
SURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOMSURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOMSURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOM

The Income Packages of Low-Income Families with Children

SURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOM

SURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOMSURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOM

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research



Institute for Women’s Policy Research
1707 L Street, NW, Suite 750
Washington, DC 20036
Phone: (202) 785-5100
Fax: (202) 833-4362 • www.iwpr.org

ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report is part of a long-term research
project analyzing the well-being of low-income
families, which was funded by the Ford Foundation
for many years.  The Russell Sage Foundation also
provided a generous grant to support a portion of
the research, while the Annie E. Casey Founda-
tion, the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, and the
Ms. Foundation for Women supported the publi-
cation of the study. In accordance with procedures
established by the Institute for Women’s Policy
Research, this report has been reviewed by
individuals other than the authors.  The views
expressed in this report are the sole responsibility
of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the
views of the Institute or any of its sponsors.

ABOUT THE INSTITUTE FOR
WOMEN’S POLICY RESEARCH

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research
(IWPR) is a scientific research organization dedi-
cated to informing and stimulating the debate on
public policy issues of critical importance to
women and their families. IWPR focuses on issues
of poverty and welfare, employment and earnings,
work and family issues, the economic and social
aspects of health care and safety, and women’s
civic and political participation. The Institute works
with policymakers, scholars, and public interest
groups to design, execute, and disseminate re-
search and to build a network of individuals and
organizations that conduct and use women-
oriented policy research. IWPR, an independent,
nonprofit organization, also works in affiliation with
the graduate programs in women’s studies and
public policy at George Washington University.
IWPR’s work is supported by foundation grants,
government grants and contracts, donations from
individuals, and contributions from organizations
and corporations. IWPR is a 501 (c)(3) tax-
exempt organization.

IWPR BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Ellen Delany, Chair

Marcia Worthing, Vice Chair

Martha Darling, Secretary

Cheryl Lehman, Treasurer

Heidi Hartmann, President

Lynn Burbridge

Mariam Chamberlain

Linda Chavez-Thompson

Harriet Edelman

Maria Ferris

Jessie Hackes

Yvonne Jackson

Brooke L. Shearer

Evan Stark

Kathleen Kennedy Townsend

Katrina vanden Heuvel

Joan Wainwright

IWPR PROGRAM ADVISORY COMMITTEE
Diane Bell

Barbara Bergman

Nancy Duff Campbell

Sarah Gotbaum

Caren Grown

Cindy Hall

Cynthia Harrison

Gwendolyn Keita

Juanita Tamayo Lott

Sara Melendez

Christine Owens

Deborah Weinstein

Linda Williams

Nancy Zirkin

ISBN #1-878428-65-9

$15.00

IWPR #D453

Library of Congress #2002111326

© Copyright 2003 by the Institute for Women’s
Policy Research, Washington, DC. All rights
reserved. Printed in the United States of
America.



IWPR Membership Levels

Graduate Student Member: $35

• Quarterly newsletter, fact sheets, and
Research-In-Briefs+

•  20% discount on publications

•  Special IWPR conference rate

Friend: $60

Regular subscription to the IWPR Informa-
tion Network

•  Quarterly newsletter, fact sheets, and
Research-in-Briefs

•  20% discount on publications

•  20% discount on one registration for an
IWPR conference

Sustainer: $175

Enhanced subscription to the IWPR
Information Network

•  Research News Reporter Online

•  Quarterly newsletter, fact sheets, and
Research-in-Briefs

•  20% discount on publications

•  20% discount on one registration for an
IWPR conference

Partner: $250

Comprehensive subscription to the IWPR
Information Network

•  All major reports

•  Research News Reporter Online

•  Quarterly newsletter, fact sheets, and
Research-in-Briefs

•  20% discount on publications

•  20% discount on one registration for an IWPR
conference

Your membership in the Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) Information Network enables IWPR
to continue its mission to conduct and disseminate policy-relevant research that analyzes and documents the issues
that most affect women and their families. Members enjoy a range of  benefits, including access to the IWPR
Network, which brings you the latest IWPR and other relevant policy information.

Affiliate: $350*

Organizational subscription to the IWPR
Information Network for non-profits

•  All major reports

•  Research News Reporter Online

•  Quarterly newsletter, fact sheets, and
Research-in-Briefs

•  20% discount on publications

•  20% discount on up to three registrations
for an IWPR conference

(*$200 for nonprofits with an operating
budget under $500,000)

Corporate Affiliate: $1,000**

Organizational subscription to the IWPR
Information Network for Corporations

•  All major reports

•  Research News Reporter Online

•  Quarterly newsletter, fact sheets, and
Research-in-Briefs

•  20% discount on publications

•  20% discount on up to three registrations
for an IWPR conference

(**$500 for corporations with revenue under
$1 million)

Eleanor Roosevelt Policy Council

• Comprehensive benefits and invitations to
special IWPR events.

•  Community Council: $500-$999

•  Institute Council: $1,000-$2,499

•  Leadership Council: $2,500-$4,999

•  President’s Council: $5,000 and up
+Research News Reporter Online, upon request

MEMBERSHIP



Survival at the Bottom

SurSurSurSurSurvivvivvivvivvival at the Bottom:al at the Bottom:al at the Bottom:al at the Bottom:al at the Bottom:
The Income PThe Income PThe Income PThe Income PThe Income Packages of Lackages of Lackages of Lackages of Lackages of Looooow-Incomew-Incomew-Incomew-Incomew-Income

FFFFFamilies with Childramilies with Childramilies with Childramilies with Childramilies with Childrenenenenen

Institute for Institute for Institute for Institute for Institute for WWWWWomenomenomenomenomen’’’’’s Ps Ps Ps Ps Policy Rolicy Rolicy Rolicy Rolicy Researesearesearesearesearchchchchch

Heidi Hartmann, Ph.D.
Roberta Spalter-Roth, Ph.D.

with Melissa Sills

1707 L Street, NW, Suite 750
Washington, DC 20036

(202) 785-5100
www.iwpr.org



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

AcknoAcknoAcknoAcknoAcknowledgementswledgementswledgementswledgementswledgements

With the publication of  this report, the Institute for Women’s Policy Research releases another volume
in a series of  studies analyzing the survival strategies of  the low-income population in the United States.
(Earlier volumes include:  Combining Work and Welfare: An Alternative Anti-Poverty Strategy, 1992; Welfare that
Works: Increasing AFDC Mothers’ Employment and Income, 1995; and Food Stamps and AFDC: A Double Life-Line
for Low-Income Working Single Mothers, 1996.)  This study took several years to complete and many individuals
contributed to the research, writing, and production of  the report.

We would like to thank the members of  the Project Advisory Committee for their careful reading of
earlier drafts of  the report and for their helpful and cogent comments.  These members were chosen for
their knowledge and expertise and graciously agreed to provide advice as we proceeded.  Several members
contributed insights throughout the entire research process, from the original research plan to the penultimate
draft.  Members of  the Committee included:  Jared Bernstein, Economic Policy Institute; Bonnie T. Dill,
University of  Maryland, Department of  Women’s Studies; Kathryn Edin, Northwestern University, Depart-
ment of  Sociology; David Fein, Abt Associates; Peter Germanis, American Enterprise Institute; Mark
Greenberg, Center for Law and Social Policy; Katherine McFate, The Rockefeller Foundation; Kathryn
Porter, Center on Budget and Policy Priorities; Elaine Sorensen, Urban Institute; and Deborah Weinstein,
Children’s Defense Fund.

We would also like to thank the committed staff  members at the Institute who helped conduct the
research and contributed to the report in many ways:  Hsiao-ye Yi, Beverly Burr, Young-Hee Yoon, Kristine
Witkowski, and Xue Song contributed data analyis or reanalysis, with Hsiao-ye Yi taking on the lion’s share
of  the analysis for this report; Jill Braunstein, Jackie Chu, Joanna Finney, Daphne Nesbitt, and Hedieh
Rahmanou contributed editing, tables, graphics, bibliographic research, and fact checking; Lois Shaw, Marie
Cohen, Diana Zuckerman, and Janice Peterson contributing writing, rewriting, and editing as well as gener-
ally good advice on presentation issues.  We especially want to thank Barbara Gault, Director of  Research at
IWPR, whose consistent and creative leadership is responsible for bringing this project to fruition.  Most
importantly, for undertaking all the myriad of  tasks necessary to ready a report of  this scope for publication,
we are grateful to Melissa Sills, the George Washington University-IWPR Research Fellow for 2001-2002,
whose careful research and skillful editing helped to verify the report’s many sources and set the report’s
context in the continuing welfare reform debate.  She was also the primary author of  the Executive Sum-
mary.

Our deep appreciation goes to John Lanigan and Ron Mincy, former program officers at the Ford
Foundation, who supported IWPR’s analysis of  the Survey of  Income and Program Participation (SIPP) for
many years.  Their foresight, coupled with an understanding of  the importance of  the continued analysis of
the SIPP from a women’s perspective, enabled IWPR to produce this report and the others in the series,
including Before and After Welfare Reform: The Work and Well-Being of  Low-Income Single Parent Families, a forth-
coming report that updates the welfare reform story through 1999 and 2000.  We would also like to thank
Eric Wanner and the Russell Sage Foundation for their generous support of  the research that is presented in
Chapter Five on the employment patterns and earnings of  low-income parents. Finally, the Ms. Foundation
for Women, the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, and the Annie E. Casey Foundation have generously
contributed to the publication and dissemination of  the report.

Not withstanding all the help we have had in producing this report, any errors of  commission or
omission, of  course, remain our own.  We hope this report will help advocates, researchers, and policymakers
better understand the lives of  low-income working parents.  The gendered lens that we have tried to use in
this research reveals the difficulties these parents face in combining paid work and child rearing, especially in
the absence of  crucial social supports, such as child care and health insurance.  As always, we believe that
truly understanding the work women do provides a more complete and accurate picture of  society and helps
to construct more relevant and effective public policy.

Heidi Hartmann, Ph.D., IWPR, and Roberta Spalter-Roth, Ph.D., American Sociological Association.



Survival at the Bottom

EXEXEXEXEXECUTECUTECUTECUTECUTIVE SUIVE SUIVE SUIVE SUIVE SUMMMMMMMMMMAAAAARRRRRYYYYY ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ viiviiviiviivii

1.     THTHTHTHTHE SE SE SE SE SUUUUURRRRRVIVVIVVIVVIVVIVAAAAALLLLL S S S S STRATRATRATRATRATTTTTEEEEEGGGGGIIIIIEEEEES OF LS OF LS OF LS OF LS OF LOOOOOWWWWW-I-I-I-I-INCNCNCNCNCOOOOOMMMMME FE FE FE FE FAAAAAMMMMMIIIIILLLLLIIIIIEEEEESSSSS 11111

FFFFFamily Divamily Divamily Divamily Divamily Diversityersityersityersityersity ....................................................................................................................................................... 22222
Income-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-Generating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activities .................................................................................................................................. 22222
  Income from the Labor Market ................................................................................................................................. 2
  Income from Government Programs ........................................................................................................................ 3
Economic Economic Economic Economic Economic WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being ..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 33333
SSSSStudy Questionstudy Questionstudy Questionstudy Questionstudy Questions ...................................................................................................................................................... 44444

2.2.2.2.2.     DDDDDAAAAATTTTTA, SAA, SAA, SAA, SAA, SAMMMMMPPPPPLLLLLE, AE, AE, AE, AE, ANNNNND DED DED DED DED DEFFFFFIIIIINNNNNITITITITITIONIONIONIONIONSSSSS 55555

Supplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypesypesypesypesypes ....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 77777
TTTTTechnical Note:  Classifying Married Couplesechnical Note:  Classifying Married Couplesechnical Note:  Classifying Married Couplesechnical Note:  Classifying Married Couplesechnical Note:  Classifying Married Couples ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 99999

33333.     THTHTHTHTHE FE FE FE FE FAAAAAMMMMMIIIIILLLLLY SY SY SY SY STRTRTRTRTRUUUUUCTUCTUCTUCTUCTURRRRRE OF LE OF LE OF LE OF LE OF LOOOOOWWWWW-I-I-I-I-INCNCNCNCNCOOOOOMMMMME FE FE FE FE FAAAAAMMMMMIIIIILLLLLIIIIIEEEEESSSSS 1111111111

Distribution of FDistribution of FDistribution of FDistribution of FDistribution of Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypes in Lypes in Lypes in Lypes in Lypes in Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 1212121212
Numbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of Childrenenenenen ..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 1515151515
  Single-Parent Families ........................................................................................................................................... 15
  Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................................ 16
EEEEExtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies ...................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 1717171717
  Single-Parent Families ........................................................................................................................................... 17
  Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................................ 17
  Three-Generation Families ..................................................................................................................................... 17
  Guardian-Child Families ......................................................................................................................................... 18
VVVVVariations in Fariations in Fariations in Fariations in Fariations in Family Samily Samily Samily Samily Structurtructurtructurtructurtructure be be be be by Ry Ry Ry Ry Race and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 1919191919
  Single-Mother Families .......................................................................................................................................... 21
  Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................................ 21
Supplement:  Single Mothers in ESupplement:  Single Mothers in ESupplement:  Single Mothers in ESupplement:  Single Mothers in ESupplement:  Single Mothers in Extended Fxtended Fxtended Fxtended Fxtended Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies .......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 2222222222

4.4.4.4.4.     HOHOHOHOHOW LW LW LW LW LOOOOOWWWWW-I-I-I-I-INCNCNCNCNCOOOOOMMMMME FE FE FE FE FAAAAAMMMMMIIIIILLLLLIIIIIEEEEES PS PS PS PS PAAAAACKCKCKCKCKAAAAAGGGGGE RE RE RE RE REEEEESOUSOUSOUSOUSOURRRRRCECECECECES S S S S TTTTTO SO SO SO SO SUUUUURRRRRVIVEVIVEVIVEVIVEVIVE 2525252525

Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 2525252525
  Single-Father Families ........................................................................................................................................... 26
  Single-Mother Families:  Job Reliants .................................................................................................................... 27
  Single-Mother Families:  Job/Welfare Reliants ...................................................................................................... 27
  Single-Mother Families:  Welfare Reliants ............................................................................................................. 29
Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 2929292929
  Equitable Earners .................................................................................................................................................. 31
  Primary/Secondary Earners ................................................................................................................................... 31
  Marginal Earners .................................................................................................................................................... 34
  AFDC-UP Recipients ............................................................................................................................................... 36

SURVIVAL AT THE BOTTOM

CONTENTS

i

iii



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

5.5.5.5.5.     THTHTHTHTHE EE EE EE EE EMMMMMPPPPPLLLLLOOOOOYYYYYMMMMMEEEEENTNTNTNTNT P P P P PAAAAATTTTTTTTTTEEEEERRRRRNNNNNS OF LS OF LS OF LS OF LS OF LOOOOOWWWWW-I-I-I-I-INCNCNCNCNCOOOOOMMMMME MOE MOE MOE MOE MOTHTHTHTHTHEEEEERRRRRS AS AS AS AS ANNNNND FD FD FD FD FAAAAATHTHTHTHTHEEEEERRRRRSSSSS 3939393939

Human Capital and EmploHuman Capital and EmploHuman Capital and EmploHuman Capital and EmploHuman Capital and Employmentymentymentymentyment ...................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 3939393939
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation and Hours of ticipation and Hours of ticipation and Hours of ticipation and Hours of ticipation and Hours of WWWWWorkorkorkorkork ....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 4242424242
  Single Parents ........................................................................................................................................................ 42
  Married Mothers .................................................................................................................................................... 44
  Married Fathers ..................................................................................................................................................... 45
Jobs and EarningsJobs and EarningsJobs and EarningsJobs and EarningsJobs and Earnings ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 4646464646
  Single Mothers ...................................................................................................................................................... 46
  Single Fathers ........................................................................................................................................................ 48
  Married Mothers .................................................................................................................................................... 48
  Married Fathers ..................................................................................................................................................... 48
FFFFFactors Ractors Ractors Ractors Ractors Related to Mothers’elated to Mothers’elated to Mothers’elated to Mothers’elated to Mothers’ Emplo Emplo Emplo Emplo Employmentymentymentymentyment ..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 5050505050
  Single Mothers ...................................................................................................................................................... 51
  Married Mothers .................................................................................................................................................... 52
EmploEmploEmploEmploEmployment and Marriageyment and Marriageyment and Marriageyment and Marriageyment and Marriage ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 5353535353

6.6.6.6.6.     HOHOHOHOHOW LW LW LW LW LOOOOOWWWWW-I-I-I-I-INCNCNCNCNCOOOOOMMMMME FE FE FE FE FAAAAAMMMMMIIIIILLLLLIIIIIEEEEES MS MS MS MS MEEEEEEEEEETTTTT     THTHTHTHTHEEEEEIIIIIR CHR CHR CHR CHR CHIIIIILD CLD CLD CLD CLD CAAAAARRRRRE NE NE NE NE NEEEEEEEEEEDSDSDSDSDS 5555555555

TTTTTypes of Child Carypes of Child Carypes of Child Carypes of Child Carypes of Child Care Arre Arre Arre Arre Arrangementsangementsangementsangementsangements ....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 5555555555
Costs of Child CarCosts of Child CarCosts of Child CarCosts of Child CarCosts of Child Careeeee .......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 5757575757

7.7.7.7.7.     THTHTHTHTHE ECE ECE ECE ECE ECONONONONONOOOOOMMMMMIC IC IC IC IC WWWWWEEEEELLLLLL-BL-BL-BL-BL-BEEEEEIIIIING OF LNG OF LNG OF LNG OF LNG OF LOOOOOWWWWW-I-I-I-I-INCNCNCNCNCOOOOOMMMMME FE FE FE FE FAAAAAMMMMMIIIIILLLLLIIIIIEEEEES S S S S WWWWWITH CHITH CHITH CHITH CHITH CHIIIIILDLDLDLDLDRRRRREEEEENNNNN 5555599999

Defining PDefining PDefining PDefining PDefining Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty ......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 5959595959
FFFFFamilies in Pamilies in Pamilies in Pamilies in Pamilies in Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty ..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 6060606060
  Single-Parent Families ........................................................................................................................................... 61
  Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................................ 61
  Economic Instability .............................................................................................................................................. 63
  Children in Poverty ................................................................................................................................................ 63
Effects of Effects of Effects of Effects of Effects of VVVVVarious Income Sourarious Income Sourarious Income Sourarious Income Sourarious Income Sources on ces on ces on ces on ces on WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being ......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 6464646464
  Single-Parent Families ........................................................................................................................................... 66
  Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................................ 67
  Health Insurance.................................................................................................................................................... 68
  Child Care Subsidies .............................................................................................................................................. 70
Supplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital Status Changes and Economic tatus Changes and Economic tatus Changes and Economic tatus Changes and Economic tatus Changes and Economic WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being ................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................ 7171717171

8.8.8.8.8.     SSSSSUUUUUMMMMMMMMMMAAAAARRRRRY AY AY AY AY ANNNNND CD CD CD CD CONCLONCLONCLONCLONCLUUUUUSSSSSIONIONIONIONIONSSSSS 7777733333

FFFFFamily Divamily Divamily Divamily Divamily Diversityersityersityersityersity .............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 7373737373
Income-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-Generating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activities ............................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 7474747474
Economic Economic Economic Economic Economic WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being ........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 7575757575
RRRRRecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendations .......................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 7777777777

APPEAPPEAPPEAPPEAPPENNNNNDIXDIXDIXDIXDIX ........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... 7878787878

RRRRREEEEEFFFFFEEEEERRRRREEEEENCENCENCENCENCESSSSS .................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................. 8080808080

iv



Survival at the Bottom

LLLLLIIIIISSSSSTTTTT OF  OF  OF  OF  OF TTTTTABABABABABLLLLLEEEEESSSSS

Table 2.1 Average Work Hours of Low-Income Families in the Study, by Family Type, over 24 Months ..................  7
Table 3.1 Distribution of Low-Income Families by Family Types ...........................................................................  12
Table 3.2 Demographic Characteristics and Family Structure of Stable Single-Parent Families ...........................  14
Table 3.3 Demographic Characteristics and Family Structure of Stable Married-Couple Families ......................... 16
Table 3.4 Stable Low-Income Families, by Family Type and Race/Ethnicity ........................................................... 19
Table 3.5 Demographic, Family Structure, Human Capital, and Economic Characteristics of Single

Mothers Living in Extended Families, Month 12 ..................................................................................... 20
Table 4.1 Various Types of Benefits and Child Support or Alimony Received by Stable

Single-Parent Families ........................................................................................................................... 28
Table 4.2 Income Sources of Stable Single-Parent Families over 24 Months (Annual Averages)........................... 30
Table 4.3 Income Sources of Stable Married-Couple Families over 24 Months (Annual Averages) ....................... 32
Table 4.4 Various Types of Benefits and Child Support or Alimony Received by Mothers in Stable

Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................ 34
Table 4.5 Various Types of Benefits and Child Support or Alimony Received by Fathers in Stable

Married-Couple Families ........................................................................................................................ 35
Table 5.1 Human Capital Characteristics of Mothers and Fathers in Stable Single-Parent Families ...................... 40
Table 5.2 Human Capital Characteristics of Mothers in Stable Married-Couple Families ...................................... 41
Table 5.3 Human Capital Characteristics of Fathers in Stable Married-Couple Families ........................................ 42
Table 5.4 Labor Force Participation and Employment Duration of Mothers and Fathers in Stable Single-

Parent Families, over 24 Months ........................................................................................................... 43
Table 5.5 Labor Force Participation and Employment Duration of Mothers in Stable Married-Couple

Families, over 24 Months ....................................................................................................................... 44
Table 5.6 Labor Force Participation and Employment Duration of Fathers in Stable Married-Couple

Families, over 24 Months ....................................................................................................................... 45
Table 5.7 Jobs and Earnings of Single Mothers and Fathers Who Worked at Any Point During the

24-Month Study Period .......................................................................................................................... 47
Table 5.8 Jobs and Earnings of Married Mothers and Fathers Who Worked at Any Point During the

24-Month Study Period .......................................................................................................................... 49
Table 5.9 Factors Affecting Employment Status among Low-Income Mothers ...................................................... 51
Table 5.10 Comparison of Employment Characteristics of Single Mothers and Mothers Who Married

During the Study Period, by Race/Ethnicity, over 24 Months................................................................. 53
Table 5.11 Comparison of Employment Characteristics of Wives and Husbands in Stable Married-Couple

Families, by Race/Ethnicity, Month 12 ................................................................................................... 54
Table 6.1 Child Care Arrangements for Children Under Age Six of Working Mothers in Low-Income

Families, Month 12 ................................................................................................................................. 56
Table 6.2 Child Care Costs for Working Mothers with Children Under Age 13 in Low-Income Families,

Month 12................................................................................................................................................ 58
Table 7.1 Economic Well-Being of Stable Single-Parent Families .......................................................................... 60
Table 7.2 Economic Well-Being of Stable Married-Couple Families ....................................................................... 62
Table 7.3 Months and Sources of Health Insurance for Stable Single-Parent Families .......................................... 68
Table 7.4 Months and Sources of Health Insurance for Mothers in Stable Married-Couple Families .................... 68
Table 7.5 Changes in Economic Well-Being of Families After Mothers’ Marital Status Change ............................. 70

Appendix Tables

Table A.1 Logistic Regression of Employment Status among Single Mothers ....................................................... 78
Table A.2 Logistic Regression of Employment Status among Married Mothers ..................................................... 79

iii

v



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

LLLLLIIIIISSSSSTTTTT OF F OF F OF F OF F OF FIGIGIGIGIGUUUUURRRRREEEEESSSSS

Figure 2.1 Distribution of Low-Income Family Types in the Study ........................................................................... 6
Figure 3.1 Changing Distribution of Family Types with Children ............................................................................ 11
Figure 3.2 Comparison of Distribution of Low-Income Families and All Families by Family Type ........................... 13
Figure 3.3 Single-Mother Families, by Income-Package Type and Race/Ethnicity ................................................. 21
Figure 3.4 Married-Couple Families by Income-Package Types and Race/Ethnicity .............................................. 21
Figure 4.1 Annualized Income Sources of Single-Parent Families ......................................................................... 26
Figure 4.2 Annualized Income Sources of Stable Married-Couple Families .......................................................... 33
Figure 4.3 Annual Income and Earnings of Stable Single-Parent and Married-Couple Families ............................ 37
Figure 7.1 Impact of Government Benefits and Earnings on Poverty, Single-Parent Families ............................... 64
Figure 7.2 Impact of Government Benefits and Earnings on Dire Poverty, Single-Parent Families ........................ 65
Figure 7.3 Impact of Government Benefits and Earnings on Poverty, Married-Couple Families ............................ 66
Figure 7.4 Impact of Government Benefits and Earnings on Dire Poverty, Married-Couple Families ..................... 67
Figure 7.5 Impact of Child Care Subsidies on Poverty Rates for Low-Income Mothers .......................................... 69

vi



Survival at the Bottom

EEEEEXXXXXECUTECUTECUTECUTECUTIVE SIVE SIVE SIVE SIVE SUUUUUMMMMMMMMMMAAAAARRRRRYYYYY

Despite two decades of  debate on the effec-
tiveness of  our public assistance programs, the sur-
vival strategies of  low-income families are still not
well understood by policy makers and the general
public. This lack of  understanding often translates
into policy proposals based on stereotypes of  low-
income families. Many proposals characterize low-
income families as non-working families and, there-
fore, impose work requirements and set time lim-
its on the receipt of  public assistance.  Some pro-
posals call for marriage as a solution to poverty
because of  the perception that low-income fami-
lies are primarily single-mother families who de-
pend on welfare for survival.  Other proposals sup-
port family caps (limits on benefits to a family that
has another child while on welfare) based on the
assumption that public assistance creates a mon-
etary incentive for childbearing and, therefore, leads
to higher fertility rates in poor families than in non-
poor families.  Most of  these misconceptions were
incorporated into the 1996 welfare reform legisla-
tion. The Personal Responsibility and Work Op-
portunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) was de-
signed to discourage dependence on government
benefits and encourage dependence on paid em-
ployment and marriage.  It replaced the federal
entitlement program, Aid to Families with Depen-
dent Children (AFDC), with a state block grant,
the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families
(TANF) program. TANF establishes mandatory
work requirements and introduces cumulative time
limits on the receipt of  cash public assistance.

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research
(IWPR) contributed to the debate prior to the 1996
reform legislation by researching the working lives
of  AFDC recipients.  This research showed that
the economic survival of  poor families receiving
public assistance depends on “income packaging,”
that is, receiving income from a variety of  sources
including earnings, income from family members,
and public assistance.  Even with considerable work
effort and several sources of  income, working

AFDC recipients were still poor.  These findings
called into question the desirability of policies seek-
ing to limit or eliminate cash public assistance to
poor single mother families.

This study builds on previous IWPR work and
provides information on the income packaging
strategies and outcomes for a variety of  low-in-
come families with children in the United States
during a time period prior to the welfare reform
legislation of  1996. The study is organized around
three major themes: (1) the diversity of  family struc-
tures; (2) the income generating activities of  low-
income families; and (3) the economic well-being
of  low-income families. It provides a rich array of
data on family income packages and well-being
during the late 1980s and early 1990s.  Moreover, it
provides a baseline for evaluating the economic
well-being of  families in the post-welfare reform
environment and for assessing the impact of  wel-
fare program changes and other public policies on
achieving the goals of  increased earnings, decreased
poverty, and increased income security.

Data and SampleData and SampleData and SampleData and SampleData and Sample

The data set used in this study is generated
from the U.S. Bureau of  the Census’ Survey of
Income and Program Participation (SIPP).  The
SIPP provides comprehensive, longitudinal infor-
mation on the family structure, labor force activity,
income sources and amounts, participation in gov-
ernment programs, and the duration of  poverty
and employment spells of  individuals, families, and
households. This study included SIPP panels from
the years 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990.  As a result
of  combining these SIPP panels, this study covers
the time-frame from the mid-1980’s through the
early-1990’s.

The SIPP provides both cross-sectional views
of  respondents’ lives at discrete points in time as
well as a longitudinal history of  changes in their
economic circumstances and household relation-
ships over several years.  It is especially useful for
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studying the conditions that result in varying com-
binations of  earnings, welfare receipt, and other
income sources.  This study sample includes all low-
income families with children under 18 years of
age living at home.  These families had incomes
below 200 percent of  the official poverty line or
received means-tested government benefits during
either of  the two years of  each panel under study.

KKKKKey Findingsey Findingsey Findingsey Findingsey Findings

Low-income families show a strong com-
mitment to the labor market.  Single parents head
40 percent of  the low-income families in our
sample, while married couples head 47 percent. The
remaining 13 percent changed marital status dur-
ing the study period.  Of the single-parent fami-
lies, the vast majority (92 percent) are headed by
single mothers, more than half  of  whom (54 per-
cent) depend primarily on earnings from labor
market activity.  The remaining 46 percent either
rely on AFDC as a major source of family income
or combine AFDC receipt with earnings from
market work. Low-income, married couples who
are supported primarily by the income of  one
spouse make up one-fourth of  our sample, while
equitable-earner couples comprise about 16 per-
cent. Many parents combined long hours at low
wage jobs with the primary care of  children.  Al-
though most of  the single-parent and two-parent
families in our sample depend on the labor market
for a majority of  their income, government ben-
efits remained crucial to many of  these families.
Public supports were especially important for the
single parents and married couple parents who
could not work full-time for various reasons.  For
those parents who worked fewer hours, disability
was the primary cause.

Many low-income workers do not have
health insurance. Having adequate health insur-
ance is a concern for all low-income families.
Moreover, we find differences in the sources of
health insurance and the months of  coverage for
the families in this study.  In particular, we find
that families not receiving AFDC often have no
health insurance for months at a time.  In contrast,
the welfare-reliant mothers were covered for 23 out
of  the 24 months in the survey, almost exclusively

by public insurance.  The job/welfare-reliant moth-
ers and the welfare-reliant married-couple families
were covered for an average of  20 months, mostly
with public coverage, but with about five months
of  private coverage as well.  Worst-off  were the
marginal-earner married couples, who received wel-
fare for fewer than two months and received earn-
ings very sporadically.  They spent an average of
eleven months without any health insurance cov-
erage.  The low number of  low-income families
with health insurance has important implications
for welfare reform, suggesting that those who move
off  welfare will usually lack health insurance.

Child care costs are high for working, low-
income families.  Child care costs constitute a sig-
nificant proportion of  the incomes of  poor work-
ing mothers, further reducing their ability to es-
cape poverty through paid employment.  For those
who use paid child care, the cost takes about 30
percent of  married mothers’ earnings and 20 per-
cent of  single mothers’ earnings.  It is commonly
believed that employed single mothers are more
likely than married couples to call on relatives for
child care; however, a substantial proportion of  the
care provided by grandparents and other relatives
is paid, while married women are more able to rely
on husbands for child care.  As a result, about the
same proportion (40 percent) of  working mothers
pay about the same amount for childcare, whether
married or single, and whether or not they received
AFDC.  With a high proportion of  mothers’ earn-
ings going toward child care expenses, former wel-
fare-reliant families will not be able to escape pov-
erty through employment. Insofar as mothers with
low earning ability are more likely to work when
they have access to free child care, the importance
of  child care subsidies that assist low-income work-
ing mothers to obtain the child care necessary to
support their employment is clear.  Simulating the
effect of  child care subsidies on the poverty status
of  low-income employed mothers, we find that
child care subsidies would decrease the poverty rate
of  working parents who also receive welfare from
52 percent poor to 34 percent poor.  The poverty
rate for the families of single job-reliant mothers
would decrease from 15 to 8 percent.  Married,
low-income mothers, who are the least likely to be
poor, would see their families’ poverty rate decline
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from 5.4 to 3.3 percent.  The poverty reducing
impacts of  child care subsidies support arguments
made by poverty researchers and women’s advo-
cates that such subsidies are critically important to
work-based welfare reform strategies.

Low-income families do not have more
children than the average American family. On
average, the number of  children (1.8 per family) in
low-income families reflects the national trend to-
ward smaller-sized families. The emphasis that
policymakers have placed on fertility rates among
low-income families encouraged us to examine fam-
ily size and fertility rates across various family types.
Despite persistent stereotypes of  the high fertility
rates of  low-income single parents, we find that
single mothers in this sample have fewer children
than the other family types (1.6 on average). Those
single-mother families that rely on employment
have slightly fewer children than those who rely on
AFDC; yet, the vast majority of  all single-mother
families are rather small. Married couple families,
on the other hand, have slightly more children than
single mother families (2.1 on average).

