respond in the same way as whites
to the conditions surrounding family disruption. Again, we found
a couple of potentially important differences.

First, we found some evidence that living with a widowed mother
was less beneficial for young black women than for young white
women. Black girls who lost a parent through death were just as
likely to become teen mothers as black girls who lost a parent
through divorce or nonmarital birth. They were more likely to finish
high school, however, which suggests that in some domains wid-
owhood has similar effects for whites and blacks.

Second, living in a stepfamily at age sixteen was more advanta-
geous for blacks than for whites. Young black men who lived in
stepfamilies had a dropout rate of only 23 percent, which is com-
parable to the rate for blacks in two-parent families, and young
black women in stepfamilies had the same risk of becoming a teen
mother as young black women in two-parent families.

The finding that black children from stepfamilies do much better
than black children from single-parent families can be interpreted
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in a couple of ways. On the one hand, if taken at face value, it could
mean that stepfathers bring important economic and social re-
sources to the family which enhance children’ chances of success.
Stepfathers not only increase family income, they also provide valu-
able role models and direct supervision. These resources may be
even more important to young blacks than to young whites, since
the former live in communities with fewer resources and less social
control. '

On the other hand, since remarriage is not very commeon among
black éingle mothers (the ratio of single mothers to remarried
mothers is 2 to 1), we cannot rule out the possibility that mothers
who remarry are more advantaged to begin with, which might
account for their children’s higher success rate.

SUMMARY

In this chapter we focused on children raised in one-parent famnilies
and asked whether the cause of the family’s structure (widewhood,
divorce, or being an unwed mother) or the age of the child at the
time single parenthood began makes any difference in terms of the
childs outcome. We found very little evidence that these differences
matter. In general, compared with children living with both their
parents, young people from disrupted families are more likely w0
drop out of high school, and young women from one-parent fami-
lies are more likely to become teen mothers, irrespective of the
conditions under which they began to live with single mothers and
irrespective of whether their mothers remarry or experience sub-
sequent disruptions. .

But the exceptions to this rule are important and merit our
attention. Children raised by widowed mothers do better 1n most
dimensions than children raised by other single mothers. And boys
born to unmarried mothers do worse than boys who live with
divorced and separated mothers. Black children are more successful
in school if they are born to married parents who live together, at
least until the child reaches school age.

These different consequences associated with nonmarital birth
and widowhood are worrisome because never-married mothers
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account for an increasing proportion of all single mothers, and
widowed mothers account for a decreasing proportion. While it is
certainly good that widowhood is on the decline, the fact that
widowed mothers have more resources than other single moth-
ers—in part because society treats them better—is an advantage
that children will surely miss. If the results reported here are con-
firmed by other studies, and if they are picking up a true causal
effect, this would suggest that the consequences of single parent-
hood for young black men’s educational attainment will become
more negative in the future.

On a more hopeful note, we found that having a stepfather in
the household increases the likelihood of success among young
black men and women. While this is good news insofar as it suggests
that the negative consequences of family disruption may be attenu-
ated by remarriage, we must not forget that the remarriage rate is
low among blacks, and the proportion of black children who ac-
tually live with a stepfather is low. In the NSFH Cohort 1 sample,
only about 33 percent of the young black men and women in
one-parent families were living with a mother and stepfather, as
compared with about half of white children. Even more important,
the relationship between living in a stepfamily and higher educa-
tiona] achievement among black children may not be causal. Black
single mothers who remarry are more advantaged before they re-
marry than other single mothers, and this could explain why their
children are doing better in school.

Despite these caveats, we are struck by the overall similarities
rather than the differences among children raised in different types
of single-parent families. Our data lead us to conclude that the
circumstances surrounding a family disruption are less critical to
children’ future well-being than the fact of the disruption itself.

THE VALUE
OF MONEY

Why are children who live apart from one of their
parents more likely to drop out of school, become idle, and have a
child before reaching age twenty than children who live with both
parents? s it because they have a lower standard of living? Is it
because their parents provide less supervision or less emotional
support? Or is it something about the neighborhoods they live in
or the schools they attend? In the next three chapters, we will
examine each of these possibilities and provide estimates of the
degree to which they account for differences in well-being between
children in two-parent and disrupted families.

Many people believe that poverty and economic insecurity are
to blame for the lower achievement of children in single-parent
families. Their suspicions would appear to be reascnable insofar as
income is an important determinant of a person’s life chances and
future success, and insofar as single-parent families have less income
overall than two-parent families.

The question of whether income differences can explain the
disadvantages associated with single parenthood 1s of particular in-
terest to policymakers, since income is a variable over which the
government has some control. If differences in children’s achieve-
ment are due entrely to differences in family income, it would
be much easier to argue that the one-parent family is a viable




CHAPTER EIGHT

WHAT SHOULD
BE DONE

Profound changes have occurred in children’s fam-
ily life—changes that will affect over half the next generaton.
Whereas thirty years ago the typical child was born to married
parents and lived with both parents throughout childhood and ado-
lescence, the average child today is expected to live apart from at
least one parent before reaching adulthood, and a substantial minority
of children are expected never to live with both biological parents.

