
The 40-hour-a-week, year-round work requirement

Congress is considering imposing on TANF recipients

is substantially higher than the current level of mothers’

employment activity. Most mothers do work for pay,

but half of those working are employed either part of

the year or part-time, or both.

Analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population

Survey1 – the source of U.S. Department of Labor

statistics on labor force participation and unemployment

– by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research finds

that mothers’ work activity, while substantial, does not

approach the level envisioned by policy makers

reviewing the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families

(TANF) program.2 Mothers of younger children are

especially likely to curtail their work activity.

The analysis also reveals that:

• While seventy-six percent of mothers work for pay,

only two of every five mothers (39 percent) work 40

hours per week throughout the year (Figure 1).3

• Only one-fourth of mothers of infants (24 percent)

work 40 hours weekly year-round (Figure1).4

• Poor and near-poor mothers have lower levels of full-

time, year-round employment than non-poor mothers

(Figure 2).5

• For all mothers, including those with no paid work,

the average number of hours of paid work per week

is 24.5 – just over half the proposed standard being

debated in Congress (Figure 3).

• Of mothers who work year-round, even non-poor

mothers average fewer than 40 hours of paid work

per week (Figure 4).

• Mothers who receive TANF and work year-round

have considerable work effort, averaging 33 hours per

week (Figure 4).6

• Married mothers have much lower rates of full-time,

year-round employment than single mothers, at all

income levels (Table 1).7

In considering why work activity varies by income, some

analysts have suggested that low-income mothers may

not be able to afford quality care for their children while

they are at work and that many jobs available to women

with relatively few job-related skills are structured by

employers as either part-time or part-year opportunities,

or both. In addition, higher-income mothers’ resources

for purchasing other services that make it easier to both

work and care for children may significantly enhance

their ability to devote more hours to paid employment

than poor and near-poor mothers can realistically

undertake.

1 The analysis uses the March 2002 Annual Demographic

Supplement to the Current Population Survey, which surveyed

approximately 99,000 households.
2 Our dataset includes 32,946 mothers (women aged 16 to 64 living

with their biological, adopted, and stepchildren).
3 “Year-round” and “throughout the year” work activity is defined

as 50 or more weeks in 2001.
4 “Infants” are children less than one year old in March 2002.
5 Poor mothers have family income below the

poverty level; near-poor mothers have family income between 100

and 199 percent of the poverty level; non-poor mothers have family

income of 200 percent of the poverty level or higher.
6 TANF recipiency reflects income from TANF in 2001.
7 Married mothers are those living with their husbands. Married,

spouse absent; widowed; divorced; separated; and never-married

mothers are “single.”
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Figure 2. Percent of Mothers Aged 16 to 64 Working Full-Time
Year-Round, by Poverty Status, 2001

Source: Institute for Women's Policy Research analysis of the March 2002 Annual Demographic Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
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Notes: Full-time is forty or more usual hours per week; year-round is fifty or more weeks in 2001. "Mothers" are women aged sixteen to sixty-four living
with their biological, adopted and step-children who are under the age of eighteen.  "Infants" are children less than one year old; "pre-schoolers" are
aged one to five years; and "school-age children" are aged six to seventeen; in March 2002.  Percentages may not sum to 100.0 due to rounding.
Source: Institute for Women's Policy Research analysis of the March 2002 Annual Demographic Supplement to the Current Population Survey.

Figure 1. Mothers' Work Activity, 2001
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Figure 3. Average Weekly Work Hours of Mothers Aged 16 to 64,
by Age of Youngest Child, 2001

Figure 4. Average Weekly Work Hours of Mothers Aged 16 to 64
Who Work Year-round, by Poverty Status and TANF Receipt, 2001

Figure 3 Note: Includes mothers with no paid work activity.
Figure 4 Note: Poor mothers have family income below the poverty level; near-poor are 100 to 199 percent of poverty; non-poor are all others.
Source: Institute for Women's Policy Research analysis of the March 2002 Annual Demographic Supplement to the Current Population Survey.
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Table 1. Distribution of Mothers Aged 16-64 by Level of Work Activity, Age of 
Youngest Child, Marital Status, Poverty Status, and TANF Receipt, 2001 