Low-income men face a different and bet-
ter-paying job market than do low-income
women. When we examine labor force participa-
tion, work patterns, and the characteristics of  the
jobs held by parents in low-income families, we find
that men face a different job market than do
women.  Substantial sex-segregation in the low-
wage labor market has serious implications for
policies emphasizing employment as the path to
“self-sufficiency” for poor mothers.  On average,
the fathers have higher hourly wages and are in dif-
ferent types of  jobs than are the mothers.  Despite
similar levels of  education, working single moth-
ers earn 71 percent of  the hourly wages of  work-
ing single fathers. All demographic groups of  low-
income mothers in this study, even those with above
average education for this population, are concen-
trated in low-paid “women’s jobs” that do not pay
enough to support their families above the poverty
level, even when they are employed full-time, full-
year.  Such occupational sex-segregation translate
into a $5,000 earnings gap annually between low-
income men and women with similar educational
profiles and hours of  work.  Employment-based

policies designed to move women and their chil-
dren out of  poverty must address gender-based
occupational segregation by enabling women to
enter nontraditional, higher paid jobs, and/or pro-
viding income support when women work in low-
wage jobs.

Contributions from family members and
private charities cannot replace the need for
government assistance. Some proponents of
welfare reform have suggested that reform should
encourage recipients to rely more on family mem-
bers and non-profit social service agencies instead
of  government benefits. Our results suggest that
welfare recipients already rely on family members
for a large proportion of  their incomes.  Further,
our study shows that charities contribute little to
these families’ incomes and it is unlikely that chari-
ties will have the capacity to replace many govern-
ment benefits.

Low-income families depend on multiple
income sources. All low-income families receive
income from at least two out of  three sources: in-
come from mother’s or father’s paid employment,
receipt of  cash or cash-like means or non-means
tested government benefits, and income from other
family members (earnings or government benefits
received by other adult family members).  The rela-
tive importance of  each source, however, varies
among family types.  This reflects, in part, gender
differences in both earnings and the receipt of  ben-
efits from means-tested and non-means tested gov-
ernment programs.  Earnings are relatively more
important in the income packages of  married-
couple families. Single-mothers rely more on other
income sources, such as means-tested government
programs or income from other family members.
The higher earnings of  married-couple families
reflects their ability to rely more on the earnings
of  higher paid males as well as mothers’ earnings.
Moreover, fathers are more likely to receive ben-
efits from non-means-tested government benefit
programs (such as Unemployment Insurance [UI]),
which generally provide higher benefits than means-
tested programs (such as AFDC).  Single mothers
have lower earnings and are more likely to receive
means-tested government benefits.  Their reliance
on these benefits is important because there has
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been a dramatic decline in the number of  families
receiving means-tested government benefits, in-
cluding in-kind benefits from Food Stamps and
Medicaid as well cash public assistance following
the passage of  welfare reform legislation in 1996.
This raises concerns about future access by single
mothers’ to these in-kind benefits, especially those
who are working in low-wage jobs that do not pro-
vide health insurance. It also suggests that women’s
access to non-means-tested programs, such as UI,
is becoming even more important.

Employment precedes marriage for Afri-
can American single-mothers. Recent discus-
sions of  welfare reform focus on the marital pros-
pects of  single mothers who are receiving welfare.
We examined the employment characteristics of
mothers who remained single and mothers who
married during the 24 months of  the survey.
Among those who married, 70 percent of  Afri-
can-American mothers were employed before mar-
rying.  For other racial and ethnic groups, the moth-
ers who married also had higher employment rates
than those who remained single, but the gap is much
smaller than that of the African-American moth-
ers.  White single-mothers were the only racial/eth-
nic group where the mothers who married were
less likely to be employed than those who remained
single.  These findings suggest that African-Ameri-
can mothers are less likely to use marriage as a route
out of  poverty than are white mothers.  Instead,
paid employment appears to increase their chances
of  marrying. Their paid employment also decreases
the likelihood of  poverty for their families before
and after they marry.

Marriage is linked to human capital lev-
els.  We also find a connection between human
capital and marriage patterns that challenges the
popular notion that marriage provides a secure
route out of  poverty for single mothers.  Among
the mothers and fathers in married-couple fami-
lies, those with the highest earnings potential (i.e.,
those with more education and fewer disabilities)
tended to marry each other.  That is, more “mar-
riageable” males tend to be married to women with
similar characteristics, thus improving each others’
job-reliant economic status.  This appears to be a
particularly important pattern among African

American couples. The economically best off  Af-
rican American women are the most likely to marry.
African American husbands experience the high-
est unemployment rates (8.5 percent) among all
husbands and are the only group with lower edu-
cation levels than their wives.  They have the low-
est earnings on average ($1,203 per month) among
all low-income husbands.  In contrast, African
American wives have the highest employment rate
(55 percent) and the highest monthly earnings
($529) among all low-income wives in the study.
Earnings from their paid employment contribute
about 25 percent of  the total family income, while
the rest of  family income comes from husbands,
other family members, and government benefits.

Income is linked to human capital levels.
Our findings suggest that, while families with earn-
ings are generally better off  economically than those
without earnings, employment does not provide the
entire solution for these families, especially given
their human capital levels and the types of  jobs
and limited opportunities available to women. Due
to the current policy emphasis on employment as
the solution to poverty, we pay special attention to
employment characteristics of  low-income parents
and the factors affecting the employment status of
low-income mothers.  We examine various aspects
of human capital, including educational attainment,
job training, work experience, and disability of
mothers and fathers in the different family types in
the study and find that human capital characteris-
tics are closely associated with the employment and
earnings of  the low-income parents in our sample
just as they are for workers in general.  Parents who
are more dependent on employment, rather than
welfare, for their families’ income packages have
the highest levels of  education and work experi-
ence and the lowest levels of  disability.  Our re-
sults suggest that employment is more likely to pro-
vide adequate economic support among families
with higher human capital. Men and women who
rely on government benefits may not have the skills
they need to support themselves and their families
on earnings alone. Many single mothers appear to
use welfare as a means to increase their human capi-
tal so that they may become job reliant.  Over one-
third of single-mother AFDC recipients are en-
rolled in school (part- or full-time) during the study
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period and the same proportion receives job train-
ing.  Current welfare reform policies that restrict
the time and activities that can be devoted to train-
ing and education for welfare recipients may re-
duce single mothers’ ability to build human capital
and limit their ability to become economically self-
sufficient through employment.

Conclusions and RConclusions and RConclusions and RConclusions and RConclusions and Recommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendations

Our research counters many misconceptions
about low-income families.  This study shows that
low-income families are more likely to be two-par-
ent families than single-parent families; display a
strong commitment to the labor force; and have
average fertility rates.  In our sample, the vast ma-
jority of  low-income families work; they are poor
because they are low skilled, earn low-wages, and
receive few benefits through employment.

Our research shows the importance of  pub-
lic support for many low-income families.  Gov-
ernment can provide wage support by establishing

a higher minimum wage, supplementing low wages,
and allowing eligible working families to receive
some welfare benefits without exhausting their life-
time limits.

Government also has the opportunity to sup-
port low-income workers in their efforts to increase
their human capital and qualify for jobs that can
provide their families with sufficient income and
benefits.  It is crucial for government to combat
racial and gender discrimination by reducing job
segregation and enforcing equal employment op-
portunity laws to ensure that all low-income work-
ers are paid fairly, have equal opportunity, and are
rewarded for improving their skills.

Finally, government can improve the well be-
ing of  low-income families by increasing access to
health insurance and ensuring that child care sub-
sidies are available for all eligible children.  Our
research confirms that future welfare reform must
recognize the efforts of  low-income parents who
work and provide the supports necessary for their
efforts to lead to economic security, not merely
survival at the bottom.

xi
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Throughout the past decade, welfare re-
form has been one of  the most hotly debated and
widely studied domestic policy issues in the United
States.  A great deal of  this discussion has focused
on the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) program, the cash public assistance (or
welfare) program established in 1935 to assist poor,
single-mother families.  Beginning in the late-1980s,
this program became the subject of  a number of
policy initiatives designed to raise the labor force par-
ticipation of   poor, single mothers and replace public
assistance with market earnings (Albelda 1999).

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research
(IWPR) has contributed to the debate by exten-
sively researching the working lives of  AFDC re-
cipients (see, for example, Peterson, Song and
Jones-Deweever, 2002; Spalter-Roth, Burr,
Hartmann, and Shaw 1995).  This research shows
that the economic survival of  poor families receiv-
ing public assistance depends on “income packag-
ing,” that is, receiving income from a variety of
sources including both public assistance benefits
and earnings.  These findings question the desir-
ability and feasibility of policies seeking to limit or
eliminate cash public assistance to poor, single-
mother families.

 This study expands on IWPR’s previous re-
search by focusing on how different types of  low-
income families with children use various economic
resources and survival strategies to provide for their
families.  The economic resources available to these
families include earnings from the labor market,
benefit payments from the state or federal govern-
ment, and money received from family members
and friends.  We analyze the income packages of  a
variety of  low-income, single-parent and two-par-
ent families with children, providing baseline in-
formation on their economic survival strategies
from the mid-1980s through the early-1990s.  This

study’s findings have important implications for
evaluating recent changes in the welfare system—
particularly those associated with the landmark
welfare reform legislation of  1996, the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcilia-
tion Act (PRWORA)—designed to encourage less
dependence on government benefits and more de-
pendence on paid employment and marriage.1

The intertwined topics of  this study include
the diversity of  low-income families, their income-
generating activities, and their economic well-be-
ing.  These topics continue to generate political
debate about the relative importance of  personal
responsibility and the role of  government programs
to assist society’s most vulnerable citizens.  What
some call “family diversity,” others call “family
breakdown.”  What some see as legitimate “income
support,” others see as “pathological dependence.”
What some call “reinforcing the work ethic,” oth-
ers call “workfare slavery.”  With this report, our
goal is to offer empirical data that will prove useful
to individuals—whether they be policy-makers, re-
searchers, or activists—with a range of  perspec-
tives on these issues.

Throughout this study, we compare the income-
packaging strategies of  several different types of  fami-
lies with minor children, including single-parent fami-
lies and two-parent families that depend primarily on
employment and those families that depend prima-
rily on welfare.  The strategies these families pursue
are constrained by labor market conditions; the gen-
der-based division of  labor in many families; race and
gender discrimination in employment; family and so-
cial networks; the availability of  child care and other
community resources; and a variety of  public poli-
cies.  As we will see, particular public policies can ben-
efit workers of  different races, ethnicities, and gen-
ders in different ways, just as they can benefit families
of  various types in different ways.

1 The changes in the welfare system mandated by PRWORA included replacing the federal entitlement program (AFDC) with a state block grant, the
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program, which established mandatory work requirements and placed cumulative time limits (five
years at the federal level) on the receipt of cash public assistance (see Greenberg, et al. 2000).

CHAPTER ONE

THE SURVIVAL STRATEGIES OF LOW-INCOME FAMILIES
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The diversity of  family structure has increased
tremendously in the United States over the past
several decades, a phenomenon that has generated
extensive debate on the meaning of   “the family,”
desirable family forms, and the appropriate role of
the government with respect to family life.  Be-
cause these discussions have strongly influenced
welfare reform policy, family structure is examined
in detail in this report.

Although U.S. families have changed in a num-
ber of  ways, the increase in the number of  families
headed by dual-earner couples and single parents
has been particularly important.  The share of  U.S.
families with two earners increased rapidly in the
1970s and 1980s, reflecting the dramatic increase
in the labor force participation of  married women
with children (Blau, Ferber, and Winkler 1998).  Al-
though the increased employment of  mothers was,
in many cases, a response to increasing opportuni-
ties for women in the work place, it was also a re-
sponse to declines in the real earnings of  men.  The
median wages for men working full-time, year-
round declined in real terms from the early 1970s
to the early 1990s.  Family income remained rela-
tively stable only because the increase in women’s
earnings cushioned the decrease in men’s earnings
(Mishel and Bernstein 1995).

Despite the economic necessity of a sec-
ond income for many families, the growth in dual-
earner families has been associated with increased
anxiety about the “decline” of  the “traditional” two-
parent, single-earner family (Zimmerman 1994).
Moreover, many analysts of  the status of  African
American families have raised concern that, because
of  their low earnings, low-income black men may
seem less relevant to their families’ survival, and
fatherhood is being diminished as an important so-
cial and economic institution in these communi-
ties (Darity and Myers 1995; Tucker and Mitchell-
Kernan 1995).

Single-parent families are also increasingly
common in the United States, especially those
headed by women.  This trend also continues to
receive intense social and political scrutiny.  There
is great concern about the economic well-being of
single-mother families, because these families have

relatively low incomes and a relatively high inci-
dence of  poverty.  In addition, there is concern
that growing up in a family with only one adult
may have long-term negative consequences for
children (Blau, Ferber, and Winkler 1998).  Politi-
cal conservatives have been particularly vocal in
arguing that the increase in births to non-married
women and women’s ability to survive economi-
cally without husbands (through welfare benefits
and/or increased labor force participation) have
caused a series of  social ills (Besharov 1993; Murray
1993; Fagan 1995).

This study shows that poverty is experienced
by all types of  low-income families, whether single
or two-parent, especially when they depend on a
single income-generating strategy.  It shows the im-
portance of  earnings from both men and women,
as well as the importance of  government benefits
and earnings from other family members besides
the parents, in the income packages of  the poor
and near poor.

Income-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-Generating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activities

Income from the Labor Market

Given the current public policy emphasis on
participation in the labor market, this report pays spe-
cial attention to the employment patterns and job
characteristics of  low-income parents, both fathers
and mothers.  During the 1980s and 1990s, it was
especially difficult for male workers with a high school
diploma or less to support their families even at a
moderate standard of  living.  These workers experi-
enced falling real earnings and increasingly unstable
jobs.  A number of  factors contributed to the increased
instability in the low-income labor market, including:
increased global competition (Freeman 1994); con-
tinued deindustrialization of  the domestic economy
(Bluestone, Stevenson, and Tilly 1994); ongoing de-
cline in union membership (Mishel and Bernstein
1995); heightened importance of  racial discrimina-
tion against black men (Kirschenman and Neckerman
1991); skills mismatch (Holzer 1995); and deteriorat-
ing employment conditions (Blank 1995).  Because
of  the potential importance of  a father’s earnings to
his family’s economic well-being, this study examines
the labor market experiences of  low-income fathers,
both single and married.
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Although women’s wages at the low end of
the earnings distribution did not experience the
same declines as men’s wages, women continue to
earn less than men.  This disparity is a critical issue
for married mothers, who often contribute signifi-
cantly to family income, and single mothers, who
are typically their family’s sole “bread-winner.”  To
shed light on how earnings disparities between
women and men affect low-income families, this
study examines the differing employment patterns
and labor market outcomes of  mothers and fathers
(married and single).  Furthermore, because work-
ing parents often require child care services, this
study also examines what kinds of  child care are
used by low-income families, how much it costs,
and what percentage of  families could escape pov-
erty if  more child care subsidies were available.

Income from Government Programs

Income from government programs takes a
variety of  forms in the United States.  There is a
particularly important distinction between pro-
grams that are “means-tested” (i.e., an individual
or family must have income below a certain level
to qualify for benefits) and “non-means-tested” (i.e.,
qualification for benefits is determined by criteria
other than income).  Benefits from means-tested
government programs (such as AFDC/TANF and
Food Stamps) are typically viewed as “welfare,” and
recipients are seen as less deserving than those who
receive benefits from non-means-tested programs
(such as Social Security and unemployment insur-
ance). Whereas many liberal analysts argue that pov-
erty rates would be higher without means-tested
government programs (see, for example, Primus
1996), conservative analysts argue that welfare ben-
efits actually increase poverty by discouraging mar-
riage and by creating a culture of  dependency that
deters people from accepting low-wage work (Tan-
ner 1994;  Murray 1984).

In this report, we examine the contribution
of  all cash and cash-like government benefits to
families’ income packages, without labeling some
income sources as “deserved” and others as “un-
deserved”.  We analyze how much of  the family
income package comes from each income source
and how much its value helps reduce poverty.  We
also examine how the receipt of  government ben-

efits varies by gender, because many researchers
have pointed out significant differences in the type
and value of  benefits available to women and men
(Lapidus 1999; Abramovitz 1996;  Nelson 1990).

Economic Economic Economic Economic Economic WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being

Given the difficulties faced by low-skill, low-wage
workers in supporting their families on their wages
alone, many researchers have warned of  increased
hardships for a growing number of  poor families in
the wake of  recent welfare reform initiatives that limit
access to mean-tested government benefits and edu-
cation and training while requiring employment
(Holzer 1996; Blank 1997; McMurrer, Sawhill, and
Lerman 1997).  This study investigates the economic
well-being that resulted from the variety of  income
packages that low-income families put together in the
years prior to welfare reform.  The study shows the
income insecurity that different family types experi-
enced, the ways in which these families’ poverty sta-
tus would have been different without each of  the
major income sources in their packages, and the
changes in well-being that resulted from changes in
marital status.

Although economic well-being can be as-
sessed in many ways, we examine a family’s eco-
nomic well-being primarily in terms of  its poverty
status.  In the United States, the official measure
of  poverty establishes a dividing line (or “poverty
threshold”) between those individuals or families
considered to be poor and those considered to be
non-poor.  By comparing and individual’s or family’s
gross cash income to this threshold, we can deter-
mine who is poor and non-poor.  The official pov-
erty measure has been criticized for several reasons,
including questions about which income sources
and expenditures should be taken into account and
who should be included in the unit of analysis
(Shaw 1999; Citro and Michael 1995; Renwick and
Bergmann 1993).  It is beyond the scope of  this re-
port to fully address these criticisms.  Nevertheless,
we use two measures of  poverty to assess the eco-
nomic well-being of  families in this study: the official
measure and a modified measure that includes the
cash value of  two in-kind (non-cash) government
benefits—Food Stamps and benefits from the
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) program.
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In this study we place low-income families
with children at the center of  the analysis to exam-
ine how parents combine income sources to sur-
vive.  We compare single-mother families, contrast-
ing those that depend primarily on job earnings
with those that rely on welfare, with married-couple
families, contrasting couples in which one parent
works and earns considerably more than the other
with those in which parent’s have more similar earn-
ings.  We focus on a family’s ability to pull together
income sources to improve economic well-being.
For married mothers, this income package often
includes their own earnings and their husbands’
earnings; for single mothers, it often includes in-
come from government programs or from other
family members.  This study also examines the in-
come packages of  single fathers and the income
sources that married men contribute to their fami-
lies’ income package.  Families are described as “job
reliant” when wages from paid employment con-
stitute a major share of  their income and as “wel-
fare reliant” when means-tested government ben-
efits constitute a major share of  their income.

We note that achieving economic “self-suffi-
ciency” requires “dependence” on one or more in-
come sources, whether job earnings, income from
other family members, or government benefits.  Yet,
only one type of  dependency (on government) is
often considered “pathological dependency”
whereas other types (on job and/or on family) are
widely regarded as positive forms of  dependency
that should be encouraged.  In this study, the source
or sources of  dependency are regarded neutrally.
We find that most low-income families rely on more
than one income source.  Having several depen-
dencies likely reduces the impact of  the loss of
any one source and, therefore, potentially reduces
the likelihood of  exploitation in the labor market,

dependence on a violent spouse or partner, or the
stigma of  being “on welfare”  (Spalter-Roth and
Hartmann 1993).

This study addresses questions about fam-
ily structure, income packages, and economic well-
being.  These include:

1. What family structures are most prevalent in
low-income families with children?  How do
these structures vary by race and ethnicity?

2. Where do these families get their income?
What portion and how much comes from the
labor market, from the government, from
other family members, or from miscellaneous
sources?

3. What kinds of  government benefits do these
families receive?  How do mothers’ benefits
compare with fathers’ benefits?

4. What are the characteristics of  the jobs that
these mothers and fathers hold?  How do
mothers’ jobs compare with fathers’ jobs?

5. Which factors increase or decrease the likeli-
hood that mothers will include earnings from
their own employment in the income pack-
ages they put together?

6. What kinds of  child care do working mothers
use?  How much does it cost?

7. How much income insecurity do these families
experience?  How often do they cycle in and
out of  poverty?  How much upward mobility
do these families experience?

8. What is the level of  economic well-being in
these families?  Which income sources are the
most important in enabling different types of
families to escape poverty?
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Our exploration of  these questions provides
a rich array of  data on family income packages and
well-being before the 1996 changes to the welfare
system.  This study provides a baseline for evaluat-
ing the economic well-being of  families in the post-
welfare reform environment and for assessing the
effect of  welfare program changes, and other pub-
lic policies, increasing earnings, decreasing poverty,
and increasing income security.

The data set used in this study is generated
from the U.S. Bureau of  the Census’ Survey of  In-
come and Program Participation (SIPP).  The SIPP
provides comprehensive, longitudinal information
on the family structure, labor force activity, income
sources and amounts, participation in government
programs, and duration of  spells of  poverty and
employment for individuals, families, and house-
holds.  The SIPP is a panel survey that interviews
participating households every four months (each
interview cycle is known as a “wave”) over a 32-
month period. It samples the civilian non-institu-
tionalized population of  the United States.

The SIPP provides both a cross-sectional view
of  respondents’ lives at discrete points in time as
well as a longitudinal history of  changes in their
economic circumstances and household relation-
ships.  It is especially useful for studying the condi-
tions leading to varying combinations of  and tran-
sitions between paid work, welfare receipt, and
other income sources.

The SIPP includes “core data” and “topical
modules.”  The “core” of  the survey includes ques-
tions that are asked at every interview.  Most ques-
tions ask about each of  the four months preceding
the interview date.  Some important elements of
labor force activity, however, are recorded separately
for every week of  the period covered by the inter-
view.  In addition to the core data, the SIPP also
includes “topical modules,” detailed information
on specific subjects such as welfare history, marital

history, employment history, assets, and so forth.
In this study, we use data from the topical as well
as the core modules.

To enhance the sample size for the different
types of  low-income households, we used four pan-
els of  the SIPP.  These include the 1986, 1987, 1988,
and 1990 full panels of  the survey, from which we
drew information from the first 24 months of  these
surveys.  By combining these SIPP panels, we de-
signed the study to cover the time frame from the
mid-1980s through the early-1990s.

The study sample includes all low-income
families with children under 18 years of  age living
at home.  These families had incomes below 200
percent of  the official poverty line or received
means-tested government benefits during either of
the two years under study, which means they rep-
resented approximately the bottom 40 percent of
all families with children.2 Using these criteria to
select the sample, we include families who belong
to varying strata-the working poor, the non-work-
ing poor, and the near poor.

We compare single and two-parent families
and divide them into sub-groups by the sources of
their income—AFDC, paid employment, or both.
The female-headed, single-parent families are di-
vided into those who received a major share of
their income from AFDC and little from paid em-
ployment (the “welfare reliant”), those who relied
on both AFDC and earnings from paid employ-
ment (the “job/welfare reliant”), and those who
primarily relied on paid employment or income
sources other than AFDC to support their fami-
lies (the “job reliant”).  Because of the small sample
size, the male-headed, single-parent families are
grouped in one category, regardless of  their reli-
ance on welfare or employment.

Among married-couple families, we distin-
guish between those whose primary source of  in-

2 According to the March 1992 CPS data, in 1991 families with children who had incomes below 200 percent of the official poverty line made up
38.7 percent of all families with children.

CHAPTER TWO

DATA, SAMPLES, AND DEFINITIONS
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come was AFDC (the “AFDC-UP recipients”)3;
those supported predominantly by one breadwin-
ner, usually the husband (the primary/secondary
earners); those in which the wife’s earnings as well
as the husband’s were major sources of  family well-
being (the “equitable earners”); and those who had
many months without earnings and fewer than two
months of  AFDC receipt (the “marginal earners”).
Each family type is defined in more detail in the
Supplement at the end of  this chapter.

All eight family types had stable marital sta-
tus over the two years of  the study period
(and will be referred to as “stable families”). We
analyzed separately the mothers or fathers who
changed their marital status, about 13 percent
of  the total number of  families in the study.
Figure 2.1 shows the distribution of  these family
types in the study population.

This classification of  families reflects their
relative work effort, as measured by participation

in paid employment.  Table 2.1 shows that among
single mothers, those labeled job reliant worked the
most hours; job/welfare reliant mothers worked
substantial hours (almost half-time); and the wel-
fare reliant worked very few hours.  Among the
married couples, “marginal-earner families” worked
the fewest hours, followed closely by “AFDC-UP
families.”  In “primary/secondary-earner families”
the mother worked relatively few hours compared
with the father, whereas in “equitable-earner fami-
lies” both the mother and father worked a substan-
tial number of  hours.  Low work hours may reflect
high unemployment rates, low human capital and
potential earnings, high child care costs, and/or the
presence of  one or more work-limiting disabilities.
It is important to note that low work hours do not
necessarily reflect voluntary labor market with-
drawal. Although the SIPP panels do not ask about
willingness to work for pay, they do ask about job
seeking behavior, which is substantial among this

3 The AFDC-Unemployed Parent (AFDC-UP) program provided benefits to two-parent families in which a child is deprived of support and care
because of the unemployment of a parent.  The family’s principal earner is eligible if he or she is:  1) employed fewer than 100 hours per month; or
2) employed 100 or more hours in a particular month if the work is intermittent and the excess is of a temporary nature (U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services 1991).

Figure 2.1

Distribution of LDistribution of LDistribution of LDistribution of LDistribution of Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypes in the Sypes in the Sypes in the Sypes in the Sypes in the Studytudytudytudytudy

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of 
Income and Program Participation.
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Table 2.1
AAAAAvvvvverererererage age age age age WWWWWork Hours of Lork Hours of Lork Hours of Lork Hours of Lork Hours of Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Families in the Samilies in the Samilies in the Samilies in the Samilies in the Studytudytudytudytudy,,,,,

bbbbby Fy Fy Fy Fy Family amily amily amily amily TTTTType, oype, oype, oype, oype, ovvvvver 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Months

FFFFFamily amily amily amily amily TTTTTypeypeypeypeype PPPPPererererercent of alcent of alcent of alcent of alcent of allllll Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s s s s s WWWWWorkorkorkorkork FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s s s s s WWWWWorkorkorkorkork
LLLLLooooow-Incomew-Incomew-Incomew-Incomew-Income Percent with Number of Number of Percent with Number of Number of

FFFFFamiliesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies Work Hours Hours Worked Weeks worked Work Hours Hours Worked Weeks Worked

Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies 40.4%40.4%40.4%40.4%40.4%
Single-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies 37.3%37.3%37.3%37.3%37.3% 68%68%68%68%68% 2,6882,6882,6882,6882,688 67.267.267.267.267.2
   Welfare Reliant 10.0% 11% 140 3.5
   Job/Welfare Reliant 7.3% 100% 1,862 46.6
   Job Reliant 20.0% 84% 3,232 80.8
Single-FSingle-FSingle-FSingle-FSingle-Father Father Father Father Father Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies 3.1%3.1%3.1%3.1%3.1% 83%83%83%83%83% 3,6123,6123,6123,6123,612 90.390.390.390.390.3

Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies 47.0%47.0%47.0%47.0%47.0%
AFDC-UP Recipient Families 3.4% 49% 1,533 38.3 67% 2,710 67.8
Marginal Earner Families 2.8% 32% 1,414 35.4 46% 2,492 62.3
Primary/Secondary Earner Families 24.7% 56% 1,574 39.4 96% 4,362 109.1
Equitable-Earner Families 16.1% 100% 3,018 75.5 100% 4,414 110.4

 FFFFFamilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Status Changetatus Changetatus Changetatus Changetatus Change 12.6% Data Not Available

Note:  Hours and weeks worked are calculated only for those who worked (those with zero hours are not included).

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Suvery of Income and Program Participation.

population.  Overall, not including those with mari-
tal status changes, two-thirds of  the low-income
single mothers worked and worked about two-
thirds time.  About 70 percent of  the low-income
married mothers worked about half-time, on aver-
age.  Among the fathers, four-fifths of  the single
fathers worked about 90 percent of  the time. Where
as 95 percent of  married fathers worked full time,
on average.  Overall, as Table 2.1 illustrates, the
work effort shown by low-income parents is quite
substantial.

Supplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining FSupplement: Defining Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypesypesypesypesypes

All families included in our sample either had
incomes below 200 percent of  the poverty line or
received means-tested government benefits during
either of  the two years under study.

Single-Parent Families are families in which
the female or male parent remained single during
the entire 24-month study period.  This category
includes mothers, fathers, single grandparents, or
guardians who were either never married, widowed,
divorced, or separated from their spouses, or mar-
ried to an absent spouse.  Single-parent families

sometimes also included grandparents or other
adults in the home.

• Single-Mother Families are families with
mothers (including female relatives or guardians)
who remained single during the entire 24-month
study period; about 15 percent were guardians, in-
cluding grandmothers.  Single-mother families are
further divided into three types:

(i) Welfare-Reliant Families are families headed
by single mothers who received AFDC for at
least two months during the 24-month study
period and had fewer than 300 hours of  paid
work.  On average, these families received
AFDC for 21 months. Approximately 11 per-
cent of  the mothers had paid employment,
working for only 140 hours on average over the
24-month study period.

(ii) Job/Welfare-Reliant Families are families
headed by single mothers who received AFDC
for at least two months during the study period
and had more than 300 hours of  paid work (in
wage or salary jobs and/or self-employment).
On average, these families received AFDC for
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14 months and the mothers worked at paid em-
ployment for 1,862 hours (equivalent to almost
47 40-hour weeks or about half-time over the
24-month study period.)

(iii) Job-Reliant Families are families headed
by single mothers who received AFDC for fewer
than two months.  In fact, only about 1 percent
of  these families received AFDC, on average,
for one month during the 24 months.  Eighty-
four percent of  the mothers in this group were
employed, working an average of  3,232 hours
(equivalent to 81 40-hour weeks).  The remain-
ing 16 percent relied primarily on the job earn-
ings of  other family members.

• Single-Father Families are families with
fathers who remained single during the entire 24-
month study period.  In this group, about 12 per-
cent of  the families received AFDC, receiving this
benefit for an average of  13 months.  Eighty-three
percent of  the fathers worked at paid employment,
working an average of  3,612 hours (equivalent to
90 40-hour weeks) in the two-year period, the high-
est number of  hours worked among all single par-
ents.  Approximately one in four were guardians
other than biological or stepparents.

Married-Couple Families are families in
which the mother remained married to the father
during the entire 24-month study period.  Approxi-
mately 6 percent are guardians (including grand-
parents) instead of  biological or stepparents.  Mar-
ried-couple families are further divided into four
types (see the Technical Note below for additional
explanation):

(i) AFDC-UP-Recipient Families are families
that received AFDC for at least two months.
Because these are two-parent families, they are
most likely to receive AFDC-UP, the AFDC
program for families with unemployed parents.
In fact, these families received AFDC-UP for
14 months, on average.  In this group, 67 per-
cent of  the fathers were employed, working an
average of  2,710 hours (equivalent to 68 40-hour
weeks), and 49 percent of  the mothers in this
group were employed, working on average 1,533

hours (equivalent to 38 40-hour weeks) during
the 24 months.

(ii) Marginal-Earner Families are families that
reported zero earnings for both the mother and
the father for the greatest number of  months.
In fact, 32 percent of the mothers in these fami-
lies worked an average of  1,414 hours (equiva-
lent to 35 40-hour weeks); 46 percent of  the
fathers worked an average of  2,492 hours
(equivalent to 62 40-hour weeks).  Other family
members’ earnings, food stamps, and non-
means-tested benefits (principally Social Secu-
rity) constituted a substantial share of these
families’ income packages.

(iii) Primary/Secondary-Earner Families are
families in which only one parent, almost always
the father, reported earnings for the greatest
number of  months.  Despite having more single-
earner months than two-earner months, 56 per-
cent of  the mothers in this group worked an
average of  1,574 hours (equivalent to 39 40-hour
weeks).  The 44 percent of  couples in this group
with non-working mothers most resemble “tra-
ditional families” who typically rely on a single
breadwinner.  The fathers in this family type who
worked (96 percent) worked an average of  4,362
hours (equivalent to 109 40-hour weeks, more
than full time), during the 24-month study pe-
riod.