Throughout this book we have focused on what these changes
mean for children. We have demonstrated that children raised apart
from one of their parents are less successful in adulthood than
children raised by both parents, and that many of their problems
result from a loss of income, parental involvement and supervision,
and tes to the community. For children living with a single parent
and no stepparent, income is the single most important factor in
accounting for their lower well-being as compared with children
living with both parents. It accounts for as much as half of their
disadvantage. Low parental involvement, supervision, and aspirations
and greater residential mobility account for the rest. The last fac-
tor—residential mobility—also accounts for as much as half of the
lower well-being of children in stepfamilies, for whom income is
much less of an issue. Before discussing what can and should be
done for these children, however,let us look at how family structure
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affects the rest of society—mothers, fathers, and children living in
intact families.

HOW FAMILY STRUCTURE AFFECTS PARENTS

Numerous studies, including our own, have shown that single mothers
are much more likely to be poor and economically insecure than
married mothers. They also experience more psychological prob-
lems, including depression and anxiety.! While some of these prob-
lems are due to factors that have nothing to do with family struc-
ture, others are due to single parenthood itself. Single mothers not
only lose economies of scale when they live alone, they also forgo
the economic and emotional support that a second parent can
provide. In effect, they must fill two parental roles—primary bread-
winner and primary caretaker. Since both jobs are difficult and
time-consuming, it should come as no surprise that, compared with
married mothers, single mothers experience much more stress.?

Being a single mother aiso limits 2 woman’s ability to pursue a
career. Without a partner with whom to share childrearing respon-
sibilities, single mothers have difficulty balancing the demands of
work and family. And more often than not, they are faced with the
dilemma of having to choose between doing a good job at work
and doing a good job at home. While married mothers face this
same dilemma, as a group they have more time and money at their
disposal than single mothers and are in a better position to deal
more flexibly with conflicting demands.

Ironicaily, while growing economic independence has made it
easier for women to become single mothers, the rise in single
motherhood may ultimately undermine women’s economic equal-
ity. It is difficult to see how American women can successfully
compete with men in the workplace, unless men assume a greater
share of responsibility for children. And yet recent trends suggest
that just the opposite is occurring.> Women are entering the labor
force in greater numbers and increasing their parental obligations
by becoming single mothers, while more men are maintaining their
same work schedules and assuming less responsibility for children.
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Fathers are also negatively affected by family breakup. Although

the economic costs of divorce are not as great for men as they are
for women, fathers lose economies of scale when they establish a
second household, and their standard of living usually declines rela-
tive to married fathers.* Moreover, there is evidence that marriage
improves men’s productivity on the job and, as a result, their wages,
which implies that divorce reduces men’s lifetime earnings, at least
for those men who do not quickly remarry® The psychological
well-being of fathers is also negatvely affected by divorce. Com-
pared with married fathers, divorced fathers experience higher lev-
els of depression and psychological distress.® Indeed, the emotional
costs of divorce appear to be higher for men than for women. The
fact that divorced fathers report higher levels of depression and
psychological problems than divorced mothers underscores the fact
that a substantial number of fathers suffer terribly from the disrup-
tion of their relationship with their children.

Fathers also experience a loss of social ties after a divorce. While
residential mobility 1s high among single mothers and children, it
1s even higher among fathers who do not live with their children.
Moreover, when friends and neighbors are forced to take sides in
a contested divorce, it 1s usually the father who loses out. Fathers
who lose contact with their children also lose access to the social
capital that children provide access to, in the form of friendships
with other parents and, later on, in the form of adult support for
aging parents. Divorced fathers receive less help in old age from
their children than do married fathers.”

HOW FAMILY STRUCTURE AFFECTS
ALL FAMILIES

Opver the past twenty years, public investments in children have
declined relative to public investments in the elderly.® This has come
about in large part because the elderly are a well-organized interest
group that successtully lobbies Congress on its own behalf, whereas
children have no political power and no voice. The rapid increase
in divorce and nonmarital births in recent years can only widen
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this gap in the distribution of political resources across generations,
for the following reasons.

First, weakened ties between fathers and their children reduce
the number of adults in society who are committed to children’
issues and who are willing to invest in programs for children. Sec-
ond, because single parents earn a lower income than two-parent
families and pay fewer taxes, less money is available to the school
system and other social services in those communities with a high
percentage of single parents. This lower tax base reduces the com-
munity resources available to all children in that community, in-
cluding those who live with two parents. Third, single parents also
have less spare time than married couples and are therefore less
likely to participate in voluntary organizations such as parent-teacher
associations, recreational groups, and political organizations.”