 
 Percent with Stated Level of Paid Work Activity a 

Part-time and/or part-year   
 
 

No work for 
pay 

 
Part-time 
work for part 
of the year 

 
Part-time 
work for the 
full year 

Full-time 
work for 
part of the 
year 

 
Full-time, 

year-
round 

paid work 

 
 
 
 
 

Total b 

All Mothers 24.6 11.5 15.7 9.5 38.8 100.00 
With infants c 32.4 18.0 8.3 17.7 23.6 100.00 
With pre-schoolers d 30.6 12.1 14.8 9.8 32.7 100.00 
With school-age children e 19.6 10.1 17.4 8.0 44.9 100.00 

Married 26.8 11.7 16.5 8.4 36.6 100.00 
With infants 33.3 17.0 8.1 17.0 24.6 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 33.9 11.7 15.2 8.5 30.8 100.00 
With school-age children 21.1 10.9 18.7 7.0 42.3 100.00 

Single f 18.6 10.9 13.6 12.2 44.7 100.00 
With infants 29.6 21.2 9.1 19.9 20.2 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 21.1 13.3 13.8 13.5 38.3 100.00 
With school-age children 

 
15.8 8.23 14.0 10.5 51.5 100.00 

Poor Mothers g 48.7 16.1 10.0 13.1 12.1 100.00 
With infants 53.3 19.3 6.6 15.4 5.4 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 48.2 16.2 9.7 13.7 12.2 100.00 
With school-age children 47.9 15.1 11.2 11.9 13.9 100.00 

Married 64.2 11.6 7.1 8.3 8.8 100.00 
With infants 69.1 13.3 5.5  h 7.3 4.8  h 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 67.1 10.9 6.4 9.4 6.2 100.00 
With school-age children 59.4 11.8 8.5 7.5 12.9 100.00 

Single 41.2 18.3 11.4 15.4 13.8 100.00 
With infants 43.7 23.0 7.2 20.3 5.8 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 38.5 18.9 11.4 15.9 15.3 100.00 
With school-age children 

 
43.0 16.6 12.3 13.7 14.3 100.00 

Near-Poor Mothers 30.3 11.3 14.6 11.3 32.5 100.00 
With infants 43.6 18.3 6.7 15.9 15.4 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 35.1 11.9 14.2 11.2 27.6 100.00 
With school-age children 23.9 9.5 16.5 10.6 39.6 100.00 

Married 44.6 13.2 12.7 10.2 19.3 100.00 
With infants 55.2 17.9 4.14 14.2 8.6 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 48.3 13.5 12.7 9.6 15.9 100.00 
With school-age children 37.8 11.7 15.2 9.7 25.7 100.00 

Single 10.8 8.7 17.2 12.9 50.4 100.00 
With infants 13.5 19.4 13.5 20.4 33.2 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 12.0 9.1 16.9 14.0 48.0 100.00 
With school-age children 

 
9.9 7.4 17.8 11.5 53.6 100.00 

Non-Poor Mothers 18.1 10.7 17.1 8.2 45.9 100.00 
With infants 21.3 17.5 9.4 19.2 32.6 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 24.5 11.1 16.4 8.3 39.8 100.00 
With school-age children 14.3 9.6 18.5 6.8 50.9 100.00 

Married 20.5 11.5 17.9 8.1 42.1 100.00 
With infants 21.8 17.3 9.6 19.2 32.1 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 27.0 11.3 16.7 8.1 37.0 100.00 
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 Percent with Stated Level of Paid Work Activity a 
Part-time and/or part-year   

 
 

No work for 
pay 

 
Part-time 
work for part 
of the year 

 
Part-time 
work for the 
full year 

Full-time 
work for 
part of the 
year 

 
Full-time, 

year-
round 

paid work 

 
 
 
 
 