(iv) Equitable-Earner Families are families that
reported earnings by both mothers and fathers
in the greatest number of  months out of  the 24
months in the study.  In fact, the mothers in
these families worked an average of  3,018 hours
(equivalent to 75 40-hour weeks), and the fa-
thers worked an average of  4,414 hours (equiva-
lent to 110 40-hour weeks, also more than full
time).

Families with Marital Status Change are
families in which the parent either got married or
became divorced, widowed, or separated over the
course of  the 24-month study period.  These fami-
lies are categorized based on whether they got mar-
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ried, became single, or had more than one marital
status change.  To avoid double-counting the total
number of  families when both the mother and the
father are in the sample, we use the mother as the
family adult because she is more likely to be re-
sponsible for the children and is more likely to be
in a family with children.

TTTTTechnical Note:echnical Note:echnical Note:echnical Note:echnical Note:
Classifying Married CouplesClassifying Married CouplesClassifying Married CouplesClassifying Married CouplesClassifying Married Couples

Married-couple families are subdivided into
four types by classifying each of  the 24 months in
the two-year study period as having either 0 earn-
ers, 1 earner, or 2 earners.  In addition, each month
was classified as having AFDC receipt or not.  Fami-
lies with at least two months of  AFDC receipt were
classified as AFDC-UP recipients and were not fur-

ther classified.  Families with fewer than two
months of  AFDC receipt were classified accord-
ing to the plurality of  earning-type months.  Mar-
ginal-earner couples had more 0 earner months
than either 1 or 2 earner months.  Primary/sec-
ondary-earner couples had more months with 1
earner than they had with either 0 or 2 earners.
Equitable-earner couples had more months with 2
earners than they had with either 1 or 0 earners.  In
no case was it necessary that a majority of  the
months be of  the earnings type that characterizes
the family’s classification.  In cases of  ties between
the numbers of  months with 0, 1, or 2 earners, the
family was classified as having the type indicated
by the highest number of  earners.  (For example, a
couple with 8 months with 0 earners, 8 months
with 1 earner, and 8 months with 2 earners, would
be classified as an equitable-earner family).
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A large body of  social science research links
family structure to the economic well-being of
families and examines its impact on child develop-
ment (see Cherlin 1988) for a review of this litera-
ture).   This literature reflects, in part, concerns
arising from the dramatic changes in family struc-
ture that have taken place in the United States dur-
ing the past several decades.  Figure 3.1 shows that
among families with children, these changes include
the rise of  the single-parent family and the two-
earner family and the decline of  the two-parent,
single-earner family.  These changes reflect a num-
ber of  important demographic and economic
trends, including a decline in the marriage rate, an
increase in cohabitation, an increase in the divorce
rate, an increase in the share of  births to unmar-
ried mothers, and an increase in the labor force

participation of  married mothers (Blau, Ferber, and
Winkler 1998).

Although many analysts frame these changes
within the context of  the growing diversity of  fami-
lies (Zinn and Dill 1994; Zimmerman 1994), more
conservative analysts tend to cast these changes in
a negative light, using terms such as the “disinte-
gration of  the family” (Fagan 1995).  The high rates
of  poverty among single-mother families have led
some analysts and policy-makers to promote mar-
riage as a necessary anti-poverty strategy for women
with children (Waite 1995).  The welfare reform
legislation of  1996 places the promotion of  mar-
riage and the formation of  two-parent families
among its primary goals (Greenberg, et al. 2000).

In this chapter we examine the diversity of
family types among 15 million low-income fami-

lies, highlighting both the similarities and
the differences that exist across and
among single-parent and married-couple
families.  In addition, we examine the
presence of  other adults in these low-in-
come families and find that almost half
of the single-parent families and one-fifth
of  the two-parent families in our sample
live with other adults at any given point
during the survey period.  These living
arrangements include three-generation
families and guardian-child families, which
are especially prevalent among single-par-
ent families.  These findings further re-
veal that the label “single-parent family”
masks a set of extended and complex
family relationships.  Finally, we also ex-
amine the variation of  family types among
racial and ethnic groups.  According to a
number of  analysts, scholarship on fam-
ily structure has not adequately accounted
for variations in the domestic experience
of  women and men of  color (Burbridge
1995; Zinn and Dill 1994).

Figure 3.1

Changing Distribution ofChanging Distribution ofChanging Distribution ofChanging Distribution ofChanging Distribution of
FFFFFamily amily amily amily amily TTTTTypes with Childrypes with Childrypes with Childrypes with Childrypes with Childrenenenenen

CHAPTER THREE
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Source:  IWPR calculations based on Howard Hayghe, "Family Members in the Workforce," Monthly Labor 
Review , Vol. 118, No. 11, March 1990 and labor force activity data from the US Bureau of Labor Statisitics. 
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Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies11111 6,218,5646,218,5646,218,5646,218,5646,218,564 40.4%40.4%40.4%40.4%40.4% 46.3%46.3%46.3%46.3%46.3%
Single MothersSingle MothersSingle MothersSingle MothersSingle Mothers 5,735,7935,735,7935,735,7935,735,7935,735,793 37.3%37.3%37.3%37.3%37.3% 42.7%42.7%42.7%42.7%42.7%

 Welfare Reliants 1,536,332 10.0% 11.4%
 Job/Welfare Reliants 1,117,029 7.3% 8.3%
 Job Reliants 3,082,432 20.0% 22.9%

 Single F Single F Single F Single F Single Fathersathersathersathersathers 482,771482,771482,771482,771482,771 3.1%3.1%3.1%3.1%3.1% 3.6%3.6%3.6%3.6%3.6%

Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies11111 7,222,7297,222,7297,222,7297,222,7297,222,729 47.0%47.0%47.0%47.0%47.0% 53.7%53.7%53.7%53.7%53.7%
 AF AF AF AF AFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP R R R R Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients 528,903528,903528,903528,903528,903 3.4%3.4%3.4%3.4%3.4% 3.9%3.9%3.9%3.9%3.9%
MarMarMarMarMarginal Earnersginal Earnersginal Earnersginal Earnersginal Earners 425,028425,028425,028425,028425,028 2.8%2.8%2.8%2.8%2.8% 3.2%3.2%3.2%3.2%3.2%
PPPPPrimary/Secondary Earnersrimary/Secondary Earnersrimary/Secondary Earnersrimary/Secondary Earnersrimary/Secondary Earners 3,792,6603,792,6603,792,6603,792,6603,792,660 24.7%24.7%24.7%24.7%24.7% 28.2%28.2%28.2%28.2%28.2%

Primary Earners Only 1,668,770 10.8% 12.4%
 Two Earners 2,123,890 13.8% 15.8%

Equitable EarnersEquitable EarnersEquitable EarnersEquitable EarnersEquitable Earners 2,476,1382,476,1382,476,1382,476,1382,476,138 16.1%16.1%16.1%16.1%16.1% 18.4%18.4%18.4%18.4%18.4%

TTTTTotal Sotal Sotal Sotal Sotal Stable Ftable Ftable Ftable Ftable Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies 13,441,29313,441,29313,441,29313,441,29313,441,293 87.4%87.4%87.4%87.4%87.4% 100%100%100%100%100%

FFFFFamilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Samilies with Marital Status Changetatus Changetatus Changetatus Changetatus Change22222 1,940,2481,940,2481,940,2481,940,2481,940,248 12.6%12.6%12.6%12.6%12.6%
Mothers Mothers Mothers Mothers Mothers Who ChangeWho ChangeWho ChangeWho ChangeWho Change 1,554,4771,554,4771,554,4771,554,4771,554,477 10.1%10.1%10.1%10.1%10.1%

 Became Married 716,185 4.6%
 Became Single 565,442 3.6%
 More Than One Change 272,850 1.8%

FFFFFathers athers athers athers athers Who ChangeWho ChangeWho ChangeWho ChangeWho Change 385,771385,771385,771385,771385,771 2.5%2.5%2.5%2.5%2.5%
 Became Married 233,354 1.5%
 Became Single 105,195 0.7%
 More Than One Change 47,222 0.3%

Table 3.1
Distribution of LDistribution of LDistribution of LDistribution of LDistribution of Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Families bamilies bamilies bamilies bamilies by Fy Fy Fy Fy Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypeypeypeypeype

FFFFFamily amily amily amily amily TTTTTypeypeypeypeype PPPPPererererercent of cent of cent of cent of cent of TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal PPPPPererererercent of Scent of Scent of Scent of Scent of Stabletabletabletabletable11111

LLLLLooooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies FFFFFamiliesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Distribution of FDistribution of FDistribution of FDistribution of FDistribution of Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypes in Lypes in Lypes in Lypes in Lypes in Looooow-w-w-w-w-
Income FIncome FIncome FIncome FIncome Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Table 3.1 illustrates the distribution of  the
study population (i.e., families selected because of
their receipt of means-tested benefits or family in-
comes below 200 percent of  the poverty level) by
family type.   Not surprisingly, because single-
mother families are disproportionately poor, they
constitute a large share (37.3 percent) of  the study
population.  Given the stereotyping of  poor fami-
lies as “disintegrated families,” it is somewhat sur-
prising that the 7.2 million married-couple families
(in which mothers live with their husbands and
children for the entire 24-month survey period)

constitute the largest group of  family types in the
study, at 47 percent of  the study population.  Within
the group of  low-income, married-couple families,
about 3.8 million families (or 52 percent of  all mar-
ried couples in the study) are classified as primary/
secondary-earner families and are the largest single
family type of  the eight types defined in this study.
(Note that only about 1.7 million of these families
had only one earner; the rest, 2.1 million, had two
earners at some point during the two-year study
period.)  About 2.5 million low-income, married-
couple families are equitable-earner families and had
two earners for the greatest number of  survey
months.4  An additional 1 million married couples

4 Equitable-earner families may have zero earners during some months and one earner during other months, but to fit this category they must
have had two earners for the greatest number of survey months.

TTTTTotal All Fotal All Fotal All Fotal All Fotal All Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies  15,381,541 15,381,541 15,381,541 15,381,541 15,381,541 100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%
1 The marital status of these families did not change during the entire survey period; these families are referred to as “stable” families.
2 For those groups with a marital status change, if both the mother and the father  were selected into the study sample by our criteria, only the mother is
retained in this table to avoid double counting when calculating the total number of families.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and  1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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* These families include those whose incomes are below 200 percent of the poverty line.  These are families that did not change 
marital status during the two-year survey period.  The families that experienced change are excluded.  They are not excluded from 
the CPS data and they are distributed among the family types in an unknown way. 
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation 
and the March 1990 Monthly Labor Review. 
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either supplement their income packages with
AFDC-UP or are marginal earners.

Single parents, considered together, account
for 40.4 percent of  the low-income population of
families with children.  These 6.2 million single
parents remained single for all 24 months of the
study period.  Of  these single-parent families, the
vast majority (5.7 million) were headed by single
mothers, most of  whom (3.1 million, or 20 per-
cent of  the study population) depended on earn-
ings from labor market activity for their families’
well-being.  The remaining 2.7 million low-income,
single-mother families either relied on AFDC as a
major source of family income or combined AFDC
receipt with earnings from market work.

During the two-year survey period, 12.6 per-
cent (or 1.9 million) of  the low-income mothers
and fathers in the study experienced a change in
marital status.  The largest group were mothers who
married (4.6 percent), closely followed by mothers
who became single (3.6 percent).  A small percent-
age of  these parents experienced more than one
change in marital status during the two-year study
period.

Even those women and men who were single
parents for the entire study period were likely to
have been married before.  Table 3.2 shows that
among all single-mother families, 57 percent of
single mothers were previously married; the remain-
ing 43 percent were not.  These percentages vary,
however, by the type of  single-mother family.
Welfare reliant single-mothers, who had younger
children and were younger themselves, were the
least likely to have been previously married (though
44.1 percent were).  Job reliant single mothers, the
oldest group of  single mothers in the study, were
the most likely to have been previously married
(66.2 percent).  Among those single mothers who
mixed paid employment with welfare receipt,
roughly half  were previously married and half  were
not.  In contrast, low-income, single fathers were
significantly more likely than single mothers to have
been married previously (73 percent).

How does the distribution of  low-income
families with children shown in Table 3.1 compare
with the distribution of  all families with children
in the total population?  Figure 3.2 compares the
distribution of  “stable,” married-couple or single-

Figure 3.2
Comparison of Distribution of LComparison of Distribution of LComparison of Distribution of LComparison of Distribution of LComparison of Distribution of Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Families and All Families and All Families and All Families and All Families and All Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

bbbbby Fy Fy Fy Fy Family amily amily amily amily TTTTTypeypeypeypeype
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Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,770 2,554 688 474 1,392 216

Sample Size (Weighted) 6,218,564  5,735,793 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 482,771

DemogrDemogrDemogrDemogrDemographic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Characteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristics
PPPPParararararent's Ageent's Ageent's Ageent's Ageent's Age 32.732.732.732.732.7 32.232.232.232.232.2 30.330.330.330.330.3 29.329.329.329.329.3 34.334.334.334.334.3 37.737.737.737.737.7

Teenage (age 19 or less) 9.1% 9.7% 11.4% 10.7% 8.5% 1.9%
Youth (age 20-24) 15.8% 16.4% 20.6% 24.5% 11.5% 7.6%
Young (age 25-34) 37.6% 38.1% 40.7% 40.9% 35.9% 31.1%
Prime (age 35+) 37.5% 35.6% 27.3% 23.9% 44.1% 59.5%

 Marital HistoryMarital HistoryMarital HistoryMarital HistoryMarital History
Percent Previously Married 58.3% 57.1% 44.1% 49.9% 66.2% 73.1%
Percent Never Married 41.5% 42.7% 55.8% 49.7% 33.6% 26.9%

 Months of PMonths of PMonths of PMonths of PMonths of Parararararenthoodenthoodenthoodenthoodenthood 21.321.321.321.321.3 21.521.521.521.521.5 22.722.722.722.722.7 21.621.621.621.621.6 20.920.920.920.920.9 18.518.518.518.518.5
 Nativity and Citiz Nativity and Citiz Nativity and Citiz Nativity and Citiz Nativity and Citizenshipenshipenshipenshipenship

Foreign Born 7.1% 7.1% 6.7% 5.0% 8.1% 6.9%
Non-U.S. Citizen 5.0% 4.9% 5.2% 4.2% 5.1% 5.6%

 R R R R Race and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity
White 44.9% 43.2% 32.5% 42.1% 48.9% 65.4%
African American 38.9% 40.7% 48.7% 44.0% 35.5% 17.2%
Hispanic 14.0% 13.9% 16.9% 11.2% 13.4% 15.0%
Asian and Other Americans 2.4% 2.4% 2.8% 2.6% 2.2% 2.4%

FFFFFaaaaamily and Housmily and Housmily and Housmily and Housmily and Household Sehold Sehold Sehold Sehold Structurtructurtructurtructurtructureeeee
Number of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of Childrenenenenen 1.61.61.61.61.6 1.61.61.61.61.6 2.02.02.02.02.0 1.81.81.81.81.8 1.41.41.41.41.4 1.21.21.21.21.2
 Age of Childr Age of Childr Age of Childr Age of Childr Age of Children (monthly aven (monthly aven (monthly aven (monthly aven (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age)

Percent of Children Under Age 3 23.7% 24.3% 29.9% 30.7% 19.2% 16.0%
Percent of Children Age 3 to 5 15.8% 16.3% 20.3% 18.2% 13.6% 10.4%
Percent of Children Age 6 to 12 34.0% 34.0% 32.0% 33.8% 35.0% 34.4%
Percent of Children Age 13 to 17 26.5% 25.4% 17.9% 17.2% 32.2% 39.2%

Living ArrLiving ArrLiving ArrLiving ArrLiving Arrangementangementangementangementangement/////
SizSizSizSizSize of Household  (He of Household  (He of Household  (He of Household  (He of Household  (HH)H)H)H)H)22222

In Three-Generation Family 15.5% 15.9% 19.0% 16.3% 14.2% 10.2%
In Guardian-Child Family 15.6% 14.7% 9.9% 13.1% 17.7% 26.3%
Two-Generation Family 68.7% 69.4% 71.1% 70.6% 68.1% 63.5%

With Other Adults 22.0% 21.0% 18.1% 18.3% 23.3% 33.2%
Without Other Adults 46.7% 48.4% 53.0% 52.3% 44.8% 30.3%

Number of People in HH 3.7 3.7 4.1 3.9 3.5 3.6
Percent with Other Adults (excl. parent) 47.7% 46.7% 42.6% 43.9% 49.7% 60.5%
 in HH
Months with Other Adults (excl. parent) 11.5 11.2 10.2 10.5 11.9 14.5
 in HH
Percent with Other Men (excl. parent) 32.5% 33.1% 29.3% 29.5% 36.3% 25.8%
 in HH
Percent with Other Women (excl. parent) 32.1% 30.5% 30.8% 32.4% 29.6% 51.7%
 in HH

1 The marital status of these families did not change during the entire survey.
2 Monthly average.
Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal

                     AF                     AF                     AF                     AF                     AFDC RDC RDC RDC RDC Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
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parent families in our sample from the SIPP-those
that did not experience marital status change over
the survey period-with the distribution of  family
types in the 1988 Current Population Survey (CPS).
We chose this source because it falls in the middle
of the years included in our study population.5

Figure 3.2 shows that, as expected, a substantially
larger proportion of  single-parent families, espe-
cially single-mother families, and a substantially
smaller proportion of  married-couple families
could be found in the low-income population than
in the total U.S. population.  Our SIPP-based study
sample of  low-income families has a somewhat
larger proportion of  single fathers and a much
larger proportion of  single mothers.

To compare married couples in the SIPP to
those in the CPS, we have to adjust our definitions
slightly to conform to those used in the CPS.  Those
couples who reported no earners in the CPS, who
might have very high incomes as well as low in-
comes, are likely to be similar to the marginal earner
and AFDC-UP recipients in the SIPP, all of  whom
had a substantial number of  months with no earn-
ings.  In the CPS, a married couple with two earn-
ers is any couple in which either parent had any
earnings during the calendar year preceding the
interview.  In the SIPP, as we defined it, equitable-
earner families met a higher standard, having had
many months with both the mother and father
working.  We added those primary/secondary earn-
ers who had any earnings from mothers in the two-
year study period (56 percent, according to Table
2.1) to the equitable earners in our sample.  With
these adjustments, Figure 3.2 shows that each type
of  married couple is less well-represented in the
study sample of  poor and near-poor families than
it is in the total population.  Married couples with
only one earner are particularly under-represented
among the low-income families.

Numbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of ChildrNumbers and Ages of Childrenenenenen
Some critics of  the welfare system have ar-

gued that providing additional benefits for addi-
tional children encourages families on welfare to
have more children.  As a result, a number of  states

5 The 12.6 percent of SIPP families that experienced a marital status change are excluded from Figure 3.2. In contrast, the CPS data include
families whose status changed during the previous two years, but their distribution across family type is unknown.

have implemented “family caps” in their welfare
programs, stipulating that benefits not increase with
the birth of  an additional child.  The research to
date, however, fails to corroborate this purported
link between welfare benefits and additional births.
The growing consensus in the research commu-
nity is that the link between welfare benefits and
additional births is a weak one at best (Acs 1994;
Moore 1995).  Our findings also indicate that, even
when receiving AFDC benefits, low-income, single-
mother families had relatively few children.

According to the U.S. Bureau of  the Census,
by 1990, the average family had approximately 1.8
children, down from 2.3 children in 1970.  Mar-
ried-couple families had 1.9 children, on average,
whereas female-headed families had 1.7 children;
father-only families had an average of  1.5 children
(Lugalia 1992).  Tables 3.2 and 3.3 provide com-
parable data for our sample of  low-income fami-
lies based on the SIPP data.  Our study sample
represents families with 28.4 million children, av-
eraging 1.8 children per family, which was exactly
the national average in 1990. Our findings show
that low-income, single-mother and single-father
families had slightly fewer children (1.6 and 1.2,
respectively) than the average for all families (1.8),
whereas the low-income, married-couple families
had more children (2.1) than the average for all
families.

Single-Parent Families

As Table 3.2 illustrates, the number and ages
of  children across different types of  single-parent
families varies. (It is important to note that some
“single parents” in the sample are not biological or
adoptive parents but guardians, some of  whom are
grandparents or other relatives.)  Welfare-reliant
single mothers had more children (2.0) than job-
reliant single mothers (1.4) or those that combine
welfare and earnings (1.8).  In addition, job-reliant
single-mothers were older and had older children,
on average, than those who relied at least partially
on welfare benefits did.  At 34 years of  age, single
mothers who relied on earnings were relatively old
and were almost as likely to have teenagers as they
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were to have pre-schoolers (32 percent and 33 per-
cent, respectively).  Only married mothers in mar-
ginal-earner families were older than the job-reli-
ant single mothers and had even fewer children
under six.

In contrast, single mothers who relied on
welfare were the youngest mothers, on average, al-
though only 11 percent were “teen” mothers (19
years of  age or younger) compared with 9 percent
of  single mothers relying on jobs.  Half  the wel-
fare-reliant single mothers had children under age

six.  Although these young mothers may not have
yet completed their families, the crucial finding
from a policy perspective is that while on welfare,
these women had an average of  two young chil-
dren.  Consequently, the availability of  affordable
child care for young children may be an important
barrier to employment for these mothers.

Married-Couple Families

Table 3.3 illustrates that, as with the low-in-
come, single-mother families, greater employment

Table 3.3
DemogrDemogrDemogrDemogrDemographic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Characteristics and Facteristics and Facteristics and Facteristics and Facteristics and Family Samily Samily Samily Samily Structurtructurtructurtructurtructureeeee

of Sof Sof Sof Sof Stable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208

Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138

Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Demogrs Demogrs Demogrs Demogrs Demographic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Characteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristics
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Age (ys Age (ys Age (ys Age (ys Age (years)ears)ears)ears)ears) 33.133.133.133.133.1 33.633.633.633.633.6 41.141.141.141.141.1 32.532.532.532.532.5 32.532.532.532.532.5
    Teenage (age 19 or less) 2.3% 4.8% 2.7% 2.7% 1.2%
    Youth (age 20-24) 13.9% 19.4% 4.8% 15.0% 12.6%
    Young (age 25-34) 45.7% 38.0% 25.4% 46.9% 49.1%
    Prime (age 35+) 38.1% 37.8% 67.1% 35.5% 37.0%
Months of PMonths of PMonths of PMonths of PMonths of Parararararenthoodenthoodenthoodenthoodenthood 23.023.023.023.023.0 23.223.223.223.223.2 21.821.821.821.821.8 23.123.123.123.123.1 23.023.023.023.023.0
Nativity and CitizNativity and CitizNativity and CitizNativity and CitizNativity and Citizenshipenshipenshipenshipenship
            Foreign Born 13.7% 15.2% 15.3% 14.9% 11.4%
    Non-U.S. Citizen 9.9% 13.6% 9.1% 11.1% 7.4%
RRRRRace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity
    White 67.7% 54.9% 68.3% 69.0% 68.2%
    African American 11.6% 17.5% 11.0% 9.6% 13.6%
    Hispanic 15.5% 11.7% 17.3% 16.9% 13.9%
    Asian and Other Americans 5.1% 15.9% 3.4% 4.4% 4.3%
FFFFFamily and Household Samily and Household Samily and Household Samily and Household Samily and Household Structurtructurtructurtructurtructureeeee
Number of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of Childrenenenenen 2.12.12.12.12.1 2.52.52.52.52.5 1.71.71.71.71.7 2.22.22.22.22.2 2.12.12.12.12.1
Age of ChildrAge of ChildrAge of ChildrAge of ChildrAge of Children (monthly aven (monthly aven (monthly aven (monthly aven (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age)
    Percent of Children Under Age 3 23.1% 23.8% 14.8% 25.1% 21.2%
    Percent of Children Age 3 to 5 17.8% 15.7% 11.2% 18.5% 18.4%
    Percent of Children Age 6 to 12 34.5% 35.4% 27.4% 34.4% 35.6%
    Percent of Children Age 13 to 17 24.6% 25.1% 46.6% 22.0% 24.8%
Living ArrLiving ArrLiving ArrLiving ArrLiving Arrangement/Sizangement/Sizangement/Sizangement/Sizangement/Size of Household (He of Household (He of Household (He of Household (He of Household (HH)H)H)H)H)22222

In Three-Generational Family 2.3% 2.8% 2.0% 1.8% 2.9%
In Guardian-Child Family 6.4% 10.9% 18.8% 4.9% 5.5%
In Two-Generational Family 91.4% 86.3% 79.1% 93.3% 91.6%
        With Other Adults (besides parents) 15.3% 15.9% 20.8% 13.7% 16.6%
        Without Other Adults (besides parents) 76.1% 70.4% 58.3% 79.6% 75.0%
Number of People in HH 4.5 4.9 4.4 4.5 4.5
Percent with Other Adults (excl. parent & spouse) in HH 20.8% 24.7% 32.1% 18.1% 22.2%
Months with Other Adults (excl. parent & spouse) in HH 5.0 5.9 7.7 4.3 5.3
Percent with Other Men (excl. parent & spouse) in HH 12.4% 16.5% 18.5% 11.2% 12.4%
Percent with Other Women (excl. parent & spouse) in HH 13.8% 16.0% 22.5% 11.8% 14.9%

1 The marital status of these families did not change during the entire survey period.
2 Monthly average.
Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

                                                                                                               Married-Couple F Married-Couple F Married-Couple F Married-Couple F Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies11111

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Scondary/Scondary/Scondary/Scondary/Scondaryyyyy  Equitable Equitable Equitable Equitable Equitable
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners
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among married couple families generally associated
with fewer children.  Marginal earners were an im-
portant exception in that they worked the least of
all married couples but also had the fewest chil-
dren (averaging 1.7).  Two-thirds of  these marginal-
earner families had mothers over age 35, making
them the oldest parents; they were also the least
likely to have had young children and the most likely
to have had teenagers.  In almost one-fifth of  these
cases, these “parents” were guardians, including
grandparents.

Married-couple families with primary/second-
ary earners had slightly more than the average num-
ber of  children for low-income, two-parent fami-
lies (2.2).  They were among the younger parents
and their children were also the youngest of  the
married-couple families, with 44 percent under age
six.  For this group, child care costs would be high,
perhaps discouraging labor force participation of
the lower-earning parent, most likely the mother.
Equitable-earner families had the average number
of  children (2.1) for married couples in the study
population, with slightly fewer (40 percent) under
age six.  In these families, the mothers were work-
ing, and among the married couples, they worked
the most hours.  The married-couple families re-
ceiving AFDC, like the single mothers relying on
AFDC, had the most children (2.5 on average); the
costs of  child care were likely an important factor
in these parents’ lower work hours.

EEEEExtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Fxtended and Complex Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

As discussed earlier, the increase in the pro-
portion of  single-parent families in recent years has
concerned policymakers.  Our findings indicate,
however, that the term “single mother” does not
necessarily mean a mother living only with her chil-
dren.  Nor does the term “two-parent family” mean
that the parents are the only adults in the house-
hold.  As shown in Tables 3.2 and 3.3, almost half
(48 percent) of  low-income, single-parent families
and about one-fifth of  the two-parent families lived
with other adults.  These single parents spent an
average of  11.5 out of  the 24 months living with
other adults, such as grandparents, or related and

unrelated adults of  the same generation, such as
boyfriends, roommates, and siblings.

Single-Parent Families

Half  the job-reliant single mothers lived with
other adults, more than any of  the other single
mothers.  In contrast, mothers who received AFDC
were the least likely single parents to live with other
adults (43 percent of  the welfare-reliant mothers
and 44 percent of  the job/welfare-reliant moth-
ers).  The job-reliant single-mothers are also the
most likely of  the single-mothers to live with adults
of  the same generation (almost one-third).  For
some of  these working mothers, the financial sup-
port of  other adults may have supplemented their
own wages and child support income, enabling
them to survive without welfare.  If  these other
adults provided child care, it would also have en-
abled these women to work.  The single AFDC
mothers who lived with other adults could have
called on the social and economic resources of
these other adults to supplement low AFDC pay-
ments and their very limited earnings (Edin and
Lein 1997; Edin 1994; Hao 1995).

Married-Couple Families

Low-income, married-couple families were
less likely than single-parent families to live with
other adults.  Nevertheless, 21 percent lived with
other adults, for an average of  five months (com-
pared with 11.5 months for the single mothers).
The marginal-earner couples were the highest pro-
portion living with other adults (32 percent), which
may occur  because they had the lowest incomes
of  the two-parent families and/or because they
were older and sometimes lived with their own adult
children.

Three-Generation Families

Some, but not most, of  the other adults liv-
ing with families were grandparents.  According to
the Census Bureau, 18 percent of  mother-only
families, 20 percent of  father-only families, and 3
percent of  two-parent families had a grandparent
living with them in 1990.6  The statistics are similar

6 These are unpublished data from the U.S. Bureau of the Census.  According to Donald Hernandez, the Census Bureau’s collection procedures for
gathering information on three-generation families were refined so that they found a substantial increase in the number of grandparents living
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for this population of  low-income families.  Ex-
cluding those families in which the grandparents
were guardians,7 16 percent of  low-income, single-
mother families had a grandparent living with them,
as did 2.3 percent of  the low-income, married-
couple families.

Among the single-mother families in our
study, those who relied on jobs were least likely to
live with their parents in three-generation families
(14 percent), but the differences among the cat-
egories of  single-mother families are not great.
Among all single-mother families, the largest pro-
portion of  three-generation families (almost one
out of  five) is found among the welfare-reliant,
single-mother families, most likely because this fam-
ily type includes the largest share of  young moth-
ers who, with their children, sometimes constituted
sub-families in their own parents’ households.

Single mothers were more likely than single
fathers to live with their own parents, perhaps be-
cause the mothers were younger and poorer and
had more younger children to care for.  Only 10
percent of  the low-income single fathers in this
study lived in three-generation families.  This fig-
ure differs markedly from the 20-percent figure
provided by the Census Bureau for all single fa-
thers—perhaps low-income single fathers differ
significantly from higher income fathers in this re-
gard, or perhaps the small sample size for single
fathers in this study is distorting the true propor-
tion.

Guardian-Child Families

 The increasing diversity of  family and house-
hold arrangements during the last several decades
includes more families in which the children are
cared for by a guardian instead of  by one of  their
own parents.  In a small number of  cases, a parent

also lives in the household without having guard-
ianship of  his or her own children.  According to
the AARP, approximately one million children, rep-
resenting about one-third of  those living in house-
holds headed by their grandparents, are in house-
holds where neither parent is present and the grand-
parent has assumed the primary care-giving or
guardian role (Mullen 1995).  Guardians tend to be
older than parents, primarily because so many are
grandparents.  Moreover, they are more likely than
single-parent families, on average, to live in ex-
tended families with other adult children, on aver-
age (data not shown). The findings in Tables 3.2
and 3.3 suggest that grandparents are more likely
to be household members in single-mother fami-
lies than in two-parent families, either as the third
generation in the family or as guardians of  their
grandchildren.

About 15 percent of  the 5.7 million low-in-
come, female-headed families were guardian-child
families.  Guardians were somewhat more likely
than single mothers to rely on job earnings instead
of  AFDC.  Surprisingly, about one-quarter of  the
“fathers” in single-father families in this study were
not the biological or adoptive fathers or even step-
fathers of  the child(ren) but rather were male guard-
ians.  (This high percentage of  male guardians in
this small sample may not be representative, how-
ever.)  On average, approximately 6 percent of  the
“parents” in two-parent families were, in fact,
guardians instead of  the biological or adoptive par-
ents of  the children, and many were the grandpar-
ents.  To be categorized as a two-parent family, the
guardians must be married.  There were more
guardian-child families among the families that
worked the least (AFDC-UP and marginal-earner
families, who were also the older families) than
among the primary/secondary-earner or equitable-
earner families.

with their children and grandchildren.  Hernandez is unsure if this increase can be attributed to improvements in data collection methods or to an
increase in grandparent co-habitation.   There are very few guardian-child families in which the parent also lives in the household so their deletion
from the total should not be very significant.