Finally, single parents are less able to protect their property and
their children from predators. Homicide rates and robbery rates,
especially among juveniles, are more common in communities with
a high proportion of single-mother families, even after adjusting
for factors such as income, race, age, density, and city size. Two-
parent families keep crime rates low not by physically stopping
criminal acts but by controlling activities among youths that set the
stage for crime, such as vandalism, hanging out, and so on." In sum,
communities with a high proportion of single mothers have less
economic power, less political power, and less social control than
communities with a high proportion of two-parent families, and
this affects all children in the community.

That said, we hasten to add that many single mothers are doing
a heroic job of raising their children, and many children in single-
parent families turn out very well. Indeed a society that had no di-
vorce would not be desirable insofar as it would mean that women
and children had no way of sustaining themselves on their own. A
society that cares about children will always have a certain number
of divorced and unmarried mothers. And it will protect and provide
for these mothers, just as it protects and provides for widowed
mothers. The issue is how large should this segment of the popu-
lation be? In our opinion, 50 percent is too high a number.



TABLE 14
International comparisons of divorce rates, nonmarital births, and single parenthood.

Percent of all births to

Percent of families headed

by single parents

unmarried women

1960

Divorce rate

1960

1990

1990

1960

1988

28

o

21

United States

Canada

15
20

24
46
30

1

12
13

17

Denmark

12
14

NA

France

Germany
Italy

NA

15
13
13

11
47
28

The Netherlands

11

12
12

Sweden

United Kingdom

-

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1993; Constance Sorrentino, “The

Changing Family in International Perspective,” Monthly Labor Review, March 1990, pp. 41-58.

Not available.

L Note: NA
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ARE THE TRENDS [RREVERSIBLE?

Changes in children’ living arrangements result from long-standing
trends in marriage, divorce, and fertility. Divorce in the Umnted
States has increased since the turn of the century and has recently
leveled off at a very high rate. Nonmarital birth rates have been
going up gradually since at least the early 1940s. After 1960, the
age at first marriage began to rise, increasing the proportion of
young women “at risk” for becoming unwed mothers. Together,
these forces have fueled the growth of single parenthood during
the postwar period."

These trends are occurring in all industrialized countries. Table
14 shows the increase in divorce rates, births to unmarried women,
and single-parent families in nine industrialized countries. Divorce
rates and births to unmarried women more than doubled in most
countries between 1960 and 1990; in some places they increased
fourfold. Single parenthood also increased in nearly all the countries
between 1970 and the late 1980s. The United States has the highest
prevalence of single-parent families, however, and it experienced
the largest increase between 1970 and 1988.%2

Some people have argued that the expansion of welfare benefits
1s responsible for the growth of single motherhood in the United
States. They claim that welfare reduces the costs of single mother-
hood and discourages young parents from marrying. While it is true
that in some parts of the country welfare offers poor women more
economic security than marriage, the argument that welfare 1s re-
sponsible for the increase in single-parent tamilies is flawed in sev-
eral respects.”

First, the trend in welfare benefits between 1960 and 1990 does
not match the trend in single motherhood very well. Both welfare
benefits and single motherhood increased dramatically during the
1960s and early 1970s. After 1974, however, welfare benefits de-
clined, while single motherhood continued to rise. The real value
of the welfare benefit package (AFDC plus food stamps) for a
tamily of four with no other income fell from $10,133 in 1972 to
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$8,374 in 1980 and to §7,657 in 1992, a loss of 26 percent between
1972 and 1992."

Second, increases in welfare cannot explain why single mother-
hood grew among women from higher socioeconomic back-
grounds—women who are not likely to be motivated by the prom-
ise of a welfare benefit. Although women with a college education
are less likely to divorce and less likely to become unwed mothers
than women with a high school education (or less), they too ex-
perienced an increase in the risk of these events after 1960.

Third, welfare cannot explain why single motherhood is more
common in the United States than in other industrialized countries.
Nearly all the Western European countries have much more gen-
erous benefits for single mothers than the United States, and yet
the prevalence of single motherhood is lower in these countries.
The poverty rate for nonemployed single mothers is 69 percent in
the United States, whereas it is around 28 percent in countries like
Sweden, Denmark, France, The Netherlands, and the United King-
dom.'

If welfare is not causing the growth of single-mother families,
what is? While no one can answer this question with certainty, we
believe that three factors are primarily responsible for the changes
in family structure that have occurred during the past three decades.
The first is women’s growing economiic independence from men—
women’s ability to support themselves outside marriage.'® Women
who have their own source of income can be picky about when
and whom they marry, they can leave bad marriages, and they can
bear and raise children on their own, if they choose to do so. Thus
we would expect to find more single mothers in a society in which
women are more economically independent.