Total b 

With school-age children 16.5 10.8 19.8 6.6 46.4 100.00 
Single 5.2 6.2 12.7 8.9 67.0 100.00 

With infants 16.4 19.5 8.1 18.4 37.6 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 7.1 10.0 14.0 9.8 59.1 100.00 
With school-age children 

 
3.7 3.9 12.4 7.9 72.1 100.00 

TANF Mothers i 46.9 22.0 8.5 16.0 6.7 100.00 
With infants 40.2 27.7 2.9  h 24.7 4.4  h 100.00 
With pre-schoolers 47.3 19.2 8.9 18.8 5.9 100.00 
With school-age children 49.0 23.3 10.2 8.7 8.8 100.00 

a Full-time work is 40 hours or more usual hours of work per week; year-round work is 50 or more weeks per year. (The 
standard definition of full-time work, used by the U.S. Department of Labor, is 35 or more hours per week.) 
b Columns may not sum to total due to rounding. 
c Youngest child was less than one year old in March 2002. 
d Youngest child was at least one year old and not more than five years old in March 2002. 
e Youngest child was at least six years old in March 2002. 
f Includes married spouse absent, separated, divorced, widowed, and never-married mothers. 
g Poor mothers have family income below the poverty level; near-poor have family income between 100 and 199 percent of the 
poverty level; non-poor are all others. 
h  Cell size is less than ten.   
i Mothers living in households that received TANF in 2001. 
Source: Institute for Women’s Policy Research analysis of the 2002 Annual Demographic Supplement to the Current 
Population Survey. 

Institute for Women’s Policy Research  �  �  �  �  � www.iwpr.org 5



 

Table 2. Average Weekly Hours of Paid Work of Mothers Aged 16 to 64, by Level 
of Work Activity, Age of Youngest Child, Marital Status, Poverty Status, and 

TANF Receipt, 2001 
 

Average Hours of Paid Work per Week 
Mothers with some paid work: 

 
 
 
 

All mothers a 

Average weekly 
hours based on 

total annual 
work activity b 

Average usual 
hours during 

weeks with work 
activity  

 
Mothers 

working year-
round c 

All Mothers 24.5 32.4 36.2 38.0 
With infants dc 18.6 27.5 35.2 38.0 
With pre-schoolers e 21.2 30.6 35.1 37.1 
With school-age children f 27.4 34.0 36.9 38.5 

Married 23.3 31.9 35.5 37.4 
With infants 18.9 28.3 35.2 38.1 
With pre-schoolers 20.0 30.2 34.4 36.5 
With school-age children 26.3 33.3 36.1 37.8 

Single g 27.4 33.7 38.0 39.5 
With infants 17.7 25.1 35.3 37.4 
With pre-schoolers 24.8 31.5 36.6 38.5 
With school-age children 

 
30.1 35.8 39.0 40.1 

Poor Mothers h 11.9 23.2 33.2 34.8 
With infants 8.9 19.0 33.3 33.6 
With pre-schoolers 11.7 22.5 32.8 34.6 
With school-age children 12.9 24.8 33.6 35.2 

Married 8.0 22.3 32.8 34.6 
With infants 5.7 18.6 31.4 32.6 
With pre-schoolers 6.5 19.8 32.4 33.4 
With school-age children 10.3 25.4 33.6 35.7 

Single 13.8 23.4 33.3 34.9 
With infants 10.8 19.2 33.9 34.1 
With pre-schoolers 14.3 23.3 32.9 34.9 
With school-age children 

 
14.0 24.6 33.6 35.0 

Near-Poor Mothers h 21.9 31.4 36.1 37.6 
With infants 14.4 25.6 34.6 37.9 
With pre-schoolers 19.5 30.0 35.3 36.9 
With school-age children 25.2 33.1 36.9 38.0 

Married 15.0 27.1 33.5 35.5 
With infants 10.1 22.6 32.9 37.5 
With pre-schoolers 13.2 25.6 32.6 34.4 
With school-age children 18.2 29.2 34.5 36.1 