7 There are very few guardian-child families in which the parent also lives in the household, so their deletion from the total should not be very
significant.
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Sample SizSample SizSample SizSample SizSample Sizeeeee Sample SizSample SizSample SizSample SizSample Sizeeeee
FFFFFamily amily amily amily amily TTTTTypeypeypeypeype (Unw(Unw(Unw(Unw(Unweighted)eighted)eighted)eighted)eighted) (W(W(W(W(Weighted)eighted)eighted)eighted)eighted) AllAllAllAllAll WhiteWhiteWhiteWhiteWhite              African              African              African              African              African           Hispanic           Hispanic           Hispanic           Hispanic           Hispanic OtherOtherOtherOtherOther22222

            American            American            American            American            American

All FAll FAll FAll FAll Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies11111 6,3536,3536,3536,3536,353 13,441,29313,441,29313,441,29313,441,29313,441,293 100%100%100%100%100% 100%100%100%100%100% 100%100%100%100%100% 100%100%100%100%100% 100%100%100%100%100%

Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies11111

All Single Mothers 2,554 5,735,793 42.7% 32.3% 71.7% 40.1% 26.7%
    Welfare Reliants 688 1,536,332 11.4% 6.5% 23.0% 13.0% 8.2%
    Job/Welfare Reliants 474 1,117,029 8.3% 6.1% 15.1% 6.3% 5.5%
    Job Reliants 1,392 3,082,432 22.9% 19.6% 33.6% 20.7% 13.0%
Single Fathers 216 482,771 3.6% 4.1% 2.5% 3.6% 2.2%

Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies11111

All Married Couples 3,583 7,222,729 53.7% 63.6% 25.8% 56.3% 71.1%
   AFDC-UP Recipients 257 528,903 3.9% 3.8% 2.8% 3.1% 16.1%
   Marginal Earners 220 425,028 3.2% 3.8% 1.4% 3.7% 2.8%
   Primary/Secondary Earners 1,898 3,792,660 28.2% 34.1% 11.2% 32.2% 31.9%
   Equitable Earners 1,208 2,476,138 18.4% 22.0% 10.3% 17.3% 20.3%

1 The marital status of these families did not change during the entire survey period.
2 Asian American, Pacific Islander, and Native American.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and  1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

VVVVVariations in Fariations in Fariations in Fariations in Fariations in Family Samily Samily Samily Samily Structurtructurtructurtructurtructure be be be be byyyyy
RRRRRace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity

The debate surrounding family structure and
family formation in communities of  color has a
long history and remains full of  disagreement and
contention (see Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995
for an overview). Most positions in the current
public policy debate can be categorized as adher-
ing to either “post-industrial dislocation” models,
which focus on social and economic forces seen to
determine family structure (see, for example, Darity
and Myers 1995), or “cultural deviance” models,
which focus on the “social pathology” of  certain
group behavioral patterns.  These behavioral pat-
terns, such as having children outside of  marriage,
are generally seen to be fostered by welfare depen-
dence (Bowman 1995; Patterson 1995).

In recent years, we have seen increased policy
interest in the cultural deviance model, as welfare
reform legislation increasingly attempts to alter the
reproductive and marital behavior of  welfare re-
cipients.  Given the policy significance of  this de-

bate, it is instructive to examine the actual family
structure characteristics of  different groups.  Al-
though our descriptive data cannot confirm or re-
fute behavioral hypotheses, they do paint a far more
complex picture than that suggested by many be-
havioral theories.

As Table 3.4 shows, 54 percent of  our sample
of  stable, low-income families were married-couple
families, but this proportion varied by race and
ethnicity.  Married couples were found in six out
of  ten white and Hispanic families, three out of
ten African American families, and seven out of
ten families of  other races (Asian American, Pa-
cific Islander, and Native American).  African
Americans were over-represented among female-
headed families, although these families were not
necessarily composed of only a mother and her
children.  As illustrated in Table 3.5,  African
American single mothers were more likely than
other race/ethnic groups to live in three-genera-
tion households.8  These varying family structures
result in differences in the potential sources of in-

Table 3.4

 Stable Low-Income Families, by Family Type and Race/Ethnicity

8 All the findings in this section are based on data fromMonth 12 of the study.

RRRRRace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity
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Single-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother Families bamilies bamilies bamilies bamilies by y y y y TTTTType of Living Arrype of Living Arrype of Living Arrype of Living Arrype of Living Arrangementangementangementangementangement

Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,566 393 691 1,482
Sample Size (Weighted) 5,733,451 995,983 1,505,022 3,232,447
Percentage (Weighted) 100.0% 17.4% 26.2% 56.4%
DemogrDemogrDemogrDemogrDemographic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Charaphic Characteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristics
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Ages Ages Ages Ages Age 32.832.832.832.832.8 26.226.226.226.226.2 35.635.635.635.635.6 33.533.533.533.533.5

Teenage (age 19 or less) 4.8% 17.5% 3.2% 1.6%
Youth (age 20-24) 15.7% 31.1% 14.4% 11.6%
Young (age 25-34) 42.0% 36.2% 31.1% 48.8%
Prime (age 35+) 37.6% 15.3% 51.4% 38.0%

RRRRRace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity
White 45.4% 34.7% 45.0% 48.9%
AfricanAmerican 37.8% 48.7% 35.5% 36.4%
Hispanic of All Races 14.2% 13.4% 17.2% 13.0%
Asian and Other Americans 2.6% 3.2% 4.3% 1.7%

Marital HistoryMarital HistoryMarital HistoryMarital HistoryMarital History
Percent Previously Married 61.3% 36.4% 66.8% 66.4%
Percent Never Married 38.7% 63.6% 33.2% 33.6%

FFFFFamily and Household (Hamily and Household (Hamily and Household (Hamily and Household (Hamily and Household (HH) SH) SH) SH) SH) Structurtructurtructurtructurtructureeeee
Number of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of Childrenenenenen 1.81.81.81.81.8 1.51.51.51.51.5 1.71.71.71.71.7 2.02.02.02.02.0
Age of ChildrAge of ChildrAge of ChildrAge of ChildrAge of Childrenenenenen

Percent of Children Under Age 3 30.6% 54.8% 25.1% 25.6%
Percent of Children Age 3 to 5 28.1% 31.3% 20.5% 30.7%
Percent of Children Age 6 to 12 51.3% 31.8% 44.3% 60.5%
Percent of Children Age 13 to 17 32.0% 10.9% 43.2% 33.3%

SizSizSizSizSize of He of He of He of He of HH and Living ArrH and Living ArrH and Living ArrH and Living ArrH and Living Arrangementangementangementangementangement
Number of People in HH 3.8 5.5 4.3 3.0
Percent with Other Men in HH 30.6% 66.4% 72.5% 0.0%
Percent with Other Women in HH 27.5% 96.0% 41.3% 0.0%

Human CapitalHuman CapitalHuman CapitalHuman CapitalHuman Capital
EducationEducationEducationEducationEducation

Years of Schooling 11.4 11.5 11.1 11.5
Educational Attainment

Percent Junior High School or Less 9.0% 5.6% 13.2% 8.1%
Percent High School Drop-Out 26.9% 29.2% 28.5% 25.5%
Percent High School Diploma 45.2% 47.5% 40.3% 46.8%
Percent Some College 15.5% 14.3% 14.5% 16.3%
Percent 4 Year College or More 3.4% 3.4% 3.5% 3.3%

School Enrollment
     Percent Enrolled in School 9.9% 15.1% 7.3% 9.5%

Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on WWWWWorkorkorkorkork
      Percent Disabled 16.6% 11.6% 18.6% 17.3%

IncomeIncomeIncomeIncomeIncome11111

Mother’s Earnings $518 $417 $511 $551
Family Earnings $851 $1,817 $851 $553
Mother’s Income $861 $623 $854 $937
Family Income $1,307 $2,459 $1,301 $954
Household Income $1,503 $2,540 $1,986 $958
Family Transfer $213 $244 $220 $200
Percent Under Poverty (standard measure) 54.0% 35.3% 53.5% 59.9%
Percent Under Poverty (modified measure) 51.4% 34.0% 51.2% 56.9%
WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfare Se Se Se Se Statustatustatustatustatus
Percent on AFDC 36.3% 37.0% 29.8% 39.2%
Percent on Food Stamps 44.6% 30.9% 38.6% 51.6%
Percent in Public Housing 13.9% 5.4% 9.9% 18.3%
1 All Figures are in 1994 dollars .

Source: IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.  Data are from Month
12 of each panel.

Table 3.5
Demographic, Family Structure, Human Capital, and Economic

Characteristics of Single Mothers Living in Extended Families, Month 12

3-GenerationTotal With Other
Adults

Without Other
Adults
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come for these families and have implications for
their economic well-being.

Single-Mother Families

Regardless of  race or ethnicity, single-mother
families tended to rely on income from their own
earnings and/or government benefits.  Among
single-mother families, about 54 percent relied on
earnings, including 61 percent of  white single moth-
ers, 52 percent of  Hispanic single mothers, 47 per-
cent of  African American single mothers, and 49
percent of  single mothers from other racial groups
(see Figure 3.3).  Within the context of  all stable
family types (including married-couple families), the
largest family type among African American, low-
income families is the job-reliant, single-mother
family (34 percent), whereas the primary/second-
ary-earner, two-parent family predominates among
the other race/ethnic groups (see Table 3.4).

Welfare is the primary source of  support for
far fewer white single mothers.  Only two out of
ten low-income, white single mothers relied pri-

marily on welfare, compared with three out of  ten
African American, Hispanic, or other-race single
mothers.  Approximately one out of  five single
mothers of  all race and ethnic groups combined
welfare payments with their own earnings: 21 per-
cent of  African American, 19 percent of  white, 16
percent of   Hispanic, and 21 percent of  single
mothers of  other races (see Figure 3.3).

Of  all low-income families, almost 4 percent
were headed by single fathers, with African Ameri-
can families and families from other racial groups
the least likely to be headed by single fathers (2.5
percent and 2.2 percent, respectively).

Married-Couple Families

Figure 3.4 shows the distribution of  racial
and ethnic groups across the four types of  mar-
ried-couple families (primary/secondary earners,
equitable earners, marginal earners, and AFDC-UP
recipients).  Among the stable, low-income mar-
ried couples, primary/secondary-earner families are
the largest of  these four groups, regardless of  race

Figure 3.3

Single-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother FSingle-Mother Families, bamilies, bamilies, bamilies, bamilies, byyyyy
Income-PIncome-PIncome-PIncome-PIncome-Package ackage ackage ackage ackage TTTTType andype andype andype andype and
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Figure 3.4

Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Families bamilies bamilies bamilies bamilies byyyyy
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Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 Panels of the U.S. Bureau 
of the Census Survey of Income and Program Participation. 
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Participation.
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and ethnicity.  Hispanic married couples are the
most likely to fall into the primary/secondary-
earner category (57 percent), closely followed by
whites (54 percent);  African American married
couples with children are the least likely to have
primary secondary earners (44 percent).  Equitable-
earner families are also prevalent among all racial
and ethnic groups.  African American married
couples are the most likely among all racial and eth-
nic groups to be equitable earners (40 percent),
which is consistent with previous research indicat-
ing that African American wives tend to contrib-
ute a greater proportion to their family’s incomes
than white wives do (Cancian, Danziger, and
Gottschalk 1993).   Marginal earners and AFDC-
UP-recipient families constitute a much smaller
share of all family types among all racial and eth-
nic groups.

In sum, these findings show considerable
variation by race and ethnicity among single-par-
ent and two-parent families.  Although we find that
nearly three-quarters of  low-income African
American families with children were headed by
women, we also find that approximately 50-60 per-
cent of  low-income single mothers of  all racial and
ethnic groups relied on earnings, and an additional
20-30 percent relied on earnings combined with
welfare.  Only 20 percent relied predominantly on
welfare.

Supplement:  Single Mothers inSupplement:  Single Mothers inSupplement:  Single Mothers inSupplement:  Single Mothers inSupplement:  Single Mothers in
EEEEExtended Fxtended Fxtended Fxtended Fxtended Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Single mothers provide most of  the economic
and emotional support for their children.  Although
they face major barriers to employment, such as
low wages and lack of  affordable child care, most
of  these low-income single mothers did not receive
welfare, even before the recent changes made wel-
fare less available.  Nevertheless, government ben-
efits and the help of  family members are impor-
tant to many low-income families, including those
who rely primarily on work.  Conversely, previous
research clearly shows that even the single-mother
families that relied on AFDC also relied on ex-
tended families and other sources of income (Edin
and Lein 1997; Spalter-Roth, Burr, Hartmann, and
Shaw 1995).

Almost half (47 percent) of single mothers
lived with other adults (see Table 3.2), apparently
benefiting from a private support network.
These networks included the grandmothers and
grandfathers of  their children, adult siblings,
their own adult children, and non-kin networks
of  boyfriends, girlfriends, and roommates.
Researchers have concluded that the risks of
single parenthood are reduced when single
mothers do not live in isolation but are instead
able to use the social and economic resources
provided by these private safety nets (Hao 1995;
Jayakody Charles, and Taylor 1993).

As Table 3.5 shows, three-generation fami-
lies contained the youngest single mothers— al-
most half  (49 percent) were under age 25 and 18
percent were teenagers; they were disproportion-
ately African American. In contrast, of the single
mothers living with other adults, only 18 percent
were under 25 and more than half  were 35 or older;
these families were most likely to be Hispanic.
Those living without other adults were the least
likely to be under 25 and the most likely to be white.
Probably as a result of  their younger age, single
mothers in three-generation families were the least
likely to have been married.  Two-thirds of  the low-
income single mothers in three-generation house-
holds had never been married, in contrast to only
one-third of  the total population of  low-income
single mothers (data not shown).

These younger mothers also had the young-
est children.  Fifty-five percent were under age
three, in contrast to approximately a quarter of  the
children in each of  the other two types of  single-
mother families.  The mothers in the three-genera-
tion households were also the most likely to be in
school (15 percent), which is not surprising given
their younger age.  Because of   the young age of
their children and the likelihood of  their being in
school, it is not surprising that a smaller percent-
age (40 percent) of  single mothers living in three-
generation families were in the labor force, com-
pared with more than half  of  the mothers living
with other adults or alone with their children.

The financial resources provided in three-gen-
eration families appear to partially substitute for
means-tested benefits, but do not replace them.



Survival at the Bottom 23

Families containing only single mothers and their
children had the highest percentages of  mothers
receiving AFDC and Food Stamps and living in
public housing (39 percent, 52 percent, and 18 per-
cent, respectively); the three-generation, single-
mother families were almost as likely to receive
AFDC (37 percent), but considerably less likely to
receive Food Stamps (31 percent) or live in public
housing (5 percent).  Only 30 percent of the moth-
ers living with other adults received AFDC, but their
use of  Food Stamps (39 percent) and public hous-
ing (10 percent) fell between the other single-
mother groups.  (These findings are consistent with
Hao’s [1995] finding that kin support is inversely
related to the daughter’s income or level of  ben-
efits.)

Single mothers living only with their children
had average monthly family incomes of  $954, com-
pared with $1,301 for those with other adults in
their families, and $2,459 in three-generation fami-
lies. Those living with other adults had average
monthly household incomes of $1,986.  Six out of

ten of  the solo single mothers’ families were poor
when judged by the standard poverty measure and
almost as many (57 percent) were poor when the
cash value of  Food Stamps and WIC is added to
their family incomes.  Those single mothers and
their children living with other adults were almost
as likely to be poor (54 percent, using the standard
poverty measure) when the income of  only family
members is included.  But income increases by
about half (from $1,301 to $1,986) when the in-
come of  other household members (such as boy-
friends) is included.  Finally, single mothers living
in extended families were the least likely to be
poor—slightly more than one-third were.  Other
family members’ income and earnings were 67 per-
cent of  the total family income, on average, and
may have acted as a “private safety net,” subsidiz-
ing the low earnings or lack of  earnings of  these
mothers as does the public safety net of  AFDC,
Food Stamps, and public housing.  Unlike income
from the public safety net, income from other fam-
ily members often does not go directly to the single
mother.
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Each family in this study drew upon a pool
of  various cash and cash-like resources that we re-
fer to as an “income package.”  Income-packaging
strategies are influenced by the quality of  available
jobs, eligibility rules and benefit levels for govern-
ment programs, and availability of  additional re-
sources from family members and other sources.
Income packages vary greatly, resulting in higher
or lower family incomes, which influence the qual-
ity of  food, shelter, clothing, neighborhoods, and
schools available to family members.  These vary-
ing levels of  living also provide differential oppor-
tunities and experiences that foster the cognitive
and social development of  family members
(Thompson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994).

In our analysis, we assume a single income
package for each family (in other words, we assume
that family members pool all their resources), al-
though we do not have empirical evidence that this
is the case.9   The SIPP does not ask questions about
whether families pool income; instead, it collects
information on the kinds and amount of  income
obtained by each adult family member.  For ex-
ample, we know who earns how much, who col-
lects what kinds of  benefits, and who obtains in-
come from sources such as child support.  Thus,
we can tell what portion of  the potential income
pool comes from each family member and how
that family member obtains that share.  Although
this study categorizes income as coming from the
labor market (earnings), the state (government ben-
efits), or family members (including spousal earn-
ings), other researchers use different schema.  Edin
and Lein (1997), for example, examine income
packages in terms of  work-based strategies, net-
work-based strategies, and agency-based strategies.

Individuals’ contributions to the family in-
come package are constrained by gender.  Mothers
are, on average, more likely to receive means-tested

CHAPTER FOUR

HOW LOW-INCOME FAMILIES PACKAGE RESOURCES TO SURVIVE

benefits whereas fathers are more likely to receive
non-means-tested benefits.  Unemployment insur-
ance (UI) is an example of  a higher-benefit/non-
means-tested program in which unemployed
women are less likely than unemployed men to re-
ceive benefits (Yoon, Spalter-Roth, and Baldwin
1995).  AFDC is an example of  a lower-benefit/
means-tested program in which impoverished
women are substantially more likely than impover-
ished men to receive benefits (because men are less
likely to be the primary caretakers of  children).
Gender and race or ethnicity constrain market and
family alternatives as well as government benefits.
Within these constraints, mothers, fathers, grand-
parents, and guardians attempt to make the most
of  their family income by using different strategies
and a variety of  income sources.

In this chapter, we examine family (but not
household) income of  single-parent and married-
couple families.  Limiting income to family income
probably underestimates the total income available
to these families, because it excludes the contribu-
tions of  non-related individuals living in the house-
hold.  In addition, we do not consider the impact
of  the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), which
means that we probably underestimate the income
available to job-reliant, low-income families (see,
for example, Burkhauser, Couch, and Glenn 1995).

Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

By definition, single-parent families do not
have access to the earnings of  a live-in spouse, al-
though they may have access to the income of  a
live-in cohabitor.10   In general, single-mother fami-
lies are more likely than two-parent families to de-
pend on the earnings of  the mother, on the earn-
ings and income of family members other than
spouses, on government benefits, and on child sup-
port.  Single-father families are the most likely

9Although most researchers assume the notion of “family income,” some families separate “his” and “her” money (Blumstein and Schwartz, 1991;
Fuchs, 1986); especially in cases of extended families, not all income may be put into a single family income package.

10Edin and Lein (1997) estimate that 29 percent of welfare-reliant mothers receive about $50 per month from boyfriends and 27 percent of job-
reliant mothers receive about $60 per month from this source.
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single-parent families to rely on the parent’s own
earnings.  We will focus first on the single-parent
families that relied most heavily on earnings and
then provide comparable information about the
single-parent families that relied more heavily on
government benefits.  We will then turn to the
married-couple families.

Single-Father Families

The average annual family income of  low-in-
come single fathers was $20,210 when the cash
value of  Food Stamps is included, and $19,978
when Food Stamps are not included. These single-
father families were the most job reliant of  all single-

parent families; the father’s earnings were 61 percent
of  the family’s income package (see Figure 4.1).
Still, these families also relied on other family mem-
bers and on government benefits for their income
packages.  Fourteen percent of  family income came
from other family members’ earnings, an additional
14 percent from the father’s government benefits
(both means- and non-means-tested), and approxi-
mately 11 percent from other income, such as family
members’ private sector benefits.  Single fathers
received more income from non-means-tested-ben-
efits and less income from means-tested benefits
than single mothers did, a gender pattern that we
will see again.

Figure 4.1

AnnualizAnnualizAnnualizAnnualizAnnualized Income Soured Income Soured Income Soured Income Soured Income Sources of Single-Pces of Single-Pces of Single-Pces of Single-Pces of Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Welfare Reliant Mothers
Annual Income = $13,274

Other Income
 13.0%

Non-Means-Tested Benefits
 4.0% 

Means-Tested Benefits
 52.2% 

Child Support/Alimony
 1.2% 

Others' Earnings
 29.4% 

Mother's Earnings
 0.3% 

Notes:
(1)  Annual Income includes the cash value of WIC and Food Stamps.
(2)  Non-Means-Tested Benefits include Government Employment benefits.
(3)  Other Income includes private sector benefits, income from assets, informal income, and other income.
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Job/Welfare Reliant Mothers
Annual Income = $17,651
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 11.3% 

Non-Means-Tested Benefits
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 30.5% 

Mother's Earnings
 30.7% 

Job Reliant Mothers
Annual Income = $19,329

Other Income
 9.4% Non-Means-Tested Benefits

 6.3% 
Means-Tested Benefits

 4.6% 
Child Support/Alimony

 5.3% 

Others' Earnings
 25.9% 

Mother's Earnings
 48.6% 

Single Fathers (All Income-Package types)
Annual Income = $20,210

Other Income
 10.8% 

Non-Means-Tested Benefits
 9.3% 

Means-Tested Benefits
 4.2% 

Others' Earnings
 14.3% 

Child Support/Alimony
 0.4% 

Father's Earnings
 61.2% 
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Seventeen percent of  low-income single fa-
thers received UI benefits and 11 percent received
Social Security benefits (Social Security is probably
received most often by guardian-child families).  The
34 percent of  the single fathers who received non-
means-tested benefits received an annual average of
$4,841 from them (see Table 4.1).  These families
also had a higher level of  income from assets than
single-mother families did (see Table 4.2).

Single-Mother Families:  Job Reliants

The largest group of  low-income single moth-
ers is job reliant, which means that these mothers’
own earnings constituted the largest share of  their
family income packages.  The annual gross family
income of  job-reliant single mothers averaged ap-
proximately $19,300, including the cash value of
Food Stamps and WIC benefits, and approximately
$18,900 without the cash value of  these benefits
(about $1,000 less in both cases than the average
income of single-father families).  Although these
single mothers relied on earnings, only 49 percent
of  their family income ($9,393) came from their own
earnings and 26 percent from the earnings of  oth-
ers (see Figure 4.1).  This is somewhat different
from the findings of  Edin and Lein’s (1997) study
of  the income packages of  low-wage single moth-
ers in four cities, which found that job-reliant single
mothers earned 63 percent of  their income pack-
ages and received 20 percent from the earnings of
other family members.

As noted in the previous chapter, job-reliant
single mothers were the most likely single-mother
families to live with other adults.  Thus, it is not sur-
prising that one-quarter of  their family income came
from the earnings of  other family members ($4,998),
and approximately 9 percent ($1,336) came from
other sources.  Although these mothers were the
most likely group of  single mothers to receive child
support, only 35 percent actually did so (Table 4.1).
On average, child support amounted to less than 6
percent of  the job reliants’ family income, but those
who did receive child support increased their family
incomes by nearly $3,000 (the most of  any single-
mother family type).  The remaining 11 percent of
family income came from means- and non-means-

tested government benefits (see Figure 4.1).  Only
1.2 percent of  these families received any AFDC,
whereas one-third received Food Stamps and other
non-cash benefits for an average of  about $1,200
per year (see Table 4.1).

Compared with welfare reliants and mixed job/
welfare reliants, a higher percentage of  the job-reli-
ant single mothers received non-means-tested ben-
efits (28 percent compared with 14 percent for wel-
fare reliants and 19 percent for job/welfare reliants).
On average, those who received such benefits re-
ceived larger amounts ($4,184 compared with $3,719
for welfare-reliants and $1,378 for those who com-
bined work and welfare).  Social Security is the larg-
est source of  these benefits.  Despite their compara-
tively long spells of  employment and weeks of  un-
employment, only 11 percent of  these working single
mothers received UI benefits compared with 17 per-
cent of  single fathers.

Single-Mother Families:
Job/Welfare Reliants

Job/welfare reliants are single-mothers whose
income comes both from their own earnings and
from means-tested benefits; however, our findings
show that a substantial portion came from the in-
come and earnings of  other family members as well.
Job/welfare reliants had the most equally divided
income packages among all eight family types in the
study (see Figure 4.1).  The annual gross income of
these families was slightly over $16,000 or nearly
$17,700 when the cash value of  Food Stamps and
WIC is added to their income package (see Table
4.1).  As Figure 4.1 shows, 31 percent (about $5,400)
of  this money came from the mother’s own earn-
ings in the paid labor market, which shows that these
families relied much less than the job-reliant, single-
mother families on the mother’s earnings.  An equal
share of  these single mothers’ income packages came
from the earnings of  other family members (31 per-
cent).  Income from other sources contributed an-
other 11 percent.  For the 31 percent of  job/welfare
reliants who received child support and alimony, this
additional income source added approximately
$1,185 dollars per year (see Table 4.1).
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Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,770 2554 688 474 1,392 216

Sample Size (Weighted) 6,218,564 5,735,793 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 482,771

Income AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome Aggregatesegatesegatesegatesegates

  Total Gross Family Income (standard definition)1 $16,566 $16,279 $11,084 $16,113 $18,929 $19,978

  Total Gross Family Income (modified definition)2 $17,600 $17,380 $13,274 $17,652 $19,328 $20,210

Benefit RBenefit RBenefit RBenefit RBenefit Receipteceipteceipteceipteceipt

PPPPPererererercent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits 62.7%62.7%62.7%62.7%62.7% 65.7%65.7%65.7%65.7%65.7% 98.8%98.8%98.8%98.8%98.8% 98.6%98.6%98.6%98.6%98.6% 37.4%37.4%37.4%37.4%37.4% 26.2%26.2%26.2%26.2%26.2%

Amount of Means-TAmount of Means-TAmount of Means-TAmount of Means-TAmount of Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits33333 $3,922$3,922$3,922$3,922$3,922 $3,981$3,981$3,981$3,981$3,981 $7,009$7,009$7,009$7,009$7,009 $4,284$4,284$4,284$4,284$4,284 $2,362$2,362$2,362$2,362$2,362 $3,215$3,215$3,215$3,215$3,215

  Percent with AFDC 43.2% 45.9% 98.0% 97.7% 1.2% 11.7%

  AFDC $1,839 $1,762 $4,316 $2,639 $172 $2,751

  Percent with Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits 14.5% 14.9% 19.7% 9.8% 14.3% 9.9%

  Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits $2,724 $2,710 $2,570 $1,095 $3,365 $2,893

  Percent with Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits 57.1% 60.2% 92.9% 89.2% 33.3% 21.3%

  Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits $1,571 $1,612 $2,357 $1,725 $1,199 $1,092

PPPPPererererercent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits 23.2%23.2%23.2%23.2%23.2% 22.2%22.2%22.2%22.2%22.2% 14.4%14.4%14.4%14.4%14.4% 18.6%18.6%18.6%18.6%18.6% 27.5%27.5%27.5%27.5%27.5% 34.3%34.3%34.3%34.3%34.3%

AmountAmountAmountAmountAmount     of Non-Means-Tof Non-Means-Tof Non-Means-Tof Non-Means-Tof Non-Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits33333 $3,616$3,616$3,616$3,616$3,616 $3,513$3,513$3,513$3,513$3,513 $3,719$3,719$3,719$3,719$3,719 $1,378$1,378$1,378$1,378$1,378 $4,184$4,184$4,184$4,184$4,184 $4,841$4,841$4,841$4,841$4,841

  Percent with Unemployment Benefits 9.3% 8.7% 1.0% 12.0% 11.3% 16.7%

  Unemployment Benefits $954 $922 $818 $838 $1,004 $1,342

  Percent with Social Security 11.5% 11.5% 12.4% 4.1% 13.8% 10.8%

  Social Security $5,459 $5,206 $4,002 $2,931 $6,630 $8,470

  Percent with Other Non-Means -Tested Benefits 4.4% 3.8% 1.2% 4.0% 5.1% 11.6%

  Other Non-Means-Tested Benefits $2,296 $2,112 $2,520 $840 $2,370 $4,478

PPPPPererererercent with Gocent with Gocent with Gocent with Gocent with Govvvvvernment Emploernment Emploernment Emploernment Emploernment Employment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefits44444 1.0%1.0%1.0%1.0%1.0% 0.8%0.8%0.8%0.8%0.8% 0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0% 0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2% 1.4%1.4%1.4%1.4%1.4% 3.3%3.3%3.3%3.3%3.3%

Government Employment Benefits3 $2,875 $2,561 $0 $1,448 $4,240 $6,604

PPPPPererererercent with Pcent with Pcent with Pcent with Pcent with Privrivrivrivrivate-Sate-Sate-Sate-Sate-Sector Benefitsector Benefitsector Benefitsector Benefitsector Benefits 2.1%2.1%2.1%2.1%2.1% 1.9%1.9%1.9%1.9%1.9% 0.6%0.6%0.6%0.6%0.6% 1.9%1.9%1.9%1.9%1.9% 2.6%2.6%2.6%2.6%2.6% 4.2%4.2%4.2%4.2%4.2%
Private-Sector Benefits3 $2,827 $2,794 $2,562 $894 $3,598 $3,224

PPPPPererererercccccent ent ent ent ent with Child Supporwith Child Supporwith Child Supporwith Child Supporwith Child Support and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimony 28.4%28.4%28.4%28.4%28.4% 30.2%30.2%30.2%30.2%30.2% 20.2%20.2%20.2%20.2%20.2% 30.6%30.6%30.6%30.6%30.6% 35.0%35.0%35.0%35.0%35.0% 6.5%6.5%6.5%6.5%6.5%
Child Support and Alimony3 $1,949 $2,021 $778 $1,185 $2,943 $1,102

1 All figures are in January 1994 dollars.                2 The modified definition includes the cash value of WIC and food stamps.
3 Those cases where the value is zero have been excluded from the calculations.
4 Government employment benefits includes military retirement pay, G.I. Bill education benefits, other veteran benefits, national guard or reserves pay, state

and local government pensions, and federal civil service pensions.

Source: IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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 VVVVVarious arious arious arious arious TTTTTypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Support or Alimony Rt or Alimony Rt or Alimony Rt or Alimony Rt or Alimony Receiveceiveceiveceiveceivededededed
bbbbby Sy Sy Sy Sy Stable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
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Although the earnings of  mothers and other
family members contributed substantial shares to
the family income, these families also depended on
means- and non-means-tested government benefits
for their well-being.  About one-quarter of  family
income ($4,223) came from means-tested benefits,
about two-thirds of  which was from AFDC (see
Table 4.2).  These families received AFDC for an
average of  14 months and food stamps for an av-
erage of  17 months (data not shown).  Less than 2
percent of family income came from non-means-
tested benefits, but those benefits added almost
$1,400 to the income packages of  the 19 percent
of  the job/welfare reliants who received them (the
largest amount is from Social Security, most likely
received by the grandparents in these families).

Single-Mother Families:  Welfare Reliants

 The average annual gross family income of
welfare-reliant single mothers was just above
$11,000, or $13,300 if  the cash value of  Food
Stamps and WIC are included in their income pack-
age.  These families are labeled as welfare reliant
because means-tested benefits, such as AFDC and
Food Stamps, constituted the largest and most
stable source of  family income, accounting for
about half  of  a family’s income package. On aver-
age, they received $4,229 annually from AFDC, for
an average of  21 out of  24 months, and $2,060 in
Food Stamps (see Table 4.2).  In contrast, earn-
ings from the mother’s paid employment amounted
to less than 1 percent of  the family’s income pack-
age.  On average, a very small portion of  the family’s
income (4 percent) came from the mother’s receipt
of  non-means-tested benefits ($534).  For the 14
percent of  welfare reliants who received them,
however, non-means-tested benefits added substan-
tially to the family income package-$3,719, princi-
pally from Social Security (see Table 4.1).  Twelve
percent of  the welfare reliants received Social Se-
curity, primarily those who were guardians or grand-
mothers.

The remaining 44 percent of  the family’s in-
come came from family members other than the
mother (including the earnings and benefits of

11 Because of the $50 pass through rule in effect during the time covered by this study, welfare recipients receive only $50 of monthly child
support income collected by the state.  The remainder goes to state coffers as reimbursement for welfare payments.

grandparents, adult siblings, older children, and
other sources) (see Figure 4.1).  This income in-
cluded child support and alimony, but such pay-
ments represented less than 2 percent of  these
mothers’ income packages.  For the one in five
welfare-reliant single mothers who received child
support and alimony, the payments totaled approxi-
mately $800 per year (see Table 4.1).11  On aver-
age, only $5 per year came from charity (see Table
4.2), which casts some doubt on how likely chari-
ties will be to replace government means-tested
benefits.