American women have been moving steadily toward economic
independence throughout the twentieth century, in response to
increases in the value of their time (hourly wage), greater control
over fertility, and declines in the time required for housework. Since
the turn of the century, each new cohort of young women has
entered the labor force in greater proportions and has stayed at
work longer than the previous cohort. By 1970 over half of all
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American women were employed or looking for work,and by 1990
nearly three quarters were in the labor force.” While the rise in
welfare benefits during the 1950s and 1960s may have made poor
women less dependent on men by providing them with an alter-
native source of economic support, welfare was a small part of a
much larger force that was making all women more independent.

A second factor contributing to the growth of single mother-
hood is the decline in men’s earming power relative to women’s.
After World War II and up through the early 1970s, both men and
women benefited from a strong economy and from the economic
prosperity that swept the country. Thus, while women were be-
coming more self-sufficient during the 1950s and 1960s, men’
wages and employment opportunities were increasing as well. Con-

‘sequently, marriage continued to be economically rewarding, even

though more and more women could afford to live alone. After
1970, however, the picture changed. The gender gap in earnings
(women’s earnings divided by men% earnings), which had been
about 60 percent for as long as anyone could remember, began to
narrow. In 1970 female workers earned 59 percent as much as male
workers. In 1980 women earned 65 percent as much as men, and
in 1990 they earned 74 percent as much as men. (These numbers
apply to full-rime workers between the ages of 25 and 34.) In just
two short decades, the economic “gains” associated with marriage
had declined by 15 percentage points. We would expect declines
in the benefits of marriage to result in more single motherhood,
especially when a substantial proportion of women are able to
support themselves.

The narrowing of the wage gap occurred among all adults, but
the experience was quite different for men and women from dif-
ferent socioeconomic backgrounds. For individuals with a college
education, the wage gap narrowed because men and women were
both doing well, but women were doing even better than men.
Between 1980 and 1990 the earnings of college-educated women
grew by 17 percent, while the earnings of college-educated men
grew by only 5 percent (again, we are talking about the earnings
of full-time workers, aged 25 to 34). Thus, while the benefits of
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marriage were declining, a woman still had much to gain from
pooling resources with a man.

The story was much bleaker for individuals at the other end of
the educational ladder. Between 1970 and 1990 women’s earnings
stagnated while men’s earnings declined; women with a high school
degree experienced a 2 percent decline in earnings, while men
with a similar education experienced a 13 percent decline. The fact
that less-skilled men experienced an absolute as well as a relative
loss in earnings probably discouraged marriage even further since
.1t indicated that many men were having trouble finding work and
fulfilling the breadwinner role. Again, welfare may have played a
part in making single motherhood more attractive than marriage
for women with the least skills and education, but only because
low-skilled men were having such a hard tme and were receiving
so little help from government.

Finally, changes in social norms and values during the 1960s also
contributed to the growth of single motherhood by reducing the
stigima associated with divorce and nonmarital childbearing and by
making single motherhood a more acceptable alternative lifestyle.
The revolution mn sexual mores was especially important in this
respect because it permitted young men and women to have inti-
mate relationships and to live together outside marriage. In the
1950s, if a young unmarried woman found herself pregnant, the
father of the child was expected to acknowledge his parenthood,
and the couple were expected to get married. By the late 1980s
expectations were very different, and unmarried couples were much
less likely to resolve a pregnancy by getting married.

Attitudes about individual freedom versus the importance of the
family also changed during the 1960s.'® The new ideology encour-
aged people to put personal freedom and self-fulfillment above
family commitments, and it also encouraged them to expect more
from their marriages and to leave “bad” marriages if their expectations
were not fulfilled. In the early 1960s over half of all women sur-
veyed agreed with the statement “when there are children in the
family, parents should stay together even if they don’t get along”™"*

By the 1980s only 20 percent held this view. Once sex and child-
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rearing were “liberated” from marriage, and once women could
support themselves on their own, two of the most important ra-
tionales for marriage were gone. Therefore, it is not surprising that
when the economic gains to marriage declined in the 1970s, mar-
riage rates declined as well.

The changes in social norms and values continue to influence
family behavior by making new generations of young adults less
trustful of the institution of marriage. Many of the young people
who are having trouble finding and keeping a mate today are
themnselves the products of single-parent families. They were born
during the 1960s when divorce rates were accelerating, and many
of them have grown up in single-parent families or stepfamilies.
Given their own experiences, these young people may find it dif-
ficult to make the “leap of faith” that is often the basis for making
a long-term commitment. At the same time, their first-hand expe-
rience of single parenthood makes it easier for them to leave a bad
relationship and to raise a child alone.