Single 31.2 35.0 38.3 39.0 
With infants 25.5 29.5 36.9 38.2 
With pre-schoolers 30.4 34.5 38.0 38.8 
With school-age children 

 
32.3 35.8 38.6 39.2 

Non-Poor Mothers h 27.7 33.8 36.6 38.3 
With infants 23.4 29.7 35.7 38.4 
With pre-schoolers 24.3 32.2 35.4 37.4 
With school-age children 30.1 35.1 37.2 38.7 

Married 26.1 32.9 35.8 37.6 
With infants 23.3 29.8 35.8 38.3 
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Average Hours of Paid Work per Week 
Mothers with some paid work: 

 
 
 
 

All mothers a 

Average weekly 
hours based on 

total annual 
work activity b 

Average usual 
hours during 

weeks with work 
activity  

 
Mothers 

working year-
round c 

With pre-schoolers 23.0 31.5 34.9 36.8 
With school-age children 28.3 33.9 36.3 38.0 

Single 36.2 38.2 40.2 41.0 
With infants 24.2 28.9 35.7 38.6 
With pre-schoolers 33.1 35.7 38.6 39.9 
With school-age children 

 
38.2 39.7 41.1 41.5 

TANF Mothers i 10.2 19.2 31.9 32.9 
With infants 10.1 16.9 34.8 31.3 
With pre-schoolers 10.1 19.2 32.3 32.6 
With school-age children 10.3 20.2 29.9 33.4 

a Includes weeks with no work at zero hours for all mothers, including those with no weeks of work activity. 
b For mothers with at least one week of paid work; includes weeks with no work at zero hours. 
c Year-round work is 50 or more weeks per year. 
d Youngest child was less than one year old in March 2002. 
e Youngest child was at least one year old and not more than five years old in March 2002. 
f Youngest child was at least six years old in March 2002. 
g Includes married spouse absent, separated, divorced, widowed, and never-married mothers. 
h Poor mothers have family income below the poverty level; near-poor have family income between 100 and 199 percent of the 
poverty level; non-poor are all others. 
i Mothers living in households that received TANF in 2001. 
Source: Institute for Women’s Policy Research analysis of the 2002 Annual Demographic Supplement to the Current Population 
Survey. 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3. Distribution of Mothers Aged 16 to 64 by Marital and  
Poverty Status, 2001 

 
 Marital Status 

Poverty Status Single Married All Mothers 

Poor 8.94 4.33 13.27 
Near-Poor 8.25 11.22 19.48 
Non-Poor 10.30 56.95 67.25 
All 27.50 72.50 100.00 

Note: Rows and columns may not sum to totals due to rounding. 
Source: Institute for Women’s Policy Research analysis of the 2002 Annual Demographic Supplement to the Current Population 
Survey. 
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This Research-in-Brief was written by Vicky Lovell, Ph.D.,

Study Director at the Institute for Women’s Policy

Research, with support from the Charles Stewart Mott

Foundation and the Packard Foundation. It is a revised

version of a 2002 IWPR Briefing Paper titled “New

Welfare Proposals Would Require Mothers Receiving

Assistance to Work More than the Average American

Mom; Child Care Inadequate.” This Research-in-Brief

presents initial findings from a larger research project on

mothers’ employment activity. Karen Escalante, Research

Intern, provided research assistance to the project. Thanks

also to Teague Ruder for conducting the data analysis.

For more information on IWPR reports or
membership, please call (202 785-5100), or

visit our Web site at http://www.iwpr.org

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) is a

public policy research organization dedicated to

informing and stimulating debate on public policy

issues of critical importance to women and their

families. The Institute works with policymakers,

scholars, and public interest groups around the country

to design, execute, and disseminate research that

illuminates economic and social policy issues affecting

women and families and to build a  network of

individuals and organizations that conduct and use

women-oriented policy research. IWPR’s work is

supported by foundation grants, government grants and

contracts, donations from individuals, and contributions

from organizations and corporations. Members and

affiliates of IWPR’s Information Network receive

reports and information on a regular basis. IWPR is a

501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization.
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