In a study of  welfare mothers in four cities,
Edin and Lein (1997) found that welfare benefits
covered only three-fifths of  family expenditures and
that single mothers who relied on welfare used a
series of  strategies to increase their family income.
Our findings, based on a national sample, corrobo-
rate this.  We find that welfare-reliant families had
about the same income ($11,084) as that reported in
the Edin and Lein study ($10,512) and that income
from other family members supplemented AFDC
income.  Both studies show how important it is for
the families to rely on more than one income source
to survive.  Even with income-packaging, families
suffer from hardships including lack of  food, evic-
tion, shut-off  utilities, shortages of  winter clothing,
and homelessness (Edin and Lein 1997).

Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

The majority of  stable, low-income families are
married-couple families, which tend to be better-off
financially than single-parent families.  Compared
with single-parent families,  married-couple families
are less likely to rely on government benefits and on
income from other family members.  However, the
income packages of  different types of  married-
couple families vary considerably.

Although the husband’s earnings were gener-
ally the largest source of  income for married-couple
families, their families depended on other income
sources as well.  It is important to note that these
families have borne the brunt of  declining male
wages during the 1980s (Burtless 1995), whereas
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Table 4.2

Income SourIncome SourIncome SourIncome SourIncome Sources ofces ofces ofces ofces of S S S S Stable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
ooooovvvvver 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Avvvvverererererages)ages)ages)ages)ages)11111

Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
All SingleAll SingleAll SingleAll SingleAll Single FFFFFathersathersathersathersathers

Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC MothersMothersMothersMothersMothers
WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee Job/WJob/WJob/WJob/WJob/Welfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee JobJobJobJobJob
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant

Sample Size (Unweighted) 688 474 1,392 2,554 216
Sample Size (Weighted) 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 5,735,793 482,771
Income AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome Aggregatesegatesegatesegatesegates

TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Incomeamily Incomeamily Incomeamily Incomeamily Income1 1 1 1 1  (standar (standar (standar (standar (standard definition)d definition)d definition)d definition)d definition) $11,084$11,084$11,084$11,084$11,084 $16,113$16,113$16,113$16,113$16,113 $18,929$18,929$18,929$18,929$18,929 $16,279$16,279$16,279$16,279$16,279 $19,978$19,978$19,978$19,978$19,978
TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition) $13,276$13,276$13,276$13,276$13,276 $17,651$17,651$17,651$17,651$17,651 $19,329$19,329$19,329$19,329$19,329 $17,381$17,381$17,381$17,381$17,381 $20,210$20,210$20,210$20,210$20,210

Income bIncome bIncome bIncome bIncome by Soury Soury Soury Soury Sourcecececece
FFFFFamily Earningsamily Earningsamily Earningsamily Earningsamily Earnings $3,932$3,932$3,932$3,932$3,932 $10,808$10,808$10,808$10,808$10,808 $14,385$14,385$14,385$14,385$14,385 $10,889$10,889$10,889$10,889$10,889 $15,246$15,246$15,246$15,246$15,246

Mother’s Earnings as % of Family Income 0.3% 33.6% 49.6% 37.5% 0.0%
Father’s Earnings as % of Family Income 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 61.9%
Mother’s or Father’s Earnings $35 $5,419 $9,387 $6,109 $12,362
Other Family Members’ Earnings as % of Family Income 35.2% 33.4% 26.4% 30.1% 14.4%
Other Family Members’ Earnings $3,897 $5,389 $4,998 $4,779 $2,884

Means-TMeans-TMeans-TMeans-TMeans-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits $6,928$6,928$6,928$6,928$6,928 $4,223$4,223$4,223$4,223$4,223 $883$883$883$883$883 $3,152$3,152$3,152$3,152$3,152 $841$841$841$841$841
AFDC 4,229 2,578 2 $1,636 323
Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits 507 107 481 $415 286
     General Assistance 55 15 217 $134 32
     Supplemental Security 419 63 179 $221 208
     Other Welfare 33 29 85 $60 46
Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits 2,191 1,539 400 $1,101 232
     WIC 131 123 40 $80 15
     Food Stamps 2,060 1,416 360 $1,021 217

Non-Means-TNon-Means-TNon-Means-TNon-Means-TNon-Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits $534$534$534$534$534 $256$256$256$256$256 $1,151$1,151$1,151$1,151$1,151 $811$811$811$811$811 $1,659$1,659$1,659$1,659$1,659
Unemployment Benefits 9 101 114 $83 224
Workers Compensation 15 23 42 $31 202
Social Security 495 121 916 $649 916
Veterans Compensation 11 4 53 $33 260
Other Government Benefits (incl. Railroad Retirement) 4 7 25 $16 56

GoGoGoGoGovvvvvernment Emploernment Emploernment Emploernment Emploernment Employment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefits22222 $0$0$0$0$0 $3$3$3$3$3 $60$60$60$60$60 $33$33$33$33$33 $216$216$216$216$216
PPPPPrivrivrivrivrivate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefits $14$14$14$14$14 $17$17$17$17$17 $93$93$93$93$93 $57$57$57$57$57 $136$136$136$136$136

Employer Temporary Sickness & Other Sick Benefits 0 7 24 $14 41
Company Pension & Other Retirement Benefits 14 10 69 $43 95

Child SupporChild SupporChild SupporChild SupporChild Support and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimony $157$157$157$157$157 $362$362$362$362$362 $1,031$1,031$1,031$1,031$1,031 $667$667$667$667$667 $72$72$72$72$72
Foster Care Payments 7 7 15 $11 0
Private Child Support 148 320 899 $585 72
Alimony 2 35 117 $70 0

Income frIncome frIncome frIncome frIncome from Assetsom Assetsom Assetsom Assetsom Assets $6$6$6$6$6 $44$44$44$44$44 $159$159$159$159$159 $96$96$96$96$96 $222$222$222$222$222
Income from Life Insurance Policies, Annuities,
  Estates & Trusts 0 5 9 $6 14
Interest from Savings Accounts3 6 7 76 $44 105
From Other Assets4 -1 32 74 $46 102

Informal IncomeInformal IncomeInformal IncomeInformal IncomeInformal Income $69$69$69$69$69 $115$115$115$115$115 $230$230$230$230$230 $165$165$165$165$165 $128$128$128$128$128
Charity 5 13 2 $5 1
Money from Friends 13 29 113 $70 29
Lump Sum Payments 8 22 31 $23 18
Income from Boarders 1 5 8 $5 6
Casual Earnings and Other Cash 43 47 76 $62 74

Other Income (Other Income (Other Income (Other Income (Other Income (everything else not included in $1,634$1,634$1,634$1,634$1,634 $1,824$1,824$1,824$1,824$1,824 $1,336$1,336$1,336$1,336$1,336 $1,511$1,511$1,511$1,511$1,511 $1,690$1,690$1,690$1,690$1,690
 above categories)

1 All figures are in January 1994 dollars.        2 Government employment benefits includes military retirement pay, G.I. bill education benefits, other veteran
benefits, national guard or reserves pay, state and local government pensions, and federal civil-service pensions.
3 Includes interest from money market deposit accounts, cds, and interest-bearing checking accounts.
4 Includes income from money market funds, government securities, municipal bonds, stocks and mutual shares, income from mortgages held, net rental
property, royalties, and other financial investments.
Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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the women’s wages in these families have fallen less
or remained reasonably stable (Blank 1995).  The
mothers in the equitable-earner families in this study
contributed about 30 percent of family income
through their earnings (see Table 4.3), about the
same amount as all wives contributed in 1991
(Hayghe 1993).

Important variations exist as well in the
receipt of  government benefits.  Some married-
couple families relied heavily on government ben-
efits, but they received a smaller share of  their family
income from government benefits than the most
welfare-reliant of  single-parent families did.
AFDC-UP families relied more on means-tested
benefits, whereas families with only marginal earn-
ers relied more on non-means-tested benefits.  In
addition, families with fathers were more likely to
obtain non-means-tested benefits.

Equitable Earners

Among all low-income families with children,
equitable earners are only the third-largest family
type (following primary/secondary-earner couples
and job-reliant, single-mother families).  Equitable-
earner families are under-represented among low-
income families because families with two earners
are the least likely to be poor or near poor.  In fact,
the mean earnings of  all two-earner families (even
including those with secondary earners) in the
United States in 1996 were $64,796, and the me-
dian earnings were $56,442 (U.S. Bureau of  the
Census 1997).  In comparison, the median income
for all families in 1996 was $42,300 (U.S. Bureau
of the Census 1999).

Among the low-income families studied here,
equitable-earner families had the highest average
income, $32,051, which increased to $32,131 when
the cash value of  Food Stamps and WIC is added.
These families relied the most on the labor market
for their earnings, with 94 percent of  the family
income coming from this source.  A large share
(58 percent) of the family income came from the
father’s earnings, 30 percent came from the

mother’s earnings, and an additional, small portion
(6 percent) came from other family members’ earn-
ings.  Although the mother’s earnings typically con-
stituted a smaller share of family income than the
father’s earnings, her earnings added substantially
to her family’s living standard and could provide a
safety net if  the husband experienced unemploy-
ment.

Of  all low-income families with children, eq-
uitable-earner families received the fewest dollars
from means- and non-means-tested government
benefits, which together represented just more than
2 percent of  family income (see Figure 4.2).  For
these families, only $182, on average, was from the
parents’ means-tested benefits (see Table 4.3).
Slightly more of the family income ($671) came
from non-means-tested benefits.   Among equi-
table earners, 23 percent of  fathers received non-
means-tested benefits whereas 16 percent of moth-
ers received such benefits.  Fathers received more
from this type of benefit than mothers did ($1,560
compared with $1,287, see Tables 4.4 and 4.5).
UI is the non-means-tested benefit that both moth-
ers and fathers are most likely to receive; 17 per-
cent of  fathers and 11 percent of  mothers received
unemployment benefits (see Tables 4.4 and 4.5).
Here, again, fathers received more money than
mothers did ($1,299 compared with $948).  Small
percentages of  families gained additional income
from other sources of  government benefits includ-
ing veteran’s compensation and pensions.  Finally,
an additional, small amount ($1,107 or 3 percent)
of  family income came from private benefits, as-
sets, and informal and other sources of  income.

Primary/Secondary Earners

The most important difference between the
primary/secondary-earner couples and the equi-
table-earner couples is the amount earned by the
mothers in these families.  Whereas mothers in
equitable-earner couples contributed about 30 per-
cent of  family income, those in primary/second-
ary-earner couples contributed about 10 percent
of  family income through their earnings.12  Fathers

 12 The 10 percent share of wives’ contributions is only an average.  Some wives in these primary/secondary families are actually the primary or
only earners in these families, and the husband is the secondary earner; in 4 percent of these families, the husbands have no earnings.
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Table 4.3

Income SourIncome SourIncome SourIncome SourIncome Sources ofces ofces ofces ofces of S S S S Stable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
ooooovvvvver 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Aer 24 Months (Annual Avvvvverererererages)ages)ages)ages)ages)11111

          Married-Couple F          Married-Couple F          Married-Couple F          Married-Couple F          Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Sample Size (Unweighted) 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138
Income AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome Aggregatesegatesegatesegatesegates

TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standard definition)d definition)d definition)d definition)d definition) $19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957 $17,884$17,884$17,884$17,884$17,884 $25,522$25,522$25,522$25,522$25,522  $32,050 $32,050 $32,050 $32,050 $32,050
TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition) $21,046$21,046$21,046$21,046$21,046 $18,208$18,208$18,208$18,208$18,208 $25,719$25,719$25,719$25,719$25,719 $32,130$32,130$32,130$32,130$32,130

Income bIncome bIncome bIncome bIncome by Soury Soury Soury Soury Sourcecececece
FFFFFamily Earningsamily Earningsamily Earningsamily Earningsamily Earnings $12,696$12,696$12,696$12,696$12,696 $6,670$6,670$6,670$6,670$6,670 $22,908$22,908$22,908$22,908$22,908 $30,054$30,054$30,054$30,054$30,054

Mother’s Earnings as % of Family Income2 11.1% 3.5% 9.9% 29.6%
Father’s Earnings as % of Family Income2 39.9% 16.9% 73.6% 58.4%
Mother’s and Father’s Earnings $10,188 $3,662 $21,309 $28,180
Other Family Members’ Earnings as % of Family Income2 12.6% 16.8% 6.3% 5.9%
Other Family Members’ Earnings $2,508 $3,008 $1,599 $1,875

Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Means-Ts Means-Ts Means-Ts Means-Ts Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits $3,578$3,578$3,578$3,578$3,578 $553$553$553$553$553 $262$262$262$262$262 $117$117$117$117$117
AFDC 2,067 0 2 0
Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits 423 229 64 37
     General Assistance 64 116 14 3
     Supplemental Security 356 81 47 30
     Other Welfare 4 32 2 3
Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits 1,089 324 197 80
    WIC 139 42 52 34
     Food Stamps 949 282 145 46

FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s Means-Ts Means-Ts Means-Ts Means-Ts Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits $3,228$3,228$3,228$3,228$3,228 $737$737$737$737$737 $147$147$147$147$147 $65$65$65$65$65
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits $328$328$328$328$328 $1,556$1,556$1,556$1,556$1,556 $244$244$244$244$244 $204$204$204$204$204

Unemployment Benefits 49 70 62 108
Workers Compensation 22 0 33 23
Social Security 232 1,447 135 52
Veterans Compensation 0 23 1 5
Other Government Benefits (incl. Railroad Retirement) 25 16 13 145

Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Gos Gos Gos Gos Govvvvvernment Emploernment Emploernment Emploernment Emploernment Employment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefits33333 $2$2$2$2$2 $0$0$0$0$0 $5$5$5$5$5 $5$5$5$5$5
FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Ts Non-Means-Tested and Goested and Goested and Goested and Goested and Govvvvvernment Benefitsernment Benefitsernment Benefitsernment Benefitsernment Benefits $1,091$1,091$1,091$1,091$1,091 $5,195$5,195$5,195$5,195$5,195 $942$942$942$942$942 $462$462$462$462$462
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Ps Ps Ps Ps Privrivrivrivrivate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefits $11$11$11$11$11 $24$24$24$24$24 $11$11$11$11$11 $21$21$21$21$21

Employer Temporary Sickness & Other Sick Benefits 6 8 3 11
Company Pension & Other Retirement Benefits 4 17 8 11

FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s Ps Ps Ps Ps Privrivrivrivrivate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefitsate Sector Benefits $86$86$86$86$86 $1,111$1,111$1,111$1,111$1,111 $71$71$71$71$71 $31$31$31$31$31
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Child Suppors Child Suppors Child Suppors Child Suppors Child Support and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimony $131$131$131$131$131 $212$212$212$212$212 $146$146$146$146$146 $116$116$116$116$116

Foster Care Payments 61 173 28 16
Private Child Support 70 39 118 99
Alimony 0 0 0 1

FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s Child Suppors Child Suppors Child Suppors Child Suppors Child Support and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimony $0$0$0$0$0 $0$0$0$0$0 $2$2$2$2$2 $8$8$8$8$8
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Income frs Income frs Income frs Income frs Income from Assetsom Assetsom Assetsom Assetsom Assets $34$34$34$34$34 $381$381$381$381$381 $154$154$154$154$154 $107$107$107$107$107

Income from Life Insurance Policies, Annuities, Estates & Trusts 0 47 3 0
Interest from Savings Accounts4 15 238 72 80
From Other Assets5 19 97 79 26

FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s Income frs Income frs Income frs Income frs Income from Assetsom Assetsom Assetsom Assetsom Assets $45$45$45$45$45 $502$502$502$502$502 $184$184$184$184$184 $125$125$125$125$125
Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’Mother’s Informal Incomes Informal Incomes Informal Incomes Informal Incomes Informal Income $55$55$55$55$55 $158$158$158$158$158 $166$166$166$166$166 $80$80$80$80$80

Charity 0 0 1 0
Money from Friends 9 20 21 8
Lump Sum Payments 7 10 21 17
Income from Boarders 1 0 8 1
Casual Earnings and Other Cash 37 128 115 54

FFFFFather’ather’ather’ather’ather’s Informal Incomes Informal Incomes Informal Incomes Informal Incomes Informal Income $124$124$124$124$124 $585$585$585$585$585 $162$162$162$162$162 $136$136$136$136$136
Other Income (evOther Income (evOther Income (evOther Income (evOther Income (everything else not included in aboerything else not included in aboerything else not included in aboerything else not included in aboerything else not included in abovvvvve categories)e categories)e categories)e categories)e categories) ($362)($362)($362)($362)($362) $523$523$523$523$523 $315$315$315$315$315 $600$600$600$600$600

1  All figures are in January 1994 dollars.                           2 Taken as a percent of the standard family income measure, not the modified measure.
 3 Government employment benefits includes military retirement pay, G.I. bill education benefits, other vetern benefits, national guard or reserves pay, state and
local government pensions, and federal civil-service pensions.
 4 Includes interest from money market deposit accounts, cds, and interest-bearing checking accounts.          5 Includes income from money market funds, govern-
ment securities, municipal bonds, stocks and mutual shares, income from mortgages held, net rental property, royalties and other financial investments.
Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients

MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
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also earned slightly less in dollar terms in these fami-
lies than in equitable-earner families, but contrib-
uted a larger proportion of  family income (73 per-
cent).  In this study of  families below 200 percent
of  the poverty level, primary/secondary-earner
families averaged $25,522 annually, without the cash
value of  Food Stamps and WIC, and $25,719 with
the value of  these benefits included.

Despite the important contribution of  the
husband’s earnings to the family’s income package,
the family also relied on the mother’s earnings and
other income, and these probably served as finan-
cial cushions during periods of  unemployment.
Fewer than 2 percent of  the family income came
from means-tested benefits and less than 5 per-
cent from non-means-tested benefits (see Figure

4.2).  Wives were more likely than husbands to re-
ceive means-tested benefits (23 percent compared
with 13 percent); however, the benefit dollars were
virtually equal for those who received these ben-
efits ($1,131 for mothers, and $1,106 for fathers;
see Tables 4.4 and 4.5).

For both husbands and wives, the largest share
of  means-tested benefits came from Food Stamps
and WIC, although smaller percentages received
larger amounts of  benefits such as General Assis-
tance and Supplemental Security Income (SSI).

As is the case in other comparisons, fathers
were substantially more likely than mothers to re-
ceive higher non-means-tested benefits.  More than
one of  four fathers (28 percent) in primary/sec-

Figure 4.2

AnnualizAnnualizAnnualizAnnualizAnnualized Income Soured Income Soured Income Soured Income Soured Income Sources of Sces of Sces of Sces of Sces of Stable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

AFDC-UP Recipients
Annual Income = $21,046

Non Means-Tested Benefits
 6.8% 

Means-Tested Benefits
 32.3% 

Child Support/Alimony
 0.6% Others' Earnings

 11.9% 

Father's Earnings
 37.9% 

Mother's Earnings 
10.5%

Notes:
(1)  Annual Income includes the cash value of WIC and Food Stamps.
(2)  Non-Means-Tested Benefits includes Government Employment benefits.
(3) Other Income includes private sector benefits, income from assets, informal income, and other income.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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Child Support & Alimony  1.2% 

Means-Tested Benefits 7.1% 
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Other Income  3.4% 
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Table 4.4

VVVVVarious  arious  arious  arious  arious  TTTTTypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Support or Alimonyt or Alimonyt or Alimonyt or Alimonyt or Alimony
RRRRReceiveceiveceiveceiveceived bed bed bed bed by Mothers in y Mothers in y Mothers in y Mothers in y Mothers in SSSSStable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Mothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
RRRRRecipientecipientecipientecipientecipient EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Sample Size (Unweighted)ample Size (u 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138

Income AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome Aggregatesegatesegatesegatesegates

          TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standard definition)d definition)d definition)d definition)d definition)11111 $26,894$26,894$26,894$26,894$26,894 $19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957 $17,885$17,885$17,885$17,885$17,885 $25,514$25,514$25,514$25,514$25,514 $32,037$32,037$32,037$32,037$32,037

          TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)22222 $27,124$27,124$27,124$27,124$27,124 $21,047$21,047$21,047$21,047$21,047 $18,209$18,209$18,209$18,209$18,209 $25,711$25,711$25,711$25,711$25,711 $32,117$32,117$32,117$32,117$32,117

Benefit RBenefit RBenefit RBenefit RBenefit Receipteceipteceipteceipteceipt

PPPPPererererercent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tcent with Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits 24.5%24.5%24.5%24.5%24.5% 78.0%78.0%78.0%78.0%78.0% 23.0%23.0%23.0%23.0%23.0% 23.2%23.2%23.2%23.2%23.2% 15.4%15.4%15.4%15.4%15.4%

Amount of Means-TAmount of Means-TAmount of Means-TAmount of Means-TAmount of Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits 3 3 3 3 3 $1,332$1,332$1,332$1,332$1,332 $4,587$4,587$4,587$4,587$4,587 $2,406$2,406$2,406$2,406$2,406 $1,131$1,131$1,131$1,131$1,131 $760$760$760$760$760

Percent with AFDC 5.2% 65.2% 0.0% 0.6% 0.3%

AFDC $419 $3,168 $0 $262 $145

Percent with Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits 3.5% 13.8% 6.4% 3.0% 1.6%

Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits $2,358 $3,070 $3,567 $2,130 $2,348

Percent with Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits 21.9% 61.4% 21.1% 21.4% 14.3%

Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits $894 $1,774 $1,535 $917 $562

PPPPPererererercent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tcent with Non-Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits 15.3%15.3%15.3%15.3%15.3% 19.3%19.3%19.3%19.3%19.3% 38.2%38.2%38.2%38.2%38.2% 11.9%11.9%11.9%11.9%11.9% 15.8%15.8%15.8%15.8%15.8%

Amount of Non-Means-TAmount of Non-Means-TAmount of Non-Means-TAmount of Non-Means-TAmount of Non-Means-Tested Benefits ested Benefits ested Benefits ested Benefits ested Benefits 33333 $1,881$1,881$1,881$1,881$1,881 $1,695$1,695$1,695$1,695$1,695 $4,073$4,073$4,073$4,073$4,073 $2,049$2,049$2,049$2,049$2,049 $1,287$1,287$1,287$1,287$1,287

Percent with Unemployment Benefits 8.3% 6.7% 5.0% 6.9% 11.4%

Unemployment Benefits $933 $732 $1,403 $899 $948

Percent with Social Security 5.1% 9.7% 34.0% 3.6% 1.4%

Social Security $3,627 $2,387 $4,256 $3,703 $3,667

Percent with Other Non-Means-Tested Benefits 3.1% 4.1% 1.4% 2.5% 4.1%

Other Non-Means-Tested Benefits $1,598 $1,134 $2,743 $1,882 $1,066

PPPPPererererercent with Gocent with Gocent with Gocent with Gocent with Govvvvvernmenternmenternmenternmenternment Emplo Emplo Emplo Emplo Employment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefits44444 0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2% 0.3%0.3%0.3%0.3%0.3% 0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0% 0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2% 0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%
Amount of Government Employment Benefits3 $2,293 $554 $0 $2,270 $3,094

PPPPPererererercent with Pcent with Pcent with Pcent with Pcent with Privrivrivrivrivate Sate Sate Sate Sate Sector Benefitsector Benefitsector Benefitsector Benefitsector Benefits 1.2%1.2%1.2%1.2%1.2% 1.0%1.0%1.0%1.0%1.0% 1.7%1.7%1.7%1.7%1.7% 0.6%0.6%0.6%0.6%0.6% 2.0%2.0%2.0%2.0%2.0%
Amount of Private Sector Benefits3 $1,430 $1,018 $1,464 $1,719 $1,069

PPPPPererererercent with Child Supporcent with Child Supporcent with Child Supporcent with Child Supporcent with Child Support and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimony 5.9%5.9%5.9%5.9%5.9% 8.7%8.7%8.7%8.7%8.7% 6.5%6.5%6.5%6.5%6.5% 5.5%5.5%5.5%5.5%5.5% 5.8%5.8%5.8%5.8%5.8%
Amount of Child Support and Alimony3 $2,383 $1,500 $3,249 $2,657 $2,004

1  All figures are in January 1994 dollars.        2 The modified definition includes the cash value of WIC and food stamps.
3 Those cases where the value is zero have been excluded from the calculations.
4  Government employment benefits include military retirement pay, G.I. bill education benefits, other vetern benefits, national guard or reserves pay,
state and local government pensions, and federal civil-service pensions.
Source: IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

ondary-earner families received an average of
$2,776 in non-means-tested benefits; approximately
one-fifth of  the fathers received unemployment
benefits (see Table 4.5).  Only 12 percent of  moth-
ers in these families received non-means-tested ben-
efits, and they received fewer dollars, on average
($2,049), than their husbands did.  These families
also relied on the earnings of  other family mem-
bers for an additional $1,599 and on even smaller
amounts of  income from assets and informal and
miscellaneous sources.

Marginal Earners

The 3.2 percent of  stable, married-couple
families that we refer to as marginal earners, who
spent the most survey months out of  the labor
market, had the lowest family incomes of  all mar-
ried-couple families.  Their family incomes aver-
aged $17,883, or $18,207 if  the cash value of  Food
Stamps and WIC is included.  Their family income
was especially low compared with the other low-
income, two-parent families in the study, who av-
eraged $6,670 more.

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients

MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal
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PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy
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EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
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For marginal-earner couples, the largest share
of  family income, about 37 percent, came from
mother’s or father’s non-means-tested benefits, in-
cluding UI, Social Security, veteran’s compensation,
and other government benefits (see Figure 4.2).
Fathers (63 percent) were more likely than moth-
ers to have access to these benefits (38 percent; see
Tables 4.4 and 4.5).   Fathers who received these
benefits contribute an average of  $7,163 to family
income, the largest share from Social Security ben-
efits.  In contrast, mothers who received these ben-
efits received an average of  $4,072, which is 57 per-
cent of  what their husbands received.  An addi-

tional, small share of family income (7 percent or
$1,290, annually) came from means-tested benefits
(see Figure 4.2).  In this family type, 26 percent of
the fathers and 23 percent of  the mothers received
means-tested benefits.  All government benefits
together contributed more than 44 percent of  these
families’ income packages, on average.

Earnings, especially when others’ earnings are
included with those of  the mother and father, were
the next largest source of  family income, after gov-
ernment benefits.  Most of  the family’s earnings
came from the father (17 percent of income) or

Table 4.5

VVVVVarious arious arious arious arious TTTTTypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Supporypes of Benefits and Child Support or Alimonyt or Alimonyt or Alimonyt or Alimonyt or Alimony
RRRRReceiveceiveceiveceiveceived bed bed bed bed by Fy Fy Fy Fy Fathers in athers in athers in athers in athers in SSSSStable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

                F               F               F               F               Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
     TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC

 AF AF AF AF AFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
RRRRRecipientecipientecipientecipientecipient EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138
Income AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome AggrIncome Aggregatesegatesegatesegatesegates

TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standard definition)d definition)d definition)d definition)d definition)11111 $26,894$26,894$26,894$26,894$26,894 $19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957 $17,883$17,883$17,883$17,883$17,883 $25,522$25,522$25,522$25,522$25,522 $32,051$32,051$32,051$32,051$32,051
TTTTTotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Grotal Gross Foss Foss Foss Foss Family Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)amily Income (modified definition)22222 $27,133$27,133$27,133$27,133$27,133 $21,047$21,047$21,047$21,047$21,047 $18,207$18,207$18,207$18,207$18,207 $25,719$25,719$25,719$25,719$25,719 $32,131$32,131$32,131$32,131$32,131

Benefit RBenefit RBenefit RBenefit RBenefit Receipteceipteceipteceipteceipt
PPPPPererererercent with Means-tested Benefitscent with Means-tested Benefitscent with Means-tested Benefitscent with Means-tested Benefitscent with Means-tested Benefits 15.5%15.5%15.5%15.5%15.5% 58.0%58.0%58.0%58.0%58.0% 25.5%25.5%25.5%25.5%25.5% 13.3%13.3%13.3%13.3%13.3% 8.6%8.6%8.6%8.6%8.6%
AmountAmountAmountAmountAmount     of Means-tested Benefitsof Means-tested Benefitsof Means-tested Benefitsof Means-tested Benefitsof Means-tested Benefits33333 $2,448$2,448$2,448$2,448$2,448 $5,568$5,568$5,568$5,568$5,568 $3,269$3,269$3,269$3,269$3,269 $1,106$1,106$1,106$1,106$1,106 $751$751$751$751$751

Percent with AFDC 3.0% 39.8% 0.0% 0.2% 0.1%
AFDC $3,847 $4,008 $0 $151 $71
Percent with Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits 3.6% 21.8% 9.5% 2.0% 1.1%
Other Means-Tested Cash Benefits $2,434 $3,205 $3,007 $1,509 $904
Percent with Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits 13.5% 42.8% 19.9% 12.4% 7.7%
Other Means-Tested Non-Cash Benefits $1,296 $2,184 $2,269 $935 $704

PPPPPererererercent with Non Means-Tcent with Non Means-Tcent with Non Means-Tcent with Non Means-Tcent with Non Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits 29.2%29.2%29.2%29.2%29.2% 40.8%40.8%40.8%40.8%40.8% 62.6%62.6%62.6%62.6%62.6% 27.9%27.9%27.9%27.9%27.9% 22.9%22.9%22.9%22.9%22.9%
Amount of Non Means-TAmount of Non Means-TAmount of Non Means-TAmount of Non Means-TAmount of Non Means-Tested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefitsested Benefits33333 $2,974$2,974$2,974$2,974$2,974 $2,497$2,497$2,497$2,497$2,497 $7,163$7,163$7,163$7,163$7,163 $2,776$2,776$2,776$2,776$2,776 $1,560$1,560$1,560$1,560$1,560

Percent with Unemployment Benefits 18.3% 20.5% 17.6% 18.6% 17.4%
Unemployment Benefits $1,574 $1,112 $3,535 $1,605 $1,299
Percent with Social Security 5.7% 13.2% 39.0% 4.0% 1.1%
Social Security $5,783 $3,213 $7,374 $5,936 $1,822
Percent with Other Non-Means-Tested Benefits 8.1% 9.9% 15.5% 8.2% 6.2%
Other Non-Means-Tested Benefits $3,098 $3,693 $6,360 $2,894 $1,799

PPPPPererererercent with Gocent with Gocent with Gocent with Gocent with Govvvvveeeeernment Emplornment Emplornment Emplornment Emplornment Employment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefitsyment Benefits44444 3.2%3.2%3.2%3.2%3.2% 1.6%1.6%1.6%1.6%1.6% 6.1%6.1%6.1%6.1%6.1% 3.3%3.3%3.3%3.3%3.3% 3.0%3.0%3.0%3.0%3.0%

Amount of Government Employment Benefits3 $5,336 $4,564 $11,759 $5,148 $3,503

PPPPPererererercccccent with Pent with Pent with Pent with Pent with Privrivrivrivrivate ate ate ate ate Sector BenefitsSector BenefitsSector BenefitsSector BenefitsSector Benefits 3.7%3.7%3.7%3.7%3.7% 3.5%3.5%3.5%3.5%3.5% 18.2%18.2%18.2%18.2%18.2% 3.1%3.1%3.1%3.1%3.1% 2.1%2.1%2.1%2.1%2.1%

Amount of Private Sector Benefits3 $3,233 $2,446 $6,113 $2,269 $1,465

PPPPPererererercent with Child Suppocent with Child Suppocent with Child Suppocent with Child Suppocent with Child Supporrrrrt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimonyt and Alimony 0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2% 0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0% 0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0% 0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2%0.2% 0.4%0.4%0.4%0.4%0.4%

Amount of Child Support and Alimony3 $1,984 $0 $0 $1,099 $2,107

Note:  Numbers may not add due to rounding.
1 All figures are in January 1994 dollars.              2 The modified definition includes the cash value of WIC and food stamps.         3  Those cases where the value is zero
have been excluded from the calculations.      4 Government employment benefits include military retirement pay, G.I. bill education benefits, other veteran
benefits, national guard or reserves pay, state and local government pensions, and federal civil-service pensions.
Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients

MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
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from other family members (also 17 percent), who
were often the adult children of  these older, two-
parent families; mothers contributed less than 4
percent of  income through their own earnings.  All
earnings together contributed about 37 percent of
family income.  Figure 4.2 shows that, in addition
to the major income sources, 19 percent of  the
family’s income came from other sources, includ-
ing child support, assets, and charity.  These fami-
lies received more from these other sources ($3,496)
than all the other stable, two-parent families in the
study.