The changes described above provide a more complete expla-
nation for the growth of single motherhood among different parts
of the population at different times, as compared with the welfare
argument, and they are consistent with cross-national differences.
American women are more economically independent (and more
individualistic) than women in most European countries, with the
exception of the Scandinavian countries. For this reason alone we
would expect to see more single-mother families in the United
States than in countries like France, Germany, and Great Britain.
More importantly, low-skilled men in the United States are worse
off, relative to women, than low-skilled men in other countries.
American workers were the first to experience the economic dis-
locations brought about by deindustrialization and economic re-
structuring. Throughout the 1970s, unemployment rates were higher
in the United States than in most of the European countries, and
wage rates fell more sharply here than elsewhere. During the 1980s
unemployment spread to other countries, but with less dire conse-
quences for men since unemployment benefits are more generous
and coverage is more extensive in other countries than here.
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Since these trends date far back in time and are occurring through-
out industrialized Western countries, 1s there any reason to expect
a reversal in family behavior? To the extent that single parenthood
1s caused by the increase in women’s economic independence, the
answer is no. The forces that are making women’s wages go up—
education, technological change—are not likely to be reversed,
and if anything they will probably make women even more inde-
pendent in the future. Nor are we likely to see an end to premarital
and extramarital sexual relationships, although we could certainly
do a better job of reducing the number of unwanted pregnancies
among young people. To the extent that marital disruption and
nonmarital childbearing are caused by a lack of support for poor
fathers or poor two-parent families, however, and to the extent that
they are caused by an overemphasis on individualistic values and a
failure to enforce parental responsibility, it is possible that the trends
in family behavior may level off or decline in the future.

HOW CAN WE HELP CHILDREN?

The first step toward helping children in single-parent families is
to make sure that parents understand the potental risks associated
with divorce and nonmarital childbearing. Many parents are un-
aware that children who grow up with only one parent are more
likely to have problems in school, to drop out of school prematurely,
to become teen mothers, and to have trouble finding a steady job,
as compared with children who grow up with both parents. Parents
need to know that family disruption is associated with a higher risk
of each of these negative events, and they need to know that their
child is at risk regardless of their socioeconomic status. They also
should realize that lack of income, and income loss associated with
divorce, are responsible for about half of the disadvantages associated
with living in a single-parent family, and that too little supervision
and parental involvement and too much residential mobility ac-
count for most of the remaining disadvantage.

Many parents will be surprised to learn that children in step-
families do just as poorly, on average, as children in single-mother
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families. This rather startling finding underscores the fact that money
is not the only deficit created by family disruption, and that remar-
riage. is not necessarily a solution to single motherhood. While
remarriage increases family income, it causes new strains and un-
certainties within the family. It also leads to greater residential mo-
bility, which often undermines children’s connections to neighbors
and friends.

Saying that we should do a better job of informing parents of
the potential consequences of their decisions does not mean that
we support the idea that divorce laws be made more restrictive. In
our opinion, this policy will not strengthen families, and it might
even have the opposite effect. Young adults in the United States—
and elsewhere—are already delaying marriage and are instead en-
tering into cohabiting relationships. Indeed, this is one reason for
the increase in children born outside marriage. Similarly, remarriage
has declined because divorced mothers are more likely to cohabit
than they were in the past. Imposing additional costs on marriage
will only make marriage less attractive, relative to cohabitation, and
therefore people will marry less often. This, in turn, will undermine
family commitments and make it even more difficult to enforce
parental responsibility. .

HELPING TWO-PARENT FAMILIES

In addition to informing parents of the potential costs associated
with family disruption, we believe that the government should be
doing more to help two-parent families stay together. Certainly, we
should make sure that parents who are married have the same
support as parents who live apart.

Healthcare and childcare are two areas in which poor two-parent
families receive less help from government than both well-off two-
parent families and single-parent families. Nearly all middle-income
and upper-income families receive medical insurance through their
employers, and nearly all single-mother families are eligible for Medi-
caid. Poor two-parent families are the most likely to fall through
the cracks in the healthcare system. If some variant of President
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Clinton’s proposal for universal healthcare coverage is adopted by
Congress, this problem will be resolved. Similarly, middie-income
and upper-income families can deduct childcare expenses from
their income taxes, and single mothers on welfare are eligible for
government-subsidized childcare. Poor and near-poor two-parent
families receive virtually nothing in the way of government-subsidized
help with childcare, because they pay no taxes. If we made the
childcare tax credit a refundable credit, this would make the child-
care benefit more equal across families.

We now have a very good program in the United States for
subsidizing the earnings of low-wage workers with children: the
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). This program matches each
dollar earned with an additional benefit up to a specified limit.
Starting in 1996, a two-parent family with two children and income
below $28,000 will receive an additional 40 cents for every dollar
earned up to a maximum of about $3,200 per year. These expan-
sions in the EITC are a big step in the right direction, and they
will do a great deal to reduce poverty and economic insecurity in
two-parent families.