AFDC-UP Recipients

Married-couple, AFDC-UP families represent
about 4 percent of  all the stable, low-income, mar-
ried-couple families in this sample.  Although by
definition AFDC is the primary source of  income
for these families, parents in the AFDC-UP pro-
gram worked more hours and earned a larger share
of  family income than parents in marginal-earner
families did.  One reason for the longer work hours
could be that to meet AFDC-UP eligibility require-
ments at least one parent had to have a strong at-
tachment to the labor market.  Originally, states
were permitted to give AFDC to needy children
only in one-parent homes unless the second par-
ent was incapacitated.  In 1961, the law was changed
as an anti-recession measure to allow families with
jobless fathers at home to qualify for benefits.  Start-
ing in 1990, all states operating AFDC programs
were required to have AFDC-UP programs, and
benefits were available after the jobless father had
been employed for at least six out of  the prior 13
quarters or had established eligibility for UI (U.S.
House of  Representatives, Committee on Ways and
Means 1994).

AFDC-UP families had incomes of $19,957,
on average—$21,047 when the cash value of  Food
Stamps and WIC are added to the family income
package.  Given the work requirements for AFDC-
UP program eligibility, it is not surprising that more
than one-third (38 percent) or about $8,000 of the
family income came from the fathers’ earnings; an
additional 11 percent came from the mother’s earn-
ings, and 12 percent from other family members’
(see Figure 4.2).  All together, earnings accounted
for 60 percent of  total family income, on average.
Means-tested benefits also contributed a substan-

tial amount to these families’ income packages—
32 percent or about $6,800 annually.  More moth-
ers (78 percent) than fathers (58 percent) received
means-tested benefits (primarily AFDC and Food
Stamps; see Tables 4.4 and 4.5).  Among the AFDC-
UP parents receiving means-tested benefits, how-
ever, the fathers received about $1,000 more in
benefit dollars than the mothers ($5,600 versus
$4,600, on average).

Figure 4.2 shows that, on average, only 7 per-
cent of  the family’s income was from non-means-
tested benefits (for an annual average of  $1,421),
although 41 percent of the fathers in these fami-
lies (compared with only 19 percent of the moth-
ers) received these benefits (see Tables 4.4 and 4.5).
Those fathers who collected non-means-tested
benefits were most likely to receive unemployment
benefits; of  the 21 percent who did, they received
an average of  $1,112, usually before the family be-
gan receiving AFDC.  Approximately 13 percent
of the fathers and 10 percent of the mothers col-
lected Social Security.  Fathers who collected So-
cial Security (probably because of disability), re-
ceived an average of  $3,213 (compared with $2,387
for the mothers).  Four percent of  the AFDC-UP
mothers compared with 10 percent of the fathers
collected other non-means-tested benefits, such as
veteran’s compensation, which provided $3,693 for
the fathers, $1,134 for the mothers.

Means- and non-means-tested benefits to-
gether accounted for nearly 40 percent of  total fam-
ily income.  Income from other sources such as
child support, private sector benefits, assets, and
charity contributed very small amounts to the av-
erage family income package (see Table 4.3).  But
these families do have higher incomes than the
marginal-earner families, who tended to be older
with older children.  Whereas the younger families
who relied on government benefits received means-
tested benefits, the older families had greater ac-
cess to non-means-tested benefits.  The younger
parents, too, were able to earn more and contrib-
ute more earnings to a slightly larger total income
package.

Taken together, the two groups of  low-earn-
ing, married-couple families-marginal earners and
AFDC-UP recipients—are only 6.2 percent of all
the low-income families with children in the study
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(and almost 7 percent of all the families that had
no marital status change).  Nevertheless, these fami-
lies had more than two million children who, de-
spite having two married parents or guardians, re-
quired government benefits to survive.  These fami-
lies remind us that “one size does not fit all”-fami-
lies have diverse needs, and they struggle to meet
them in a variety of  ways, subject to a multitude of
differing constraints.

As shown, the income packages of  the low-
income families with children included in this study
varied considerably (see Figure 4.3).  Among the
eight family types identified, average family income
for the type of  family with the highest income (mar-
ried couples with equitable earners) is more than
twice the average income of  the family type with
the lowest income (welfare-reliant single mothers).
And the proportion of  total family income that
comes from family members’ earnings varies from

just under 30 percent to nearly 94 percent.  The
gap between earnings and total income is filled in a
variety of  ways, most prominently by government
benefits (both means-tested and non-means-tested),
but also by “other” income, which includes gifts
from friends and family members who are not co-
residents.

For both single-parent and married-couple
families, having a larger share of  the income pack-
age coming from earnings is associated with higher
total family income.  Marriage also is associated
with higher family income, but only in the context
of  substantial earnings.  Marginal-earner married
couples fare less well overall than at least two of
the single-parent families.  Although the income-
packaging associated with marriage often contrib-
utes to lifting families out of  poverty, marriage does
not appear to be a completely reliable pathway out
of  poverty.

Figure 4.3

Annual Income and Earnings of SAnnual Income and Earnings of SAnnual Income and Earnings of SAnnual Income and Earnings of SAnnual Income and Earnings of Stable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Parararararent andent andent andent andent and
Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Note:  Income includes the cash value of WIC and Food Stamps.  Earnings include earnings by all family members.

Source: IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program 
Participation.
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This chapter examines in more detail the em-
ployment patterns and the jobs available to our
sample of  low-income mothers and fathers.  The
family types in our study are defined largely by their
relative work effort and sources of  income; we have
already seen that the parents in some family types
worked more hours and had more earnings than
those in others.  Here, we examine the human capi-
tal these mothers and fathers possess, investigat-
ing how their human capital affects their labor force
participation and job opportunities.  We shall see
that disability and low education levels are a major
factor among those family types with lower work
hours.  Increasing the employment of  these par-
ents would likely require greater investments in
education and training.  For those who are work-
ing, we explore their work patterns in greater de-
tail (i.e., hours and weeks of  employment and un-
employment and the stability of  their employment),
as well as the types of  jobs they hold and their earn-
ings.  In general, we find that the mothers and fa-
thers in the study have different kinds of  jobs and
that the fathers’ jobs pay higher wages.

The earnings of  low-income working moth-
ers, whether married or single, are rarely sufficient
to bring their families out of  poverty.  Women, es-
pecially those with less than a college education,
remain heavily concentrated in a relatively small
number of  largely sex-segregated occupations, in
jobs that have never paid a wage high enough to
support a family (Reskin 1993).  In addition, women
constitute the majority of  minimum wage, part-
time, and temporary workers (Spalter-Roth and
Hartmann 1998).  Although the pay gap between
women and men narrowed throughout the 1980s
and early-1990s, women with a high school diploma
working full-time year-round in 1996 earned only
74 cents for every dollar earned by a man with com-
parable education (U.S. Bureau of  the Census 2000).
In our sample of  low-income families, on average,
the married working mothers earned about 62 per-
cent of  what the married working fathers earned,
and the working single mothers earned about 71

percent of  what the single fathers earned on an
hourly basis.

Because of the recent policy focus on increas-
ing the labor force participation of  low-income
single mothers, we examine the factors related to
mothers’ employment in more detail. Also, because
of  recent attention given to the role of  marriage as
an anti-poverty strategy, we analyze the employ-
ment status and earnings of  husbands and wives
as they vary by race and ethnicity, and we use this
information to speculate about the relationship
between employment and marriage.

Human Capital and EmploHuman Capital and EmploHuman Capital and EmploHuman Capital and EmploHuman Capital and Employmentymentymentymentyment
Labor market studies generally find that work-

ers with more “human capital”-that is, with more
skill, education, and work experience-earn more
from employment and are, therefore, more likely
to work.  The mothers and fathers in our sample
of  low-income families do not deviate from this
general rule.  As can be seen in Tables 5.1 and 5.2,
the parents in the family types that showed more
work effort generally had higher average levels of
education, job training, work experience, and job
tenure (which reflects the acquisition of  specific,
firm-based skills) than those who worked less.
Those who worked more also earned considerably
more per hour.

These findings also confirm earlier IWPR re-
search that single mothers who receive welfare  are
more likely to work if  they have more education
and training, fewer and older children, and no dis-
abilities (Spalter-Roth, Burr, Hartmann, and Shaw
1995).   For example, the job-reliant single moth-
ers in our sample had more human capital, in terms
of  education and job experience, than the other
groups of  single mothers (see Table 5.1) and had
the second-highest level of  education of  all moth-
ers, surpassed only by mothers in equitable-earner
households (see Table 5.2).  Welfare-reliant single
mothers, in contrast, had relatively low education
levels, with about 56 percent lacking a high school

CHAPTER FIVE

THE EMPLOYMENT PATTERNS OF LOW-INCOME MOTHERS AND FATHERS
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Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

MothersMothersMothersMothersMothers                 F                F                F                F                Fathersathersathersathersathers

TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL                    AF                   AF                   AF                   AF                   AFDC RDC RDC RDC RDC Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee Job/WJob/WJob/WJob/WJob/Welfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee JobJobJobJobJob                     WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfare ore ore ore ore or
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant      Job R     Job R     Job R     Job R     Job Reliantelianteliantelianteliant

Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,770 2554 688 474 1,392 216
Sample Size (Weighted) 6,218,564 5,735,793 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 482,771

EducationEducationEducationEducationEducation
YYYYYears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schooling 11.311.311.311.311.3 11.311.311.311.311.3 10.610.610.610.610.6 11.411.411.411.411.4 11.611.611.611.611.6 11.511.511.511.511.5
Educational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational Attainment

Percent Junior High School or Less 10.3% 10.0% 14.8% 8.1% 8.3% 14.0%
Percent High School Drop-Out 27.4% 28.1% 40.7% 27.9% 21.9% 19.0%
Percent High School Diploma 41.0% 41.0% 31.8% 43.4% 44.7% 40. %
Percent Some College 17.9% 17.7% 11.4% 18.8% 20.5% 19.6%
Percent 4 Years of College or More 3.4% 3.1% 1.3% 1.8% 4.6% 6.7%

School EnrSchool EnrSchool EnrSchool EnrSchool Enrollment During Surollment During Surollment During Surollment During Surollment During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey
Percent Enrolled in School During Survey 24.9% 26.1% 29.4% 32.7% 22.1% 10.7%

Job Job Job Job Job TTTTTrrrrrainingainingainingainingaining
Percent Ever Received Job Training 27.4% 27.1% 22.5% 33.3% 27.1% 30.6%
Percent Ever Received Federal Job Training 9.6% 9.7% 11.0% 15.2% 7.1% 8.1%

WWWWWork Eork Eork Eork Eork Experience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)
Years of Work Experience 7.9 7.2 3.7 5.8 9.4 15.7
Current Job Tenure (years) 3.2 3.0 1.3 2.1 4.2 5.4

Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on WWWWWorkorkorkorkork
     Percent Disabled 17.9% 17.0% 27.2% 13.9% 13.0% 29.3%

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Table 5.1

Human Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital Characteristics of Mothers and Facteristics of Mothers and Facteristics of Mothers and Facteristics of Mothers and Facteristics of Mothers and Fathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Stabletabletabletabletable
Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

diploma.  These results suggest that jobs are more
likely to provide adequate economic support among
families with greater education and training and that
men and women who rely more on government
benefits may not have the skills they need to sup-
port themselves and their families on earnings
alone.

We also find that a substantial portion of  the
single mothers in this sample were increasing their
levels of  human capital.  In fact, many of  these
mothers appear to use welfare as a means to in-
crease their human capital; almost one-third of the
job/welfare reliants were enrolled in school at some
point during the survey, and the same proportion
received job training.  The welfare-reliant single
mothers also had a high rate of  school enrollment
(nearly 30 percent).

The parents in those family types with lower
labor force participation were generally much more
likely to have had work-related disabilities.  For
example, among single mothers, the welfare reliants
reported a 27-percent disability rate, twice the rate
reported by the two other groups of  single moth-
ers, both of  whom worked more.  Yet, many dis-
abled parents did work; single fathers, who had the
highest work participation of  any single parents,
reported just as much disability as the non-work-
ing single mothers.  High rates of  disability also
figured prominently among the parents in married-
couple families who worked the least, the marginal
earners and the AFDC-UP recipients (see Tables
5.2 and 5.3).  Indeed, there are notable differences
in educational attainment, work experience, and
disability among mothers and fathers in the differ-
ent types of  married-couple families.  The parents
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Table 5.2

Human Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital Characteristics of Mothers inacteristics of Mothers inacteristics of Mothers inacteristics of Mothers inacteristics of Mothers in
SSSSStable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

who are more self-sufficient are usually more likely
to have higher education, job skills, and work ex-
perience, and usually less likely to be physically dis-
abled.  The data also suggest that parents with more
human capital are likely to marry each other, and
vice versa.  For example, high proportions of  both
the mothers and the fathers in the equitable-earner
and primary/secondary-earner couples had some
college education (24 to 30 percent).

Whereas more of  the better-educated parents
are clustered in the high work-effort family types,
many of  the disabled are found in the low work-
effort family types.  In the AFDC-UP families, 47
percent of  the fathers reported disabilities, as did
50 percent of  the fathers in the marginal-earner

families.13  The marginal-earner mothers and fa-
thers were not likely to have been in school during
the survey period or to have had federal or other
job training.  These fathers also had the highest
levels of  work experience in the low-income popu-
lation (about 19 years) and it is likely that many of
them were not currently working because of  their
disability status.  Many of  the AFDC-UP parents,
however, were trying to improve their human capi-
tal; approximately one in five of  the mothers and
fathers were enrolled in school for some part of
the survey period and approximately the same pro-
portion had some job training.  The data on these
parents suggest that many of  the fathers may be
former workers who lost their jobs or have work-
limiting disabilities.

Mothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple FMothers in Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/y/y/y/y/ EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable

RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners SSSSSecondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138

EducationEducationEducationEducationEducation
YYYYYears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schooling 11.511.511.511.511.5 10.610.610.610.610.6 10.510.510.510.510.5 11.511.511.511.511.5 11.811.811.811.811.8
Educational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational Attainment
     Percent Junior High School or Less 11.1% 19.7% 22.4% 10.9% 7.6%
     Percent High School Drop-Out 18.6% 27.9% 27.0% 17.3% 17.2%
     Percent High School Diploma 45.9% 40.3% 35.2% 48.0% 45.7%
     Percent Some College 18.7% 10.8% 12.1% 17.7% 23.1%
     Percent 4  Years of College or More 5.7% 1.3% 3.4% 6.0% 6.4%
School EnrSchool EnrSchool EnrSchool EnrSchool Enrollment During Surollment During Surollment During Surollment During Surollment During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 15.0%15.0%15.0%15.0%15.0% 18.7%18.7%18.7%18.7%18.7% 9.1%9.1%9.1%9.1%9.1% 14.1%14.1%14.1%14.1%14.1% 16.7%16.7%16.7%16.7%16.7%

Job Job Job Job Job TTTTTrrrrrainingainingainingainingaining
Percent Ever Received Job Training 20.3% 21.4% 14.1% 19.8% 22.0%
Percent Ever Received Federal Job Training 3.5% 6.4% 3.3% 3.6% 2.7%

WWWWWork Eork Eork Eork Eork Experience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)
Years of Work Experience 6.9 4.5 5.2 5.9 9.3
Current Job Tenure (years) 3.3 2.5 3.4 3.3 3.6

Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on WWWWWorkorkorkorkork
Percent Disabled 11.9% 25.7% 23.3% 12.1% 6.8%

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

     13 This is not surprising since disabilities are one of the criteria for AFDC-UP eligibility.

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients

MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/y/y/y/y/
SSSSSecondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy

EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners
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Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation and Hoursticipation and Hoursticipation and Hoursticipation and Hoursticipation and Hours
of of of of of WWWWWorkorkorkorkork

The extent of  participation in the labor mar-
ket by the parents in the study is shown in Tables
5.4, 5.5, and 5.6.  There are significant differences
in participation across family types, because many
of  these family types were defined by the parents’
relative levels of  labor force participation.  For ex-
ample, the welfare-reliant single mothers had the
lowest levels of  labor force participation, 11.3 per-
cent, whereas the job-reliant single mothers had
some of the highest, at 73.5 percent.  Only the
married mothers in the equitable-earner families
had a higher participation rate, at 88 percent.

Single Parents

The job-reliant single mothers and the single
fathers, whose average years of  schooling were very
similar (11.5 and 11.6 years respectively), had very

similar work profiles (see Table 5.4).  On average,
they worked 82-84 weeks out of  the 104-week sur-
vey period, working 75-77 weeks in their primary
job and working 7-9 weeks at a second job.  They
held almost the same number of  jobs on average
over the survey period, about 1.7.  They spent 57
weeks working full-time, and 19-20 weeks working
part-time.  These single mothers and fathers both
patched together jobs during the survey period
without, on average, working full-time, full-year.
Still, several differences between the single moth-
ers and fathers stand out.  The fathers reported
much more self-employment (twelve weeks for the
fathers versus six weeks for the mothers); the moth-
ers were more likely to report time out of  the la-
bor market.  The fathers also reported working 380
hours more over the two-year period than the moth-
ers.  Apparently, because their weeks worked were
about the same, the fathers must have worked more
intensely, perhaps working more hours per week

         F         F         F         F         Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Fathers in Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL        AF       AF       AF       AF       AFDCDCDCDCDC Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/y/y/y/y/ EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable

RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners SSSSSecondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138

EducationEducationEducationEducationEducation
YYYYYears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schoolingears of Schooling 11.511.511.511.511.5 10.310.310.310.310.3 10.410.410.410.410.4 11.711.711.711.711.7 11.811.811.811.811.8
Educational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational AttainmentEducational Attainment

Percent Junior High School or Less 13.6% 21.4% 28.3% 13.1% 10.2%
Percent High School Drop-Out 18.4% 31.5% 21.9% 17.0% 17.3%
Percent High School Diploma 39.9% 29.8% 32.5% 39.6% 43.9%
Percent Some College 19.0% 13.9% 9.7% 20.7% 19.3%
Percent 4 Years of College or More 9.0% 3.4% 7.6% 9.7% 9.4%

School EnrSchool EnrSchool EnrSchool EnrSchool Enrollment During Surollment During Surollment During Surollment During Surollment During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 14.5%14.5%14.5%14.5%14.5% 22.7%22.7%22.7%22.7%22.7% 10.3%10.3%10.3%10.3%10.3% 15.1%15.1%15.1%15.1%15.1% 12.6%12.6%12.6%12.6%12.6%
Job Job Job Job Job TTTTTrrrrrainingainingainingainingaining

Percent Ever Received Job Training 26.3% 28.1% 20.6% 26.6% 26.4%
Percent Ever Received Federal Job Training 5.0% 12.7% 7.8% 4.5% 3.6%

WWWWWork Eork Eork Eork Eork Experience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)xperience (for those with work experience)
Years of  Work Experience  14.1 12.3 18.8 13.8 14.1
Current Job Tenure (years) 6.0 3.6 8.0 6.1 6.0

Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on Physical Limitation on WWWWWorkorkorkorkork
Percent Disabled 17.2% 46.1% 49.9% 14.1% 10.3%

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Table 5.3

Human Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital CharHuman Capital Characteristics of Facteristics of Facteristics of Facteristics of Facteristics of Fathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Stabletabletabletabletable
Married-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple FMarried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP
RRRRRecipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients

PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/y/y/y/y/
SSSSSecondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy

EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners
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(whether full time or part time) than the mothers did.
Perhaps the single mothers had younger children than
the single fathers and, thus, needed to limit their hours.

Those single mothers who packaged welfare
with work tended to have more education than
those who did not, and they also had high labor
force participation, on average.  In any given month,
about half  were working and another 14 percent
were looking for work.  These mothers worked an
average of  1,862 hours during the two years of  the
survey, almost half-time.  As Table 5.4 shows, how-
ever, they were not steadily employed on a part-
time basis.  Rather, they worked about half  the
weeks, spending an average of  29 weeks working
full time at their primary jobs and about 18 weeks
part time.  They also spent about four weeks hold-
ing more than one job.  Like the other working
single parents, they held an average of  1.7 jobs over

the survey period.  They were unemployed for 14
weeks on average and considered themselves “out
of  the labor force” for 36 weeks.  In addition to
the instability of  their work schedule, many of  these
job/welfare-reliant single mothers either lost or left
their jobs and went on welfare.

The welfare-reliant single mothers, who have
the lowest average years of  schooling (10.6 years),
had low levels of  employment, because by defini-
tion they worked fewer than 300 hours over the
two-year period.  These women did, however, spend
a great deal of  time looking for work, 20 weeks
out of  the 104 weeks in the survey period.  Only
11 percent ever found paid employment during the
two-year survey period, and they worked an aver-
age of  only 140 hours over 8 weeks, or less than 20
hours per week.  They reported being out of  the
labor force for an average of  76 weeks.

Table 5.4

Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation and Emplticipation and Emplticipation and Emplticipation and Emplticipation and Emploooooyment Duryment Duryment Duryment Duryment Duration ofation ofation ofation ofation of
Mothers and FMothers and FMothers and FMothers and FMothers and Fathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Stable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Families, oamilies, oamilies, oamilies, oamilies, ovvvvver 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Months

Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,770 2,554 688 474 1,392 216
Sample Size (Weighted) 6,218,564 5,735,793 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 482,771
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)

PPPPPererererercent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Forororororce During Surce During Surce During Surce During Surce During Survvvvvey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age) 56.7%56.7%56.7%56.7%56.7% 55.1%55.1%55.1%55.1%55.1% 11.3%11.3%11.3%11.3%11.3% 64.8%64.8%64.8%64.8%64.8% 73.5%73.5%73.5%73.5%73.5% 75.1%75.1%75.1%75.1%75.1%
PPPPPererererercent Ecent Ecent Ecent Ecent Evvvvver er er er er WWWWWorked During Surorked During Surorked During Surorked During Surorked During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 68.8%68.8%68.8%68.8%68.8% 67.6%67.6%67.6%67.6%67.6% 10.7%10.7%10.7%10.7%10.7% 100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0% 84.3%84.3%84.3%84.3%84.3% 82.7%82.7%82.7%82.7%82.7%
PPPPPererererercent cent cent cent cent WWWWWorking During Surorking During Surorking During Surorking During Surorking During Survvvvvey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age) 48.0%48.0%48.0%48.0%48.0% 46.6%46.6%46.6%46.6%46.6% 0.09%0.09%0.09%0.09%0.09% 51.3%51.3%51.3%51.3%51.3% 68.0%68.0%68.0%68.0%68.0% 65.0%65.0%65.0%65.0%65.0%

EmploEmploEmploEmploEmployment and Unemployment and Unemployment and Unemployment and Unemployment and Unemployment Charyment Charyment Charyment Charyment Characteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristics
(among ev(among ev(among ev(among ev(among ever worked during surer worked during surer worked during surer worked during surer worked during survvvvvey)ey)ey)ey)ey)

TTTTType of Emploype of Emploype of Emploype of Emploype of Employment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)
Percent Had at Least One Wage and Salary Job 96.0% 96.7% 94.9% 98.5% 96.9% 87.8%
Percent Had at Least One Self-Employment Job 8.7% 7.6% 7.3% 5.8% 8.5% 22.0%

TTTTTotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 1.551.551.551.551.55 1.531.531.531.531.53 1.091.091.091.091.09 1.711.711.711.711.71 1.691.691.691.691.69 1.741.741.741.741.74
Number of Wage and Salary Jobs 1.46 1.45 1.02 1.66 1.60 1.50
Number of Self-Employment Jobs 0.09 0.08 0.07 0.06 0.09 0.24

TTTTTime ime ime ime ime WWWWWorked (oorked (oorked (oorked (oorked (ovvvvver 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)
TTTTTotal Hours otal Hours otal Hours otal Hours otal Hours WWWWWorkedorkedorkedorkedorked 2,2522,2522,2522,2522,252 2,1372,1372,1372,1372,137 140140140140140 1,8621,8621,8621,8621,862 3,2323,2323,2323,2323,232 3,6123,6123,6123,6123,612

Total Hours in Primary Job 1,964 1,868 134 1,577 2,837 3,105
TTTTTotal otal otal otal otal WWWWWeeks eeks eeks eeks eeks WWWWWorkedorkedorkedorkedorked 6060606060 5858585858 88888 5353535353 8484848484 8282828282

Weeks in Primary Job 54 53 9 47 77 75
Weeks Full-Time at the Primary Job 38 36 1 29 57 57
Weeks Part-Time at the Primary Job 17 16 8 18 20 19

TTTTTotal otal otal otal otal WWWWWeeks Holding Moreeks Holding Moreeks Holding Moreeks Holding Moreeks Holding More e e e e Than One JobThan One JobThan One JobThan One JobThan One Job 4.84.84.84.84.8 4.44.44.44.44.4 0.50.50.50.50.5 3.83.83.83.83.8 6.66.66.66.66.6 8.88.88.88.88.8
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Patternsatternsatternsatternsatterns

WWWWWeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Employmentymentymentymentyment 6060606060 5858585858 88888 5353535353 8484848484 8282828282
WWWWWeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploymentymentymentymentyment 1111111111 1111111111 2020202020 1414141414 66666 1212121212
WWWWWeeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Forororororcecececece 3333333333 3535353535 7676767676 3636363636 1414141414 1010101010
Number of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of Unemploymentymentymentymentyment 1.51.51.51.51.5 1.51.51.51.51.5 2.42.42.42.42.4 1.91.91.91.91.9 0.90.90.90.90.9 1.21.21.21.21.2

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

                 Single-P                 Single-P                 Single-P                 Single-P                 Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL                                          Mothers                                          Mothers                                          Mothers                                          Mothers                                          Mothers                                           F                                          F                                          F                                          F                                          Fathersathersathersathersathers

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal                  AF                  AF                  AF                  AF                  AFDC RDC RDC RDC RDC Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee Job/WJob/WJob/WJob/WJob/Welfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee JobJobJobJobJob WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfare ore ore ore ore or
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant Job RJob RJob RJob RJob Reliantelianteliantelianteliant

Job/WJob/WJob/WJob/WJob/Welfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee
 R R R R Reliantelianteliantelianteliant

WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant

JobJobJobJobJob
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant

WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfare ore ore ore ore or
Job RJob RJob RJob RJob Reliantelianteliantelianteliant
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Table 5.5

Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation and Emploticipation and Emploticipation and Emploticipation and Emploticipation and Employyyyyment Durment Durment Durment Durment Duration of Mothersation of Mothersation of Mothersation of Mothersation of Mothers
in Sin Sin Sin Sin Stable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Families, oamilies, oamilies, oamilies, oamilies, ovvvvver 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Months

Married Mothers

The labor force participation of  married
mothers across family types ranged from 17 to 88
percent, similar to the range of  single mothers’
participation across family types (11 percent to 74
percent).  Consistent with the pattern for single
mothers, those with more education tended to work
more hours.  Compared with single mothers, mar-
ried mothers were employed less than single moth-
ers who relied on jobs and more than those who
relied on welfare (see Table 5.5).  This finding sug-
gests that marriage may provide an alternative to
employment for some poor and near-poor women,
but most women combine marriage and employ-
ment.  Except for the mothers in the equitable-
earner families (who by definition have high labor
force participation), the married mothers all worked
almost the same number of  hours (between 1,400
and 1,550) over the two-year period, slightly less
than the job/welfare packagers.  These hours were

distributed differently among the married moth-
ers, however: The marginal-earner mothers worked
only 39 weeks on average while the AFDC-UP-
reliant mothers worked 49 weeks.  Most of  the
mothers averaged the same number of  weeks at
full-time work as at part-time work in their primary
jobs; in contrast, the marginal-earner mothers
worked part time much more (27 weeks part time
compared with 8 weeks full time).  Except for the
high labor force participation of  mothers in the
equitable-earner couples, the married mothers spent
substantially more weeks out of  the labor force than
single mothers.

Despite the general similarity between the
married and single mothers, another difference
stands out:  the married mothers were much more
likely to have tried self-employment.  Between 13
percent and 44 percent of  married mothers who
worked during the survey period had held at least
one self-employment job.  In contrast, among the

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)

PPPPPererererercent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Forororororce During Surce During Surce During Surce During Surce During Survvvvvey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age) 48.7%48.7%48.7%48.7%48.7% 30.0%30.0%30.0%30.0%30.0% 17.2%17.2%17.2%17.2%17.2% 29.1%29.1%29.1%29.1%29.1% 88.0%88.0%88.0%88.0%88.0%
PPPPPererererercent Ecent Ecent Ecent Ecent Evvvvver er er er er WWWWWorked During Surorked During Surorked During Surorked During Surorked During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 69.0%69.0%69.0%69.0%69.0% 49.0%49.0%49.0%49.0%49.0% 31.6%31.6%31.6%31.6%31.6% 55.8%55.8%55.8%55.8%55.8% 100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%
PPPPPererererercent cent cent cent cent WWWWWorking During Surorking During Surorking During Surorking During Surorking During Survvvvvey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age) 44.0%44.0%44.0%44.0%44.0% 23.1%23.1%23.1%23.1%23.1% 11.8%11.8%11.8%11.8%11.8% 24.1%24.1%24.1%24.1%24.1% 84.4%84.4%84.4%84.4%84.4%

EmploEmploEmploEmploEmployment and Unemployment and Unemployment and Unemployment and Unemployment and Unemployment Charyment Charyment Charyment Charyment Characteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristicsacteristics
(among ev(among ev(among ev(among ev(among ever worked during surer worked during surer worked during surer worked during surer worked during survvvvvey)ey)ey)ey)ey)

TTTTType of Emploype of Emploype of Emploype of Emploype of Employmentymentymentymentyment
Percent Had at Least One Wage and Salary Job 90.4% 95.6% 69.9% 89.8% 93.8%
Percent Had at Least One Self-Employment Job 19.9% 13.1% 44.0% 19.9% 17.1%

TTTTTotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 1.561.561.561.561.56 1.791.791.791.791.79 1.431.431.431.431.43 1.491.491.491.491.49 1.641.641.641.641.64
Number of Wage and Salary Jobs 1.35 1.65 0.94 1.28 1.46
Number of Self-Employment Jobs 0.21 0.14 0.50 0.21 0.18

 TTTTTime worked (oime worked (oime worked (oime worked (oime worked (ovvvvver 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)
TTTTTotal Hours otal Hours otal Hours otal Hours otal Hours WWWWWorkedorkedorkedorkedorked 2,0572,0572,0572,0572,057 1,5331,5331,5331,5331,533 1,4141,4141,4141,4141,414 1,5741,5741,5741,5741,574 3,0183,0183,0183,0183,018

Total Hours in Primary Job 1,810 1,240 1,217 1,397 2,666
Total Weeks Worked 60 49 39 45 88

WWWWWeeks in Peeks in Peeks in Peeks in Peeks in Primary Jobrimary Jobrimary Jobrimary Jobrimary Job 5555555555 4242424242 3535353535 4242424242 8181818181
Weeks Full-Time at the Primary Job 28 21 8 22 44
Weeks Part-Time at the Primary Job 26 21 27 20 37

TTTTTotal otal otal otal otal WWWWWeeks holding Moreeks holding Moreeks holding Moreeks holding Moreeks holding More than One Jobe than One Jobe than One Jobe than One Jobe than One Job 5.45.45.45.45.4 5.35.35.35.35.3 4.44.44.44.44.4 4.24.24.24.24.2 7.37.37.37.37.3
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Patternsatternsatternsatternsatterns

WWWWWeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Employmentymentymentymentyment 6060606060 4949494949 3939393939 4545454545 8888888888
WWWWWeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploymentymentymentymentyment 66666 1111111111 88888 77777 44444
WWWWWeeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Forororororcecececece 3838383838 4444444444 5757575757 5252525252 1212121212
Spells of UnemploSpells of UnemploSpells of UnemploSpells of UnemploSpells of Unemploymentymentymentymentyment 1.01.01.01.01.0 1.71.71.71.71.7 1.01.01.01.01.0 1.11.11.11.11.1 0.70.70.70.70.7

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

            Mothers in Married-Couple F            Mothers in Married-Couple F            Mothers in Married-Couple F            Mothers in Married-Couple F            Mothers in Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC                             Non-AF                             Non-AF                             Non-AF                             Non-AF                             Non-AFDCDCDCDCDC

AFDC-UP Marginal Primary/Secondary Equitable
Recipient        Earners               Earners                  Earners
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FFFFFathers  in  Married-Couple Fathers  in  Married-Couple Fathers  in  Married-Couple Fathers  in  Married-Couple Fathers  in  Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL           AF           AF           AF           AF           AFDC                                   Non-AFDC                                   Non-AFDC                                   Non-AFDC                                   Non-AFDC                                   Non-AFDCDCDCDCDC

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP MarMarMarMarMarginaginaginaginaginalllll PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

Table 5.6

Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation and Emploticipation and Emploticipation and Emploticipation and Emploticipation and Employment Duryment Duryment Duryment Duryment Duration ofation ofation ofation ofation of
FFFFFathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Sathers in Stable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Families, oamilies, oamilies, oamilies, oamilies, ovvvvver 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Months

single mothers, the percentage of  workers who had
ever tried self-employment averaged from 6 per-
cent to 9 percent.  This is consistent with other
findings and probably reflects the fact that self-
employment generally requires assets and an in-
come cushion to carry one through periods of
unstable revenues, and these are likely more avail-
able to married women than to single women
(Devine 1994;  Spalter-Roth, Soto and Zandnaipour
1994).  Self-employment also seems to be corre-
lated with disability status.  For example, among
marginal earners, who reported high rates of  dis-
ability, both the mothers and fathers reported high
rates of  self-employment (more than 40 percent
had held at least one self-employment job).

Married Fathers

Among the low-income, married-couple fami-
lies in our sample, fathers still generally play the
role of  major earners, working more hours and
spending more hours looking for work (see Table
5.6).  In the AFDC-UP and marginal-earner
couples, the couples with the lowest work hours
overall, fathers worked about twice as many hours
as mothers did.  The AFDC-UP husbands worked
more than 2,700 hours during the study period,
compared with 1,500 hours for the wives.  The
marginal-earner fathers worked the least hours of
all low-income fathers (2,500 hours), while their
wives worked only 1,400 on average-the fewest
hours of  all groups of  mothers except the single

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Parararararticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)ticipation (all in the sample)

PPPPPererererercent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Fcent in the Labor Forororororce During Surce During Surce During Surce During Surce During Survvvvvey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age) 87.3%87.3%87.3%87.3%87.3% 58.5%58.5%58.5%58.5%58.5% 38.3%38.3%38.3%38.3%38.3% 90.5%90.5%90.5%90.5%90.5% 97.0%97.0%97.0%97.0%97.0%
PPPPPererererercent Ecent Ecent Ecent Ecent Evvvvver er er er er WWWWWorked During Surorked During Surorked During Surorked During Surorked During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 92.0%92.0%92.0%92.0%92.0% 66.8%66.8%66.8%66.8%66.8% 45.8%45.8%45.8%45.8%45.8% 95.5%95.5%95.5%95.5%95.5% 100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%100.0%
PPPPPererererercent cent cent cent cent WWWWWorking During Surorking During Surorking During Surorking During Surorking During Survvvvvey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly avey (monthly averererererage)age)age)age)age) 80.4%80.4%80.4%80.4%80.4% 41.7%41.7%41.7%41.7%41.7% 22.5%22.5%22.5%22.5%22.5% 84.1%84.1%84.1%84.1%84.1% 92.8%92.8%92.8%92.8%92.8%

EmploEmploEmploEmploEmployment Charyment Charyment Charyment Charyment Characteristics  (among evacteristics  (among evacteristics  (among evacteristics  (among evacteristics  (among ever worked during surer worked during surer worked during surer worked during surer worked during survvvvvey)ey)ey)ey)ey)
TTTTType of Emploype of Emploype of Emploype of Emploype of Employment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)yment (for those with jobs)

Percent Had at Least One Wage and Salary Job 88.3% 94.2% 68.5% 88.9% 89.4%
Percent Had at Least One Self-Employment Job 23.8% 10.3% 42.0% 22.6% 25.3%

TTTTTotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Surotal Number of Jobs During Survvvvveyeyeyeyey 1.711.711.711.711.71 1.811.811.811.811.81 1.531.531.531.531.53 1.681.681.681.681.68 1.771.771.771.771.77
Number of Wage & Salary Jobs 1.44 1.70 1.08 1.42 1.48
Number of Self-Employment Jobs 0.27 0.11 0.46 0.25 0.29

TTTTTime ime ime ime ime WWWWWorked (oorked (oorked (oorked (oorked (ovvvvver 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)er 24-month period)
TTTTTotal Hours otal Hours otal Hours otal Hours otal Hours WWWWWorkedorkedorkedorkedorked 4,1484,1484,1484,1484,148 2,7102,7102,7102,7102,710 2,4922,4922,4922,4922,492 4,3624,3624,3624,3624,362 4,4144,4144,4144,4144,414

Total Hours in Primary Job 3,617 2,287 2,228 3,830 3,812
TTTTTotal otal otal otal otal WWWWWeeks eeks eeks eeks eeks WWWWWorkedorkedorkedorkedorked 8989898989 6565656565 5151515151 9292929292 9797979797

Weeks in Primary Job 81 57 49 84 87
Weeks Full-Time at the Primary Job 63 42 15 67 69
Weeks Part-Time at the Primary Job 18 14 33 17 18

TTTTTotal otal otal otal otal WWWWWeeks Holding Moreeks Holding Moreeks Holding Moreeks Holding Moreeks Holding More than One Jobe than One Jobe than One Jobe than One Jobe than One Job 7.47.47.47.47.4 4.34.34.34.34.3 5.45.45.45.45.4 7.17.17.17.17.1 8.78.78.78.78.7
Labor FLabor FLabor FLabor FLabor Forororororce Pce Pce Pce Pce Patternsatternsatternsatternsatterns

WWWWWeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Emploeeks of Employmentymentymentymentyment 8989898989 6565656565 5151515151 9292929292 9797979797
WWWWWeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploeeks of Unemploymentymentymentymentyment 77777 1717171717 2525252525 66666 44444
WWWWWeeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Feeks Out of the Labor Forororororcecececece 77777 2222222222 2727272727 66666 33333
Number of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of UnemploNumber of Spells of Unemploymentymentymentymentyment 0.90.90.90.90.9 2.02.02.02.02.0 1.61.61.61.61.6 0.80.80.80.80.8 0.70.70.70.70.7

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

MarMarMarMarMarginalginalginalginalginal
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

AFAFAFAFAFDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UPDC-UP
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant

PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary/Sy/Sy/Sy/Sy/Secondarecondarecondarecondarecondaryyyyy
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners

EquitableEquitableEquitableEquitableEquitable
EarnersEarnersEarnersEarnersEarners
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mothers who relied on welfare.  Whereas the moth-
ers in these families spent about half  the total num-
ber of  weeks out of  the labor force, the fathers were
out of  the labor force about a quarter of  the weeks.

By definition, primary/secondary-earner mar-
ried couples displayed large gender disparity in
hours worked, with fathers working almost 4,400
hours.  Employed mothers worked only about 1,600
hours on average.  Almost all (95 percent) of  the
fathers in primary/secondary-earner families
worked at some point during the survey, compared
with just over half  (56 percent) of  the mothers. (In
a few cases, the primary earner was the mother,
not the father.)  The fathers reported 92 weeks of
work on average, with six weeks of  unemployment
and six weeks out of  the labor market.  They
worked two or more jobs for seven weeks, and their
wives held two or more jobs for four weeks.

Finally, all of  the fathers and mothers in equi-
table-earner families worked during the survey pe-
riod, by definition, and they had the least disparity
in work hours:  4,400 hours for fathers compared
with 3,000 for mothers.  These mothers worked
almost as much as the job-reliant single mothers.
They spent about six weeks out of  the labor force
each year, slightly more than the job-reliant single
mothers.  Overall, the married fathers had about
the same average number of  jobs as the married
mothers did, between 1.5 and 1.8 over the survey
period.  These fathers reported working 97 weeks,
being unemployed for four weeks, and being out
of  the labor force for three weeks.  They worked
at least two jobs for nine weeks, while their wives
held two (or more) jobs for seven weeks.

In married-couple families, fathers were much
less likely than the mothers to work part-time, al-
though the average number of  weeks in part-time
employment was surprisingly high, especially
among the marginal-earner fathers.  Equitable-
earner, primary/secondary-earner, and AFDC-UP
fathers worked part-time about a fifth of  the weeks
in their primary job, whereas mothers spent half
their hours part time.  The marginal earners fol-
lowed the same gender pattern, but about two-
thirds of  the weeks worked by the fathers, com-
pared with almost three-quarters for the mothers,
were part-time.

Jobs and EarningsJobs and EarningsJobs and EarningsJobs and EarningsJobs and Earnings

As we have seen, parents with more educa-
tion and other forms of  human capital tend to work
more.  This section shows they also tend to have
better-paying jobs.  But, all the groups of  low-in-
come mothers, even those with more education,
tend to be in women’s occupations that do not pay
enough to support families above the poverty level,
even when they work nearly full time, full year.
Even the job-reliant single mothers, the mothers
who worked the most, still earned only about
$11,000 per year (as we saw in Chapter 4).  Despite
a similar educational profile, the married low-in-
come fathers with substantial labor market com-
mitment in the study averaged $20,000 annually in
earnings (primary/secondary and equitable-earner
married-couple families).  Even if  the mothers
worked as many hours as these fathers, at their rela-
tive rates of  pay, there would still be an annual earn-
ings gap of  about $5,000.

Single Mothers

The job-reliant single mothers, who had nine
years of  work experience on average, received a
higher wage than the other single mothers-an aver-
age of  $6.60 per hour in the primary jobs with av-
erage annual earnings of  $11,134 over the two-year
period (see Table 5.7).  This income still falls con-
siderably short of  Edin and Lein’s (1997) estimate
of  the amount required to meet a single mother’s
expenses.  Even if  these single mothers worked
full time, full year at $6.60 per hour, they would
not bring their families out of  poverty on their
wages alone.  They were less likely than other single
mothers to be in service occupations although they
were still highly concentrated in this field (32 per-
cent compared with more than 40 percent).  Their
higher levels of  human capital (than those of  other
single mothers) are reflected in their somewhat
higher probability of  being in managerial, profes-
sional, and technical slots (10 percent) or adminis-
trative support and clerical positions (24 percent),
relative to the other single mothers.  Still, approxi-
mately 14 percent were in sales and related occu-
pations, and 18 percent worked as operators, fabri-
cators, or laborers, relatively low-paying jobs.  Only
5 percent were self-employed as their primary job.
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Table 5.7

Jobs and Earnings of Single Jobs and Earnings of Single Jobs and Earnings of Single Jobs and Earnings of Single Jobs and Earnings of Single Mothers and FMothers and FMothers and FMothers and FMothers and Fathersathersathersathersathers
Who Who Who Who Who WWWWWorked at Any Porked at Any Porked at Any Porked at Any Porked at Any Point During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Study Ptudy Ptudy Ptudy Ptudy Perioderioderioderioderiod

The job/welfare-reliant single mothers, who
had six years of  work experience on average, had
hourly earnings that were $1.30 less than those
earned by the job-reliant single mothers.  Their
average hourly rate at their primary job was only
$5.29, and they earned a total of  only $4,713, on
average, each year from their primary job.  The low
wages earned by the job/welfare-reliant mothers
are consistent with the types of jobs they held and
their relatively low levels of  education.  Approxi-
mately 12 percent were employed in sales and re-
lated occupations (more than half  of  which were
cashiers) and 18 percent as operators, fabricators,

or laborers, proportions that are similar to those
of  the job-reliant single mothers.  Like the wel-
fare-reliant mothers, however, more than 40 per-
cent were employed in a service occupation for their
primary job, including personal services, food
preparation, and cleaning services.  This is a higher
rate of  participation in service occupations than is
found among the job-reliant single mothers or the
equitable-earner married mothers.  Although the
compensation for these jobs varies considerably,
these fields include many unskilled, unstable, low-
paid jobs.  Another 19 percent were in administra-
tive support and clerical jobs.  Given their earn-

Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,770 2,554 688 474 1,392 216
Sample Size (Weighted) 6,218,564 5,735,793 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 482,771
Annual EarningsAnnual EarningsAnnual EarningsAnnual EarningsAnnual Earnings11111

Total Earnings in Jan. 1994 dollars $7,733 $7,127 $327 $5,419 $11,134 $14,940
Earnings in Primary Job $6,876 $6,351 $309 $4,713 $9,955 $13,122
Hourly Rate at Primary Job $5.95 $5.76 $4.42 $5.29 $6.60 $8.13

TTTTType of Pype of Pype of Pype of Pype of Primarrimarrimarrimarrimary Joby Joby Joby Joby Job
Percent in Wage/Salary Jobs 93% 94% 93% 97% 94% 82%

Occupation of POccupation of POccupation of POccupation of POccupation of Primarrimarrimarrimarrimary Joby Joby Joby Joby Job
Managerial/Executive 3% 3% 0% 3% 5% 6%
Professional 3% 3% 2% 3% 4% 3%
Technician 1% 1% 0% 1% 1% 3%
Sales and Related 15% 15% 21% 12% 14% 7%
     Cashier 7% 8% 12% 7% 6% 0%
Administrative Support and Clerical 19% 20% 12% 19% 24% 8%
Service 35% 37% 44% 41% 32% 12%
     Personal Services 6% 6% 6% 8% 5% 1%
      Food Preparation 11% 12% 14% 13% 10% 3%
     Cleaning Service 12% 13% 23% 10% 8% 4%
Farming and Forestry Occupations 2% 2% 5% 2% 1% 7%
Precision Production, Craft, and Repair 4% 2% 1% 3% 2% 27%
Operators, Fabricators, and Laborers 18% 17% 16% 18% 18% 28%
Armed Forces 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

IndustrIndustrIndustrIndustrIndustry of Py of Py of Py of Py of Primarrimarrimarrimarrimary Joby Joby Joby Joby Job
Mining 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Manufacturing - Nondurables 9% 9% 7% 9% 10% 6%
Manufacturing - Durables 7% 6% 3% 6% 8% 21%
Construction 2% 1% 1% 0% 0% 14%
Transportation 3% 3% 2% 2% 3% 5%
Wholesale Trade 4% 4% 6% 2% 3% 6%
Retail Trade 24% 25% 30% 24% 23% 13%
Services 41% 43% 44% 46% 40% 21%
Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate 5% 5% 2% 4% 7% 3%
Public Administration 4% 4% 1% 4% 5% 5%
Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries 2% 2% 5% 2% 1% 6%
Armed Forces 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0%

1 Those cases where the value is zero have been excluded from the calculations.
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
                                Mothers                                Mothers                                Mothers                                Mothers                                Mothers                                         F                                        F                                        F                                        F                                        Fatheratheratheratherather
                        AF                        AF                        AF                        AF                        AFDC RDC RDC RDC RDC Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC

TTTTTOOOOOTTTTTAAAAALLLLL TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee Job/WJob/WJob/WJob/WJob/Welfarelfarelfarelfarelfareeeee JobJobJobJobJob WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfare ore ore ore ore or
RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant RRRRReliantelianteliantelianteliant Job RJob RJob RJob RJob Reliantelianteliantelianteliant
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ings, these women are unlikely to be able to sup-
port themselves and their families without further
education or training, even if  they were to become
employed full time, full year.

The welfare-reliant single mothers had much
less work experience on average (3.7 years).  For
the small number of  welfare-reliant single mothers
who found employment, most found wage on sal-
ary work (93 percent) and earned an average of
$4.42 per hour.  The low wages for those who
gained employment reflect their high rate of  par-
ticipation in the lowest paid female occupations;
44 percent of  their jobs were in service occupa-
tions, about half  of  which were cleaning jobs.
Clearly, work at these hourly wages would not be
sufficient to support even a small family, even if
worked full time, year round.

Single Fathers

When we look at wages, we see a consider-
able difference between the job-reliant single moth-
ers and the single fathers.  Single fathers, welfare
reliant or job reliant, had an average of  16 years of
work experience, which is much higher than that
for even job-reliant single mothers.  The fathers
earned an average wage of  $8.13 per hour com-
pared with $6.60 per hour for the mothers (see
Table 5.7).  The fathers’ average annual earnings
were $14,940.  Fathers were, therefore, the only
single-parent group with an average wage high
enough to meet Edin and Lein’s (1997) estimate of
the amount needed to meet a single-parent family’s
expenses.

As one would expect, given occupational seg-
regation, single fathers were more likely to be in
the kinds of  jobs that pay higher wages.  About 27
percent were in precision production, craft, and
repair jobs, which tend to be relatively well-paid,
compared with fewer than 2 percent of  the job-
reliant mothers.  Less than 12 percent were in the
often-poorly paid service occupations (compared
with 32 percent of the job-reliant single mothers).
These fathers earned substantially more than work-
ing single mothers and were more likely to be able
to support their families at a minimum subsistence
level.

Married Mothers

As with single mothers, those married moth-
ers with more human capital worked more hours
also earned more per hour (see Table 5.8).  The
equitable earners earned the highest hourly rate of
$6.19, somewhat lower than the $6.60 earned by
the job-reliant single mothers, although they had
similar amounts of  work experience (about nine
years, on average).  The primary/secondary earn-
ers and the AFDC-UP-reliant mothers (with aver-
age job experience of  six and four years, respec-
tively) both earned slightly more than $5 per hour
on average, similar to the job/welfare-reliant single
mothers.  The marginal earners (with average job
experience of  five years) earned only $3.82, even
less than the welfare-reliant single mothers.

Like the single mothers, the married mothers
were concentrated in four occupational categories:
sales; administrative support and clerical; service;
and operators, fabricators, and laborers.  Mothers
who did not receive AFDC were less likely to work
in the lowest-paid service occupations and more
likely to work in the higher-paying administrative
support jobs.  In contrast, 12 percent of  marginal
earners were in farming and forestry, probably
working on farms as laborers or as small farm own-
ers, possibly partially explaining the relatively large
proportion of  self-employment.  The AFDC-UP-
reliant mothers were most likely to work in service
jobs:  fully 42 percent did so, considerably more
than the other married mothers, but similar to the
proportions for single mothers receiving welfare.

Married Fathers

In all married couples, the father had consid-
erably more work experience and earned a higher
hourly wage than the mother, on average (see Table
5.8).  The AFDC-UP fathers, who had 12 years of
work experience on average, earned an average of
$7.90 per hour, compared with $5.08 for their wives
(64 cents for every dollar earned by the fathers).
The marginal earners’ hourly rate for fathers, who
had 19 years of  work experience on average, was
nearly $7.00, as opposed to less than $4.00 for their
wives (56 cents for every dollar earned by their
husbands).  Primary/secondary-earner fathers, who
had 14 years of  work experience on average, were
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Table 5.8

Jobs and Earnings of Married Mothers and FJobs and Earnings of Married Mothers and FJobs and Earnings of Married Mothers and FJobs and Earnings of Married Mothers and FJobs and Earnings of Married Mothers and Fathersathersathersathersathers
Who Who Who Who Who WWWWWorked at Any Porked at Any Porked at Any Porked at Any Porked at Any Point During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Soint During the 24-Month Study Ptudy Ptudy Ptudy Ptudy Perioderioderioderioderiod

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208

Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138

Annual EarningsAnnual EarningsAnnual EarningsAnnual EarningsAnnual Earnings11111

Total Earnings in Jan. 1994 dollars $6,067 $4,529 $1,999 $4,514 $9,474 $18,036 $11,938 $6,617 $19,731 $18,704

Earnings in Primary Job $5,436 $3,902 $1,712 $4,059 $8,511 $15,994 $10,401 $5,882 $17,607 $16,454

Hourly Rate at Primary Job $5.47 $5.08 $3.82 $5.24 $6.19 $8.84 $7.90 $6.88 $9.27 $8.71

TTTTType of Pype of Pype of Pype of Pype of Primarrimarrimarrimarrimary Joby Joby Joby Joby Job

Percent in Wage/Salary Jobs 85.1% 91.6% 62.8% 84.5% 88.4% 83.1% 91.8% 64.3% 83.3% 84.1%

Occupation of POccupation of POccupation of POccupation of POccupation of Primarrimarrimarrimarrimary Joby Joby Joby Joby Job

Managerial/Executive 5% 3% 8% 5% 5% 7% 4% 6% 7% 8%

Professional 6% 6% 5% 5% 7% 5% 3% 3% 5% 5%

Technician 2% 0% 0% 2% 2% 2% 1% 0% 2% 2%

Sales and Related 14% 15% 16% 14% 14% 8% 2% 7% 9% 9%

     Cashier 5% 5% 0% 5% 5% 0% 0% 1% 1% 0%

Administrative Support & Clerical 20% 15% 10% 22% 21% 4% 5% 5% 3% 4%

Service 32% 42% 28% 33% 30% 9% 17% 6% 8% 10%

     Personal Services 10% 7% 12% 10% 9% 0% 1% 0% 0% 0%

     Food Preparation 10% 15% 5% 10% 9% 2% 6% 0% 2% 3%

     Cleaning Service 8% 15% 8% 7% 7% 4% 8% 6% 4% 4%

Farming and Forestry Occupations 3% 2% 12% 3% 2% 8% 8% 18% 9% 6%

Precision Production, Craft, & Repair 3% 1% 2% 3% 3% 25% 20% 21% 26% 25%

Operators, Fabricators, & Laborers 15% 15% 20% 14% 16% 30% 41% 34% 29% 29%

Armed Forces 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1% 0% 3% 2

IndustrIndustrIndustrIndustrIndustry of Py of Py of Py of Py of Primarrimarrimarrimarrimary Joby Joby Joby Joby Job

Mining 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 3% 0% 2% 1%

Manufacturing - Nondurables 8% 7% 12% 8% 9% 7% 7% 3% 6% 8%

Manufacturing - Durables 5% 3% 2% 5% 7% 15% 14% 13% 15% 16%

Construction 1% 1% 5% 2% 1% 14% 11% 13% 15% 14%

Transportation 2% 1% 4% 2% 2% 9% 12% 9% 9% 8%

Wholesale Trade 3% 1% 3% 4% 2% 5% 2% 7% 5% 5%

Retail Trade 25% 29% 22% 26% 23% 13% 15% 15% 12% 14%

Services 44% 49% 36% 43% 45% 18% 22% 17% 17% 20%

Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate 4% 2% 2% 5% 5% 3% 4% 2% 3% 2%

Public Administration 2% 3% 2% 2% 3% 4% 1% 5% 4% 5%

Agriculture, Forestry, and Fisheries 4% 2% 12% 4% 3% 8% 7% 17% 8% 6%

Armed Forces 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1% 0% 3% 2%

1  Those cases where the value is zero have been excluded from the calculations.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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the highest paid, at $9.27 per hour, compared with
$5.24 for the working mothers in these families (also
56 cents for every dollar earned by their husbands).
Equitable-earner fathers, who had 14 years of  work
experience on average, also made much more per
hour than their wives, although the gender differ-
ence here is the smallest of  any married-couple
families:  the men made $8.71 and their wives $6.19
(71 cents for every dollar earned by their husbands).
With their longer work hours and higher wages, it
is not surprising that married fathers earned more
annually than their wives on average: about three
times as much for the AFDC-UP and marginal
earners, more than four times as much for the pri-
mary/secondary earners, and about twice as much
for the equitable earners.

Married fathers’ occupational profiles were
quite different from those of  their wives and quite
similar to those of  single fathers.  More than half
of  the fathers in each group were blue collar work-
ers, concentrated in the fields of  precision produc-
tion; craft and repair (which pay relatively well); and
operators, fabricators, and laborers.  Their wives
were much less likely to be in these fields.  There
were some differences between groups of  fathers;
for example, the equitable earners had a surpris-
ingly high (8 percent) representation in manage-
rial/executive positions—these are probably lower-
level managerial positions in food service and other
low-paid industries, or these are young families with
starting salaries.  The marginal earners, like their
wives, were the most likely (18 percent) to be in
farming and forestry occupations.  The AFDC-UP
fathers were more likely (17 percent) than the other
fathers to be in low-paid service occupations.

Overall, because fathers in these low-income
families had only slightly more human capital than
mothers, gender differences in occupational distri-
bution and in pay levels among occupations must
account for much of  the earnings differences be-
tween low-income fathers and low-income moth-
ers.  Unfortunately, a detailed analysis of  these earn-
ings differences is beyond the scope of  this report.
The substantial sex segregation in the low-wage
labor market, however, has serious implications for
policies emphasizing employment as the path to
“self-sufficiency” for poor mothers.

FFFFFactors Ractors Ractors Ractors Ractors Related to Mothers’elated to Mothers’elated to Mothers’elated to Mothers’elated to Mothers’
EmploEmploEmploEmploEmploymentymentymentymentyment

Thus far, we have looked at various demo-
graphic and human capital characteristics to try to
understand why some mothers and fathers are bet-
ter able to support their families primarily on earn-
ings and others must rely more on government
benefits and other income sources.  Hours of  em-
ployment and hourly wages are obviously critical,
and these are closely tied to demographic and hu-
man capital characteristics.  In addition, there are
important barriers to parents’ employment, like the
need for child care, especially for single mothers
who do not have the potential of  sharing child care
responsibilities with husbands.

In this section, we focus on low-income moth-
ers, examining the factors that increase or decrease
their employment.  (Although employment status
varies for low-income fathers as well, our study does
not have a sufficiently large sample of  non-em-
ployed fathers to study).   We examine how the
probability of  a mother’s employment is predicted
by a number of   demographic and economic fac-
tors using logistic regression analysis.  This analy-
sis includes the mother’s age, education and other
human capital variables, the age of  children (mea-
suring the need for child care), marital status, liv-
ing arrangements, race and ethnicity, other family
income,14 region of  the country, and state unem-
ployment rates as explanatory variables.  Because
we want to predict employment for both types of
mothers examined in this report—single and mar-
ried-we estimate separate logistic regression mod-
els for each type of  mother, with employment sta-
tus in month 12 as the dependent variable.  (De-
tailed regression results are presented in Appendix
Tables A.1 and A.2.)

The probabilities of  employment for low-in-
come single and married mothers with certain char-
acteristics (i.e., the baseline scenario) and the ef-
fects of factors that increase or decrease the prob-
ability of  employment from the baseline case are

14 For the regression analysis in this section, the variable “other
family income” is defined as an aggregate of family income from all
sources except the mother’s own earnings.  This measure may
include government benefits, some of which are received only by
individuals who are not employed.
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reported in Table 5.9.  The baseline case is a white
woman who is 30 years old, has eleven years of
schooling and no job training, has no physical limi-
tations, has one child (age 6-12), does not live with
any other adults, has no other family income, is a
U.S. citizen, and lives in the Midwest region in a
state with a relatively low (for the time period un-
der consideration) unemployment rate.  For single
mothers with these characteristics, the probability
of  being employed is 79 percent; for married moth-
ers, it is 67 percent.

Single Mothers

Among single mothers, the ability to work is
the most important factor in determining the prob-
ability that they will be employed: the presence of
a physical limitation reduces the probability that
they will be employed from 79 percent to 41 per-
cent.  Having an infant and/or pre-school age chil-
dren (ages 0-2 and ages 3-5) also reduces their prob-
ability of  employment (to 62 percent and 69 per-
cent, respectively).  The economic conditions of

     PPPPPrrrrrobability of Being Emploobability of Being Emploobability of Being Emploobability of Being Emploobability of Being Employyyyyededededed
ScenarioScenarioScenarioScenarioScenario Single MothersSingle MothersSingle MothersSingle MothersSingle Mothers Married MothersMarried MothersMarried MothersMarried MothersMarried Mothers
BABABABABASSSSSEEEEELLLLLIIIIINNNNNEEEEE 0.790.790.790.790.79 0.60.60.60.60.677777

30-years of age
11-years of schooling
No job training
No physical limitation
One child age 6-12
No children age 0-2
No children age 3-5
No children age 13-17
Without other adults in living arrangement
Citizen
No other family income ($0)
Midwest region
Low state unemployment rate (7.0%)
White

WWWWWOOOOORRRRRSSSSSEEEEENNNNNIIIIING NG NG NG NG THTHTHTHTHE BAE BAE BAE BAE BASSSSSEEEEELLLLLIIIIINNNNNEEEEE
Physical limitation 0.41 0.50
Additional child age 0-2 0.62 0.56
Additional child age 3-5 0.69 0.62
Additional child age 6-12 — 0.65
Additional $100 in other family income 0.02 —
North region 0.72 0.52
1% increase in state unemployment rate 0.77 0.65
Black 0.70 —
Hispanic 0.68 —
Other race 0.62 —

IIIIIMMMMMPRPRPRPRPROOOOOVIVIVIVIVING NG NG NG NG THTHTHTHTHE BAE BAE BAE BAE BASSSSSEEEEELLLLLIIIIINNNNNEEEEE
One-year increase in age 0.80 0.71
One-year increase in years of schooling 0.82 0.69
Job training 0.83 0.74
Additional child age 6-12 0.86 —
Other adults living in arrangement — 0.73
South region 0.84 —
Black — 0.77

WWWWWOOOOORRRRRSSSSSTTTTT-C-C-C-C-CAAAAASSSSSE SCEE SCEE SCEE SCEE SCENNNNNAAAAARRRRRIOIOIOIOIO 0.140.140.140.140.14 0.190.190.190.190.19
Physical limitation
Child age 0-2
North region
High state unemployment rate (10.0%)

BBBBBEEEEESSSSSTTTTT-C-C-C-C-CAAAAASSSSSE SCEE SCEE SCEE SCEE SCENNNNNAAAAARRRRRIOIOIOIOIO 0.90.90.90.90.955555 0.770.770.770.770.77
16 years of schooling
Job training
West region

Source: Calculations based on logistic regression results presented in appendix Tables A.1 and A.2 (statistically insignifcant results not shown here).

Table 5.9

FFFFFactors Affecting Emploactors Affecting Emploactors Affecting Emploactors Affecting Emploactors Affecting Employment Syment Syment Syment Syment Status among Ltatus among Ltatus among Ltatus among Ltatus among Looooow-Income Mothersw-Income Mothersw-Income Mothersw-Income Mothersw-Income Mothers
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the single mother’s state and region of  residence
are also significant, with an increase in the state
unemployment rate and living in the North both
associated with a decrease in the probability of
employment compared to the baseline.  Among
single mothers, race and ethnicity are also impor-
tant factors: single mothers who are African Ameri-
can, Hispanic, or from other racial groups (Asian
American, Pacific Islander, and Native American)
have a lower probability of  employment compared
with other single mothers with similar characteris-
tics who are white.

One surprising result is the effect of  in-
come from other sources.  In an earlier study of
single AFDC recipients, IWPR found that the pres-
ence of  another earner in the household was posi-
tively related to the likelihood that the single mother
was employed (Spalter-Roth, Burr,  Hartmann, and
Shaw 1995). Yet, in this study, the results indicate
that $100 in additional income substantially reduces
the probability that a single mother will be em-
ployed.  In addition, in this study the effect of  other
adults in the living arrangement is not statistically
significant.  Clearly, these findings require additional
research, with alternative specifications of  the ef-
fects of the presence of other adults and of other
income on single mothers’ employment status.

As expected, our findings illustrate that in-
creases in human capital characteristics are associ-
ated with increases in the probability of  employ-
ment: single mothers who are one year older, have
one more year of  schooling, or have job training
experience have a higher probability of  employ-
ment than the baseline case.  Although having very
young children reduces the probability of  employ-
ment among single mothers, having an additional
school-age child (age 6-12) increases their prob-
ability of  employment.  Single mothers living in
the South are also more likely to be employed than
those living in the Midwest.  Examining the “worst
case” and “best case” employment scenarios for
the single mothers in our sample, we find that a
single mother with the lowest probability of  em-
ployment has a physical limitation and a child aged
0-2 and lives in the North in a state with a high (10
percent) unemployment rate.  A single mother with
the highest probability of  employment has 16 years
of  schooling and job training and lives in the West.