Unfortunately, the EITC is an earnings subsidy rather than an
employment program. Thus, while it can increase the wages of a
poor working parent, it cannot help that parent find a job. Unem-
ployed parents in two-parent families are one of the most “under-
served” groups in the United States. While, in principle, most work-
ers are eligible for unemployment insurance, in practice only about
half of unemployed workers are receiving benefits at any point in
tme.? Similarly, while in principle two-parent families are eligible
for welfare, in practice very few qualify because the conditions for
receiving welfare are more restrictive than those for single-parent
families.*

If we are serious about supporting poor two-parent families, we
must guarantee a job to all parents who are willing to work, both
mothers and fathers. If each parent worked 30 hours a week and
earned $5.00 an hour, the family income would be over $14,000
per year, which is just above the poverty line for a family of four.
We could then limit the EITC to jobs that are not guaranteed by
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the government, so that parents would have a strong incentive to
find their own jobs. The same two parents, working the same num-
ber of hours for the same wages in a nongovernment-guaranteed
job, would have a family income of $20,000 if both received the
EITC.

Finally, the United States is the only Western industrialized coun-
try that does not have a child allowance.?? Instead, we have a child
deduction that is worth quite a bit to middle-income families and
worth nothing to poor families. To redress this inequity, and to
provide more help to poor two-parent families, we recommend
that the child deduction in the income tax be replaced with a child
allowance worth $500 per child for all families.

HELPING SINGLE PARENTS

Besides making sure that our policies do not discriminate against
poor or near-poor two-parent families, we must do more to help
single-parent families. While many people complain about the high
cost of welfare, we actually do much less for single mothers than
do other Western countries. And while single mothers rank near
the bottom in terms of economic well-being in all countries, they
are worse off in the United States than in most other countries.

The poverty rates are lower for single mothers who are in the
labor force, but the relative rankings are similar; single mothers in
the United States are more likely to be poor than single mothers
in other countries, regardless of whether they work. To improve the
economic conditions of single mothers in this country, we must
change our helping strategy from one that places most of the bur-
den on mothers to one that places more responsibility on fathers
and society. '

FATHERS’ RESPONSIBILITY

We must send a strong message to all nonresident fathers (or moth-
ers) that they are expected to share their income with their child,
regardless of whether they live with the child. This means making



148 Growing Up with a Single Parent

sure that all children have a child support award (including children
born outside marriage), making sure that awards are adequate and
indexed to increases in fathers’ income, and making sure that obli-
gations are paid in a timely fashion. In the past we have relied on
judicial discretion and parental goodwill to enforce child support
obligations, and the consequences have been devastating for chil-
dren.

Enforcing child support will not only increase the income of
single mothers, it will send a strong message to men that if they
father a child they incur a responsibility to that child for at least
eighteen years. This should make fathers more reluctant to divorce,
and it should make men more careful about engaging in unpro-
tected sexual intercourse. It will also send a message to women that
if they have a child, they are expected to share parental responsibility
with the father of the child. If a woman doesn’t think a man would
make a good father, she should make sure that she does not become
pregnant with his child. The responsibility of the nonresident father
should be nonnegotiable. Parents can decide to end their relation-
ship with one another, but they cannot decide to end their obli-
gation to their child. In addition, nonresident parents should have
certain rights of access to their children which cannot be curtailed
or termunated, except in cases where the court decides that the
relationship is harmful to the child.

The Child Support Enforcement Act of 1984 and the Family
Support Act of 1988 represent major steps in strengthening the
child support system. The Family Support Act requires states to
establish paternity, to establish guidelines for setting initial awards, to
update awards on a regular basis, and to automatically withhold
child support obligations from the paychecks of nonresident par-
ents. While some progress has been made in each of these areas,
there are vast differences across the states in the extent to which
the reforms are being implemented. For example, the paternity
establishment rate for children born outside marriage ranges from
alow of 5.5 percent in Arizona to a high of 67 percent in Georgia.*

Needless to say, a stricter child support system has its drawbacks.
Many people question the wisdom of forcing nonresident fathers
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to pay child support. They argue that fathers often are abusive and
violent, and that stricter child support enforcement may endanger
mothers and children. While we agree that some fathers may react
this way, we do not believe that very many men fall into this
category. Nor do we think that a majority of children should be
deprived of child support because a minority of fathers cause prob-
lemns. Rather, we believe that strong steps should be taken to protect
single mothers and children from abusive fathers, just as strong steps
should be taken to protect married mothers and children from
abuse. But no one would argue that we should outlaw marriage
because some fathers are abusive.

Our current child support system, which is highly discretionary,
may actually encourage parental conflict. Nearly every father who
is paying support knows someone just like himself who is paying
less, and every mother knows someone just like herself who is
receiving more. We suspect that a new, more rational child support
system might reduce parental conflict insofar as parents would have
2 better idea of what would be expected of them in the event of
a divorce or separation, and they might feel that the system was
more equitable. Of course, if postseparation parental conflict is just
2 continuation of the conflict that led to the separation in the first
place, rationalizing the child support system is not likely to resolve
the underlying parental problem. Rather, the fact that child support
encourages contact between the parents means that parents will
have more opportunities to express their anger and hostility.

The best evidence we have to date on how fathers would behave
under a new child support system suggests that the net effect of
stricter child support enforcement would be positive for children.*
The economic advantages appear to outweigh whatever disadvan-
tages arise from greater parental contact and conflict. While en-
couraging, our evidence is very preliminary, and much more re-
search is needed before we can be sure that the gains from stricter
enforcement outweigh the potential costs.

Other people object to enforcing child support not because they
are worried that fathers will become abusive but because they see
child support as overburdening poor fathers. To some extent they
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are correct, although the mability of fathers to pay child support
has been greatly exaggerated in the past. According to recent esti-
mates, if all nonresident fathers were required to pay 17 percent of
their income for one child or 25 percent of their income for two
children, child support receipt would go up by $35 billion. These
numbers take into account the fact that some fathers have no
income or very low income.®

While many fathers could afford to pay much more than they
are currently paying, it is also true that some fathers do not pay
child support because they do not have a job or because their wages
are so low that they can barely cover their own expenses. To address
this problem, nonresident parents—like resident parents—should be
guaranteed a minimum wage job, and those who find a private
sector job (or a public nonguaranteed job) should be eligible for
the EITC, even if they are not living with their child. Such a system
would increase fathers’ ability to pay child support and would be
less punitive toward poor fathers. This would require restructuring
the current EITC so that it is attached to the individual rather than
the household and so that both parents in a two-parent family are
eligible for a subsidy if their earnings are very low. Otherwise, some
poor parents might decide to live apart in order to receive a second
benefit. One way of accomplishing this would be to divide the
existing benefit between the two parents and the child (or children).
Each parent would receive a benefit irrespective of their residential
status, and the parent living with the child would receive the child
benefit as well as the adult benefit.

MOTHERS” RESPONSIBILITY

The resident parent should be responsible for raising the child and
for contributing economic support to the child. Most single moth-
ers are doing this already. Over 70 percent are working at least part
of the year, and over 25 percent are working full-time, year round.?
These numbers are virtually identical to those for married mothers.
While most single mothers are employed, a substantial minority

What Should Be Done © 151

depend entirely on welfare for their economic support. And some
remain on welfare for as long as eighteen or twenty years. The
Family Support Act of 1988 contains provisions that require moth-
ers on welfare to seek employment outside the home, and many
of the current proposals for welfare reform push even further in
this direction, including putting time limits on welfare benefits. We
agree with the general thrust of most of these proposals, at least
in principle. We believe that in the long run, employment offers
single mothers a better future than a life on welfare. Most married
mothers prefer to work outside the home, and there 1s no reason
to think that single mothers are any different. Ultimately, employ-
ment should increase a ino_ther’s earning power, as well as her
self-esteem. And having a mother who is attached to the labor force
should also be an advantage for a child when it comes to finding
a job and planning for her own future.

Our major concern about the new proposals is that they reduce
the arnount of time mothers spend with their children. The loss of
parental ime could mean less parental involvement and supervision,
which 1s harmful to children. Or it could lead to higher quality
tume spent with them and to more adult supervision, if the children
were placed in good daycare and afterschool programs. The end
result will depend a great deal on how many hours the mother
works, the quality of the substitute care she has available, and the
net income of the family, after deducting for childcare and other
work-related expenses. If a child has less time with the mother and
the family has no more income, he is likely to be worse off under
the new system. If he has less time with the mother but good
childcare and more income, he is likely to be better off.

The outcome of healthcare reform is another critical factor in
determining whether single mothers and their children will be
better off working than on welfare. If entering the labor force
means losing Medicaid, this would be a serious setback for single-
mother families. Establishing universal healthcare is a necessary if
not sufficient condition for getting poor single mothers off welfare
and into the labor force.
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GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSIBILITY

Government also has a responsibility to make sure that the basic
needs of children in single-parent families are met. In addition to
the programs described above—guaranteed jobs for fathers and for
mothers, EITC for low-wage parents, a refundable childcare tax
credit, a child allowance, and universal healthcare—the government
should be responsible for collecting child support obligations. The
Department of Internal Revenue does a good job of collecting
income taxes and social security taxes, and there is no reason why
a comparable arm of the government could not do just as good a
job of collecting child support obligations.

In addition to enforcing private child support obligations, we
believe that the government should provide all children with a
guaranteed mumimum child support benefit,” worth up to $2,000
per year for one child, to be paid by either the father or the
government. Unlike welfare, a guaranteed child support benefit
would not depend on mothers’ income and therefore would not
be reduced if the mother worked. Such a policy might encourage
some couples to live apart in order to receive the $2,000 minimum
benefit, but as long as the benefit was small, it would not have a
large effect on living arrangements. Two parents living together
would stili be better oft than two parents living apart because of
economies of scale. Moreover, if we made nonresident parents eli-
gible for the EITC, as discussed above, fathers could afford to pay
more child support and fewer families would need the minimum
benefit.

NONMONETARY GOVERNMENT ACTION

While government is much better equipped to increase income
than it is to increase other types of resources, local government
could be doing much more to promote institutions outside the
family and to build social capital for children. While this is an area
in which we have no special experuse, we suspect that schools could
play a pivotal role in building such institutions. Community service
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organizations such as those run by the Catholic, Jewish, and Lu-
theran social services agencies have provided this type of support
in_the past. Regardless of the provider, the key goal of such efforts
should be (1) to reenforce parents’ willingness and ability to foster
their children’s intellectual and moral development, and (2) to build
links between children and other adults in the community who
can serve as role models and sources of information as well as
provide emotional support.

One way of achieving this goal would be to extend the school
day and to use school facilities to provide extracurricular activities
such as sports, arts, music education, and apprenticeships for older
children and teenagers. Mentor programs that link children with
adults, and internships that expose adolescents to the business com-~
munity, are also good ideas for promoting the development of social
capital.

Organizing children’s afterschool ume is clearly a major problem
for many parents and one that requires a good deal of cooperation
and coordination. At one time this valuable service was provided
by nonemployed mothers, who spent much of their time planning
children’s activities and supervising children after school. The entry
of these women into the labor force represents a major loss of
resources for the community and for children, including those wath
nonemployed mothers. Nothing has replaced these resources dur-
ing the past few decades, and children are increasingly left on their
own to manage their afterschool hours.

Structuring children’s afterschool time and providing adult su-
pervision and mentoring would reduce children’s opportunities for
engaging in irresponsible behavior and would provide children
with alternatives to the street gangs and “mall gangs” that are rapidly
becoming the major organizers of youth activities in many com-
munities. Structures such as these would also benefit children who
are new in a community by facilitating friendships and fostering
connections with adults other than their parents.

In addition to building community resources, we should give
more consideration to promoting residential stability of children in
single-parent families. Government has several levers for affecting
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whether or not parents move and how often they move. First, it
can affect poor families directly through housing allowances and
subsidies. Whatever is done to improve such housing and to increase
residential stability will greatly benefit children in single-mother
families, since they are the most likely to occupy this type of housing.

An excellent example of how public policy can enhance resi-
dential stability is an affordable housing project on Long Island
where a number of single mothers were able to purchase homes
in 1993. The mothers, who earned between $20,000 and $30,000
and who had not been able to get home mortgages in the past,
became eligible for loans because banks relaxed their lending poli-
cies in response to 1989 federal legislation requiring commercial
banks to report information on mortgages given to minorities and
disadvantaged groups.®

The courts can encourage residential stability at the time of
divorce. Property settlements could be arranged to allow children
to remain in their current neighborhoods and schools for at least
three years after the divorce, and judges could take the parents’
willingness to stay in the same community into account in making
custody decisions. In the latter case, decisions should be based on
parents’ willingness to remain in the same neighborhood rather
than their economic ability to afford to do so. Otherwise such a
policy would penalize mothers who have lower income than fathers
after a divorce.

SUMMING UP

The policy recommendations that we have outlined above are driven
by three underlying principles. The first is that something must be
done immediately to redice the economic insecurity of children grow-
ing up in single-parent families. Low income or income loss is the
single most important factor in accounting for the lower achieve-
ment of children in single-mother families. It accounts for half of
the difference in educational achievement, weak labor force attach-
ment, and early childbearing. Thus, raising income would go a long
way toward closing the achievement gap between children in two-
parent and single-parent families. The federal government has dem-
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onstrated considerable success in reducing the economic insecurity
of the elderly, and there is no reason why the same cannot be done
for-children.

A second principle underlying our recommendations is shared
responsibility. We believe the costs of raising children must be dis-
tributed more equally among men and women and between par-
ents and nonparents. At present mothers are bearing a dispropor-
tionate share of the costs of children. Fairness demands that fathers
and society at large assume greater responsibility. We also believe
that shared responsibility extends to different levels of government—
action by the federal government must be combined with respon-
sibility at the local level. While the federal government can transfer
income and collect child support obligations, it is not well equipped
for fostering social capital in a community. This must be done by
teachers, employers, religious leaders, and other community mem-
bers who have a stake in the future of children.

The third, and perhaps most important, principle guiding our
recommendations 1s that programs should be universal, that is, they
should be available to all children and all parents. This emphasis
underscores our belief that the problems facing single-parent fami-
lies are not very different from the problems facing all parents. They
are just more obvious and more pressing. While single mothers have
the highest poverty rates of all families, many two-parent families
have not done so well during the past two decades. And children
in two-parent families have experienced a loss of parents’ time as
more and more mothers have entered the labor force.

Universal programs not only benefit a broader range of children,
they avoid the dilemma of how to help children in one-parent
farnilies without increasing the prevalence of such families. In other
words, they do not send a message to young men and women that
they will receive help only if they live apart.

Finally, universal programs reenforce the idea that single moth-
erhood is a risk shared not by a small subset of people but by the
majority of the population. Growing up with a single parent is not
something that happens to other people and other people’s children;
it is something that happens to us and to our children’s children.