Married Mothers

Among married mothers, the presence of
a physical limitation is also the most significant
negative factor, reducing the probability of  employ-
ment from 67 percent to 50 percent.  As with single
mothers, the presence of  infants and/or pre-
school-age children also reduces the probability of
employment substantially.  Unlike single mothers,
the married mothers in this sample have a lower
probability of  employment if  they have an addi-
tional child age 6-12.  The probability of  employ-
ment for married mothers is also sensitive to eco-
nomic conditions, showing a decline for those
mothers living in the North and those living in a
state with a high unemployment rate.  For married
mothers, additional family income does not have a
statistically significant effect on the probability of
employment; however, the presence of  other adults
in the household has a significant positive effect
on their probability of  being employed.

Unlike single mothers, a married mother iden-
tified as Hispanic or from other racial groups does
not see a statistically significant impact on her prob-
ability of  employment.  Being African American is
statistically significant, but it is positive, not nega-
tive, as it was for single mothers.  That is, African
American married mothers have an employment
probability of  77 percent, compared with 67 per-
cent for white married mothers in the baseline sce-
nario.  Human capital characteristics also increase
the probability of  employment among married
mothers, as they do for single mothers.  An increase
in the mother’s age, an increase in her years of
schooling, and an increase in job training are all
associated with a higher probability that she will be
employed.  The factors determining the “worst
case” and “best case” scenarios are similar for mar-
ried and single mothers.

As shown, these findings illustrate that despite
some differences in the employment probabilities
of  single and married mothers, the ability to work
(not having a physical limitation), the availability
of  jobs (living in a region and/or state with lower
unemployment rates), the absence of  infants and
pre-school age children, and greater amounts of
human capital (such as education or job training)
are the critical factors in predicting the likelihood
of  employment for low-income mothers.
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EmploEmploEmploEmploEmployment and Marriageyment and Marriageyment and Marriageyment and Marriageyment and Marriage

Recent discussions of  welfare reform focus
on the marital status of  single mothers receiving
welfare, as if  marriage would be a secure route out
of  poverty for them.  In contrast, the obvious rela-
tionship between marriage and economic well-be-
ing should focus increasing attention on the ques-
tion:  Does employment increase the likelihood that
people marry?  Although fully addressing this ques-
tion is beyond the scope of  this study, our findings
cast doubt on “marriage as the solution” for many
single mothers.  We find that, overall, many fewer
African American single mothers married during
the two-year time period of  the study and that an
African American mother’s employment was asso-
ciated with her getting married during the two-year
time period of  this study.  Thus, for African Ameri-
can mothers, but not for whites, employment tends
to precede marriage.

We examined the employment characteristics
of mothers who remained single and mothers who
married during the 24 months of  the survey.  Table
5.10 illustrates that 40 percent of the single moth-
ers in our sample are African American and 43
percent are white; yet, in the group who married,
African American mothers constituted only 14 per-
cent of  the total, compared with white mothers,

who constituted 68 percent of the total.  In addi-
tion, whites were the only racial/ethnic group in
which the mothers who married were less likely
than the mothers who remained single to be em-
ployed.  Among those who married, 70 percent of
African American mothers were employed before
marrying.  Only about 44 percent of  African Ameri-
can single mothers who did not marry were em-
ployed in month 12, the middle of  the survey pe-
riod.  For other racial and ethnic groups, the moth-
ers who married also had higher employment rates
than those who remained single, but the gap is much
smaller than that for the African American
mothers.

These results suggest, as other researchers
have argued, that employment (and the income an
employed mother brings to a family) is associated
with the likelihood of  marriage for African Ameri-
can women (Burbridge 1995; Lichter, McLaughlin,
Kephart, and Laundry 1992).  In fact, the employ-
ment of  the mothers in these families may do more
to encourage marriage than to discourage it.  This
finding suggests that if  increasing marriage is to
be a policy goal, employability programs should
target both women and men instead of  favoring
men over women, as some suggest (see, for ex-
ample, Offner 1995).  The connection between

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal WhiteWhiteWhiteWhiteWhite AfricanAfricanAfricanAfricanAfrican HispanicHispanicHispanicHispanicHispanic OtherOtherOtherOtherOther
                American                American                American                American                American

Single MothersSingle MothersSingle MothersSingle MothersSingle Mothers11111 1111100.0%00.0%00.0%00.0%00.0% 43.2%43.2%43.2%43.2%43.2% 40.4%40.4%40.4%40.4%40.4% 111113.9%3.9%3.9%3.9%3.9% 2.4%2.4%2.4%2.4%2.4%

Percent Employed in Month 12 48.7% 56.5% 44.1% 40.5% 39.8%

Mothers Mothers Mothers Mothers Mothers Who MarriedWho MarriedWho MarriedWho MarriedWho Married 1111100.0%00.0%00.0%00.0%00.0% 666667.7%7.7%7.7%7.7%7.7% 14.2%14.2%14.2%14.2%14.2% 14.5%14.5%14.5%14.5%14.5% 3.6%3.6%3.6%3.6%3.6%

Percent Employed in the Month Prior to Marriage 51.7% 51.0% 70.1% 47.0% 51.5%

Monthly Earnings for all Mothers $492 $492 $632 $460 $574

Monthly Earnings for Employed Mothers2 $995 $993 $955 $983 $1,115

1   Single mothers remained single for the entire 24-month study period.
2  Those cases where the value is zero have been excluded from the calculations.
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Table 5.10

Comparison of EmploComparison of EmploComparison of EmploComparison of EmploComparison of Employment Charyment Charyment Charyment Charyment Characteristics of Single Mothers and Mothersacteristics of Single Mothers and Mothersacteristics of Single Mothers and Mothersacteristics of Single Mothers and Mothersacteristics of Single Mothers and Mothers
Who Married During the SWho Married During the SWho Married During the SWho Married During the SWho Married During the Study Ptudy Ptudy Ptudy Ptudy Period, eriod, eriod, eriod, eriod, bbbbby Ry Ry Ry Ry Race/Ethnicityace/Ethnicityace/Ethnicityace/Ethnicityace/Ethnicity, o, o, o, o, ovvvvver 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Monthser 24 Months
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Table 5.11

Comparison of EmploComparison of EmploComparison of EmploComparison of EmploComparison of Employment Charyment Charyment Charyment Charyment Characteristics of acteristics of acteristics of acteristics of acteristics of WWWWWivivivivives and Husbandses and Husbandses and Husbandses and Husbandses and Husbands
in Sin Sin Sin Sin Stable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Ftable Married-Couple Families, bamilies, bamilies, bamilies, bamilies, by Ry Ry Ry Ry Race/Ethnicityace/Ethnicityace/Ethnicityace/Ethnicityace/Ethnicity, Month 1, Month 1, Month 1, Month 1, Month 122222

women’s improved employment outcomes and
marriage also raises questions about the emphasis
placed on “fatherhood” programs in current wel-
fare-reform discussions (see, for example, Haskins,
Sawhill, and Weaver 2001).  Such programs tend to
emphasize marriage as a solution to welfare depen-
dence for poor single-parent families.  However,
single-parent families do not make up the majority
of  poor families, and many families headed by
married couples still live in poverty. Instead of  di-
verting scare resources to promoting marriage,
funding should be targeted at reducing work barri-
ers and increasing job training and education.15

Improving women’s employment opportunities will
help families whether they are single, cohabitating,
or married-couple families, and it may even improve
women’s likelihood of  marriage.

Analysis of  married-couple families shows
that the fathers in minority racial and ethnic groups
have lower education levels, higher unemployment

rates, and lower monthly earnings than the white
fathers (see Table 5.11).  African American hus-
bands experience the highest unemployment rates
(8.5 percent) among all husbands and are the only
group who have lower education (on average, 11.3
years) than their wives (on average, 11.8 years).
They have the lowest earnings on average ($1,203
per month) among all husbands.  In contrast, Afri-
can American wives have the highest employment
rate (55 percent) and the highest monthly earnings
($529).  Their paid employment contributes about
25 percent of  the total family income, the largest
share among wives of  all the racial or ethnic groups
in this study.  These findings suggest that African
American mothers are less likely than white moth-
ers to use marriage as a route out of  poverty.  In-
stead, paid employment appears not only to increase
their chances of  marrying but also to decrease the
likelihood of  poverty for their families after they
marry.

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal WhiteWhiteWhiteWhiteWhite AfricanAfricanAfricanAfricanAfrican HispanicHispanicHispanicHispanicHispanic OtherOtherOtherOtherOther
              American              American              American              American              American

Married Couple FMarried Couple FMarried Couple FMarried Couple FMarried Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies 1111100.0%00.0%00.0%00.0%00.0% 666668.0%8.0%8.0%8.0%8.0% 11.4%11.4%11.4%11.4%11.4% 15.6%15.6%15.6%15.6%15.6% 5.1%5.1%5.1%5.1%5.1%
 Family Income $2,217 $2,245 $2,118 $2,079 $2,474

WWWWWiviviviviveseseseses
Years of Education 11.5 12.0 11.8 9.5 11.0
Percent Employed 46.2% 46.6% 55.3% 38.7% 43.6%
Earnings $387 $372 $529 $335 $429
     As Percent of Family Income1 17.5% 16.6% 25.0% 16.1% 17.3%

HusbandsHusbandsHusbandsHusbandsHusbands
Years of Education 11.6 12.1 11.3 9.7 11.2
Percent Employed 84.3% 86.0% 78.3% 84.0% 76.4%
Percent Unemployed 6.0% 5.4% 8.5% 7.4% 3.4%
Earnings $1,439 $1,530 $1,203 $1,263 $1,290
      As Percent of Family Income1 64.9% 68.2% 56.8% 60.8% 52.1%

1 Note that the earnings of husbands and wives among low-income families do not add to 100 percent of family income because these families also rely on

government benefits and income from other family members.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

15 Programs to encourage education and training to improve the human capital and potential earnings would be helpful for all low-income families.
Nevertheless, given the likely inadequacy of TANF funds to meet the needs of welfare recipients, welfare funds should not be diverted to non-
recipients
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Research has shown that child care obligations
are a major obstacle to mothers’ labor force par-
ticipation (Blau, Ferber, and Winkler 1998).  Find-
ings from this study (discussed in the previous chap-
ter) also confirm that the presence of  young chil-
dren is negatively associated with low-income
mothers’ participation in paid work.  It is likely that
a major reason for this disparity is the lack of  af-
fordable, quality child care (Kimmel 1994; Hofferth
1995).  In fact, many researchers, advocates, and
policy-makers consider subsidized child care essen-
tial to helping low-income mothers participate in
the labor force on a more continuous basis.  This
policy issue  has become even more critical, given
the increased emphasis contained in recent welfare
reform law on the employment of  single mothers
with young children.

To shed more light on the child care con-
straints faced by low-income mothers, we examine
the employed mother’s use of  child care and its
costs in our sample.  The analysis in this chapter
examines the various types of  child care arrange-
ments used by low-income families and the cost to
parents among different family types.  Special at-
tention is paid to the relationship between child
care costs and the earnings of  mothers.  In the fol-
lowing chapter, we will examine the impact of  child
care subsidies on family poverty.

The data used in the analysis are from rel-
evant years of  the SIPP’s special topical modules
on child care arrangements and costs.  These mod-
ules offer detailed information on child care used
by parents or guardians who worked or were en-
rolled in school during the month before the inter-
view and who had children under 15 years of  age
living with them.  For our analysis, we use the third
topical modules of  the 1988 and 1990 SIPP, be-
cause the child care questions were very limited
before 1988.  Because the child care module ques-
tions refer to only one month, these analyses takes
the corresponding month, i.e., month 12, during
each panel survey, as the time frame.

CHAPTER SIX

HOW LOW-INCOME FAMILIES MEET THEIR CHILD CARE NEEDS

TTTTTypes of Child Carypes of Child Carypes of Child Carypes of Child Carypes of Child Care Arre Arre Arre Arre Arrangementsangementsangementsangementsangements

We begin by looking at child care use among
working mothers in low-income families.  Children
under age six are the critical age group whose pres-
ence significantly reduces a mother’s likelihood of
working.  Our analysis of  types of  child care ar-
rangements, therefore, focuses on this age group.
Table 6.1 presents the primary child care arrange-
ments for all children under age six for three groups
of  employed, low-income mothers: married, single,
and AFDC recipients. The AFDC group includes
all three family types that received welfare for at
least two months of  the 24-month study-welfare-
reliant single mothers, job/welfare-reliant single
mothers, and AFDC-UP-recipient married-couple
families.  The majority of  employed AFDC moth-
ers are single parents, and approximately one-fifth
is married.

As Table 6.1 shows, about one-quarter of
children in low-income, married-couple families
were cared for by their fathers when their mothers
were working.  This is the most prevalent form of
child care for children in these two-parent families;
it is possible that many husbands and wives work
different shifts to manage the costs and availability
of  child care (Presser 1995).  Care by non-relatives
and organized child care facilities were the next
most prevalent forms of  child care arrangements,
with almost one out of  five of  these families using
each form of  child care.  Grandparents and other
relatives also provided primary care for another fifth
of  the young children of  married couples.

In contrast to married-couple families, single
(job-reliant) mothers were most likely to use orga-
nized child care facilities (see Table 6.1).  About
30 percent of  the children in job-reliant, single-
mother families were cared for by day/group care
centers or nursery schools/preschools during most
of  the hours that their mothers worked.  In addi-
tion, more than one quarter of  the children of
single mothers were cared for by their grandpar-
ents and other relatives (26 percent), probably re-
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flecting the large number of  single mothers who
lived in households with their own parents or other
adults.  Non-relatives provided primary care for
about 21 percent of  the young children.  More-
over, about one in ten children (8.9 percent) in
single-mother households were in the care of  their
fathers while their mothers were working.

For employed mothers who received AFDC,
grandparents were the most prevalent care givers.
More than one-quarter (26 percent) of  the chil-
dren in these families were cared for by their grand-
parents during most of the hours their mothers
worked.  An additional 17 percent were cared for
by other relatives.  Although a mother living with
her own parents in a three-generation household
is not a significant factor in predicting the likeli-

hood of  her employment (see the results of  the
statistical analyses in the previous chapter), adults
who provide child care do facilitate the mother’s
ability to work.  Because the majority of  mothers
who received AFDC were single, their access to
father’s care was similar to that of  the single-mother
group (10 percent compared with 9 percent for the
single mothers).  Their use of  organized care was
much lower than that of  the non-AFDC single
mothers (20 percent of  the AFDC mothers’ chil-
dren compared with 30 percent of the single moth-
ers’ children), however.

In addition to the major types of  child care
arrangements mentioned above, mothers of  about
11 percent of  the young children (mainly five-year
olds) worked during the hours their children were

Table 6.1
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 in L in L in L in L in Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Families, Month 1amilies, Month 1amilies, Month 1amilies, Month 1amilies, Month 122222

               WWWWWorking Mothersorking Mothersorking Mothersorking Mothersorking Mothers
TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC                                   Non-AF                                   Non-AF                                   Non-AF                                   Non-AF                                   Non-AFDCDCDCDCDC

Married Single
Sample Size (Unweighted) 712 78 426 208
Sample Size (Weighted) 2,631,609 306,007 1,526,026 799,579
Percentage (Weighted) 100.0% 11.6% 58.0% 30.4%

AAAAAvvvvverererererage Number of Childrage Number of Childrage Number of Childrage Number of Childrage Number of Children Under Age Sixen Under Age Sixen Under Age Sixen Under Age Sixen Under Age Six 1.31.31.31.31.3 1.31.31.31.31.3 1.41.41.41.41.4 1.21.21.21.21.2
PPPPPrimarrimarrimarrimarrimary Cary Cary Cary Cary Care Arre Arre Arre Arre Arrangements (perangements (perangements (perangements (perangements (percent of childrcent of childrcent of childrcent of childrcent of children)en)en)en)en)

Other POther POther POther POther Parararararententententent 19.1%19.1%19.1%19.1%19.1% 10.4%10.4%10.4%10.4%10.4% 25.3%25.3%25.3%25.3%25.3% 8.9%8.9%8.9%8.9%8.9%
SiblingsSiblingsSiblingsSiblingsSiblings 0.8%0.8%0.8%0.8%0.8% 0.6%0.6%0.6%0.6%0.6% 0.5%0.5%0.5%0.5%0.5% 1.5%1.5%1.5%1.5%1.5%
GrGrGrGrGrandparandparandparandparandparentsentsentsentsents 16.0%16.0%16.0%16.0%16.0% 25.7%25.7%25.7%25.7%25.7% 13.5%13.5%13.5%13.5%13.5% 17.5%17.5%17.5%17.5%17.5%

Percent Paid For 33.8% 33.5% 41.5% 20.6%
Percent Not Paid For 66.2% 66.5% 58.5% 79.4%

Other ROther ROther ROther ROther Relativelativelativelativelativeseseseses 8.8%8.8%8.8%8.8%8.8% 16.7%16.7%16.7%16.7%16.7% 7.4%7.4%7.4%7.4%7.4% 8.8%8.8%8.8%8.8%8.8%
Percent Paid For 75.9% 70.7% 86.5% 60.2%
Percent Not Paid For 24.1% 29.3% 13.5% 39.8%

Non-RNon-RNon-RNon-RNon-Relativelativelativelativelativeseseseses 19.6%19.6%19.6%19.6%19.6% 16.5%16.5%16.5%16.5%16.5% 19.6%19.6%19.6%19.6%19.6% 20.9%20.9%20.9%20.9%20.9%
Percent Paid For 96.4% 77.0% 99.0% 96.7%
Percent Not Paid For 3.6% 23.0% 1.0% 3.3%

CenterCenterCenterCenterCenter-Based Car-Based Car-Based Car-Based Car-Based Careeeee 21.8%21.8%21.8%21.8%21.8% 19.8%19.8%19.8%19.8%19.8% 18.5%18.5%18.5%18.5%18.5% 30.0%30.0%30.0%30.0%30.0%
Percent Paid For 82.5% 68.2% 87.6% 79.3%
Percent Not Paid For 17.5% 31.8% 12.4% 20.7%

Child in SchoolChild in SchoolChild in SchoolChild in SchoolChild in School 11.2%11.2%11.2%11.2%11.2% 10.2%10.2%10.2%10.2%10.2% 10.9%10.9%10.9%10.9%10.9% 12.4%12.4%12.4%12.4%12.4%
Child CarChild CarChild CarChild CarChild Cares for Selfes for Selfes for Selfes for Selfes for Self 0.4% 0.0% 0.6% 0.0%
Mother CarMother CarMother CarMother CarMother Cares for Child es for Child es for Child es for Child es for Child While While While While While WWWWWorkingorkingorkingorkingorking 2.2%2.2%2.2%2.2%2.2% 0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0% 3.7%3.7%3.7%3.7%3.7% 0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%0.0%

PPPPPererererercent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Children in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Paid Caraid Caraid Caraid Caraid Careeeee 49.0%49.0%49.0%49.0%49.0% 46.7%46.7%46.7%46.7%46.7% 47.6%47.6%47.6%47.6%47.6% 52.9%52.9%52.9%52.9%52.9%
PPPPPererererercent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Children with Moren with Moren with Moren with Moren with More e e e e Than One ArrThan One ArrThan One ArrThan One ArrThan One Arrangementangementangementangementangement 33.1%33.1%33.1%33.1%33.1% 19.1%19.1%19.1%19.1%19.1% 37.4%37.4%37.4%37.4%37.4% 30.5%30.5%30.5%30.5%30.5%

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1988 and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.



Survival at the Bottom 57

in school or kindergarten.  This pattern holds true
for all three groups of  working mothers.

Our findings confirm those of  other research-
ers, that low-income, employed single mothers are
more likely to rely on other relatives for child care
than low-income married mothers who can rely on
their husbands (U.S. House of  Representatives,
Committee on Ways and Means 1994; Brayfield,
Deich and Hofferth 1993).  This is especially true
among the single mothers who relied on welfare or
who combined welfare and jobs.  These findings
also show that job-reliant single mothers are the
most likely to use organized child care, which many
single mothers prefer, but cannot always afford
(Hofferth 1995).  It is important to note, however,
that increased use of  relative care does not neces-
sarily mean more access to free child care, since
relatives may charge for this service.

As shown in Table 6.1, almost half  of  the
young children (49 percent) of  employed mothers
in low-income families were in paid care.  Most of
the non-relative and organized care and a substan-
tial proportion of  the care provided by grandpar-
ents and other relatives required payment.  For ex-
ample, a third (34 percent) of  the grandparents who
cared for the children of  the working welfare moth-
ers were paid, compared with 21 percent of  the
grandparents who cared for the children of  single,
job-reliant mothers.  All three groups of  mothers
were about twice as likely to pay for child care pro-
vided by relatives other than grandparents.  Among
the working AFDC mothers, 17 percent of  their
young children were cared for by other relatives,
seven out of  ten children’s care of  whom were paid
for their caregiving work.  The percentage of  care
provided by other relatives who received payment
was even higher for married mothers (87 percent
of  other relatives received payment).  Single moth-
ers ended up with the highest proportion of  young
children in paid care because they often paid rela-
tives (other than fathers) for care and had a greater
propensity to use non-relative or center-based child
care.  The proportion of  the children of  AFDC
recipients in paid care was only slightly lower than
that of  the children of  the non-AFDC single moth-
ers (47 percent versus 53 percent, respectively).

Costs of Child CarCosts of Child CarCosts of Child CarCosts of Child CarCosts of Child Careeeee
Table 6.2 presents the results of  our analysis

of  the costs of  child care for all of  the  families in
our sample with children under age 13.  Although
the presence of  older children does not discour-
age a mother’s employment to the same extent as
the presence of  younger children, older children
still need substitute care when they are not in school,
and such costs are relevant to assessing economic
well-being in low-income families.  To determine
the burden of  child care cost to these families, we
analyzed the cost in relation to mothers’ earnings
and total family incomes.

In general, working mothers who earn more
and, therefore, can afford to pay for child care use
paid child care more frequently.  On average, moth-
ers who pay for child care earn $7.30 per hour at
their primary job, whereas mothers who use free
child care earn $6.49 per hour at their primary job.
This pattern holds true across all three groups, al-
though the wage difference between paying and
non-paying mothers is extremely small among the
welfare group ($5.92 and $5.81 per hour, respec-
tively).  This pattern suggests that, if  mothers earn
more money, they are more able to afford paid child
care; the mothers with low-earning ability are more
likely to work when they have access to free child
care.  It may also suggest that paid child care is
more reliable (on average) than unpaid child care,
leading to more continuous employment of  pay-
ing mothers and thus contributing to their higher
hourly wages.

All three groups of  mothers are equally
likely to pay for child care (ranging from 39 per-
cent to 41 percent); single mothers do not have
better access to free child care, even if  they rely
on welfare.16 Furthermore, among those who use
paid child care, there are only slight differences
in the average monthly amount paid for care
(ranging from $204 to $222 per month), regard-
less of  the marital or the welfare status of  the
parent.

To analyze the burden of  child care costs in
relation to mothers’ earnings, we created a ratio
cost-per-hour-worked for the mothers who paid
for child care.  We find that job-reliant single moth-
ers paid the lowest price ($1.36) for each hour

16 The percentages using paid care in Table 6.2 differ from those in Table 6.1 for several reasons.  Table 6.2 refers to all children up to age 12,
whereas Table 6.1 refers to children up to age 5, and older children, who are less likely to need full-time care, are easier to find care for from
relatives or friends for free.  Also, in Table 6.2, the unit of analysis is the family instead of the child.
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worked, whereas the job-reliant married mothers
and mothers on welfare paid substantially higher
prices for child care ($1.60 and $1.72 per hour, re-
spectively).  These differences can be explained by
the fact that the job-reliant single mothers, on av-
erage, had fewer children under age six (1.2) as well
as fewer children under age 13 (1.6) than the other
mothers.  In addition, they worked more hours, an
average of  164 hours per month, compared with
150 and 141 hours for the job-reliant married moth-
ers and mothers receiving welfare, respectively, and
there were likely economies of  scale in child care.
The job-reliant single mothers who paid for child
care had the highest average wage rate, $7.92 per
hour, which makes their payment for child care
more cost-effective than that of  the other groups.
Child care costs equal more than one-third of  wel-
fare mothers’ earnings, about 30 percent of  mar-
ried mothers’ earnings, and 20 percent of  job-reli-
ant single mothers’ earnings.  When the cost of
child care is analyzed as a proportion of  the total
family income, the picture is somewhat different.
Because married mothers tend to have higher total
family income (because of  the husbands’ earnings),
on average they spent the lowest percentage (9 per-
cent) of  the family income on child care, whereas

the job-reliant single mothers paid almost 13 per-
cent and the welfare families paid 19 percent of
family income for child care.

These findings on the costs of  child care for
low-income mothers who have been employed have
important policy implications.  Most important,
policy-makers should not assume that mothers who
are making the transition from welfare to work can
rely on family members to provide free child care.
Our findings indicate that most low-income moth-
ers do not have access to free child care.  Single
mothers who have not been employed would be
expected to have even lower earning potential than
employed AFDC recipients, because they are likely
to have disabilities, low educational attainment, and
limited work experience.  Child care costs, there-
fore, are likely to represent a relatively large finan-
cial burden for them.  More important, with a high
proportion of  these mothers’ earnings going to-
ward child care costs, most of  these former wel-
fare-reliant families will not be able to escape pov-
erty through employment.  Our findings support
the argument that child care subsidies are an impor-
tant strategy to help low-income single mothers in-
crease their labor force participation and earnings.

Table 6.2

Child CarChild CarChild CarChild CarChild Care Costs for e Costs for e Costs for e Costs for e Costs for WWWWWorking Mothers with Childrorking Mothers with Childrorking Mothers with Childrorking Mothers with Childrorking Mothers with Children Under Age 1en Under Age 1en Under Age 1en Under Age 1en Under Age 133333
 in L in L in L in L in Looooow-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Fw-Income Families, Month 1amilies, Month 1amilies, Month 1amilies, Month 1amilies, Month 122222

WWWWWorking Mothersorking Mothersorking Mothersorking Mothersorking Mothers11111

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC22222          Non-AF         Non-AF         Non-AF         Non-AF         Non-AFDCDCDCDCDC
               Married                   Single

Not-Paying Paying Not-Paying Paying Not-Paying Paying Not-Paying Paying
Sample Size (Unweighted) 693 450 70 49 389 241 234 160
Sample Size (Weighted) 2,520,870 1,648,922 271,516 179,579 1,381,676 868,128 867,678 601,216
Household SizHousehold SizHousehold SizHousehold SizHousehold Sizeeeee

Average Number of Children Under Age 13 1.7 1.8 1.7 1.9 1.8 2.0 1.5 1.6
Average Size of Household 4.3 4.0 4.5 4.1 4.7 4.4 3.6 3.4
Distribution of Families by Paying  and Not-Paying 60.5% 39.5% 60.2% 39.8% 61.4% 38.6% 59.1% 40.9%
Monthly Child Care Cost $214 $222 $220 $204

Mothers’ HoursMothers’ HoursMothers’ HoursMothers’ HoursMothers’ Hours
Mother’s Wage Rate3 $6.49 $7.30 $5.81 $5.92 $6.42 $7.15 $6.81 $7.92
Mother’s Hours Worked 146 153 132 141 139 150 161 164
Cost per Mother’s Employment Hour $1.52 $1.72 $1.60 $1.36

Mothers’ EarningsMothers’ EarningsMothers’ EarningsMothers’ EarningsMothers’ Earnings
Mother’s Monthly Earnings $922 $1,107 $735 $813 $854 $1,048 $1,088 $1,281
Cost as Percentage of Mother’s Earnings 26.5% 34.4% 29.9% 19.2%

FFFFFamily Incomeamily Incomeamily Incomeamily Incomeamily Income
Monthly Family Income $2,093 $2,353 $1,491 $1,586 $2,541 $2,839 $1,089 $1,881
Cost as a Percentage of Family Income 11.8% 19.1% 8.9% 12.8%

PPPPPooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty
Percent in Poverty5 24.6% 14.0% 48.7% 51.5% 17.5% 5.4% 28.4% 15.1%
Percent in Poverty if Child Care Costs Were 8.5% 34.3% 3.3% 8.1%
     Subsidized

1 Mothers who were working as well as enrolled in school are not included in this table to avoid over-estimating child care costs when measured in relation to
mother’s earnings and family income.         2 The AFDC group includes welfare reliants, job/welfare reliants, and AFDC-UP reliants as defined in this study.
They may or may not be on AFDC in the specific month (i.e., in Month 12).       3 All cost, earnings, and income figures are in 1994 dollars.      4  Mother’s wage rate is
for her primary job, at the time.             5Modified poverty measure for the reference month is used.
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1988 and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation
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In this chapter we investigate how the income
packages that low-income families with children put
together contribute to their economic well-being.
As indicated in Chapter 1, poverty status is our
primary indicator of  economic well-being; there-
fore, we begin this chapter by discussing the mea-
surement of  poverty in the United States.  We then
examine the poverty status of  each family type in
our study, the amount of  economic instability they
experience, and the number of  children in these
families.  In the second part of  the chapter, we ex-
amine the percentage of  families who escape pov-
erty through income from various sources, includ-
ing the parents’ own earnings or other income
(husband’s earnings, wife’s earnings, and child sup-
port), government benefits, and income (earnings
and other resources) from other family members.
Because of  the importance of   health to overall
well-being and the high costs of  obtaining health
care services, we also examine the health insurance
coverage of  the low-income families in our sample.
And, given the importance of  paid child care for
low-income working mothers (demonstrated in
Chapter 6), we examine whether subsidized child
care can bring families out of  poverty.  The chap-
ter ends with a supplement examining the effect
of  changes in marital status on economic well-be-
ing.

Defining PDefining PDefining PDefining PDefining Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty

The official poverty statistics in the United
States are based on a definition of  poverty estab-
lished by the Social Security Administration in the
early 1960s.  This definition established a “poverty
threshold” that is based on the cost of a minimally
adequate diet (as defined by the Department of
Agriculture in 1961) multiplied by three to allow
for shelter, clothing, and other basic needs (at that
time, it was thought that low-income families spent
about one-third of their income on food).  A
family’s cash income before taxes is then compared
with the poverty threshold to determine their pov-
erty status.

This definition of  poverty has been criticized
for many reasons.  First, the definition of  an ad-
equate diet has changed greatly since 1961, and the
cost of  housing and other expenses vary greatly in
different parts of  the country.  The use of  gross
cash income has been criticized for failing to take
into account tax payments or work-related expenses
(such as child care) that can push a family below a
poverty-level living standard or in-kind benefits,
such as Food Stamps or subsidized housing, that
can lift them out of  poverty.  In addition, it is ar-
gued that the definition’s failure to deduct taxes and
employment-related expenditures (such as child
care) especially underestimates the poverty rate for
families with employed mothers (see Shaw 1999,
Citro, and Michael 1995, and Renwick and
Bergmann 1993 for a discussion of these criticisms
and suggested modifications).  Furthermore, the
official measure of  poverty can also be criticized
for assuming that families are altruistic income-
pooling units and that family members share the
same living standards and the same level of  pov-
erty (Shaw 1999).

Although it is not possible to address all of
these criticisms in this study, we use two different
definitions of  poverty—”standard” and “modi-
fied”—in calculating the number of  poor families
in our sample.  (We are limited to examining pov-
erty for the family unit as a whole, because our
data do not provide information that would enable
us to investigate differential experiences of  pov-
erty within families).  The first “standard” mea-
sure is based on the official definition, which in-
cludes gross income and cash benefits only.  The
second “modified” measure includes gross income
and cash benefits, with an adjustment for the cash
value of  two in-kind benefits-Food Stamps and
WIC-which are the least contested additions to
countable income.

An important difference between our poverty
measures and official poverty statistics is that we

CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ECONOMIC WELL-BEING OF LOW-INCOME FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN
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calculate poverty based on income for the length
of  the study period (two years), instead of  for a
point in time or for a single year.  This calculation
results in lower poverty numbers than estimates
based on a one-year period.  Thus, our results
should be read with the knowledge that overall
poverty rates would differ if  alternative measures
were used.  In addition to calculating an average
measure of  poverty over a two-year period, we also
measure the amount of  time in poverty, because
previous research shows that many families are not
constantly poor but cycle into and out of  poverty
over time (Citro and Michael 1995;  Bane and
Ellwood 1985).

FFFFFamilies in Pamilies in Pamilies in Pamilies in Pamilies in Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty

A total of  4.6 million families, or 30 percent
of  all the low-income families with children in this
study, were below the poverty line when the stan-
dard measure is used; this decreases to 4.3 million
families, or 28 percent, when the modified mea-
sure is used.  Approximately 32 percent of  the chil-
dren in this study were in poverty under the modi-
fied measure.  Poverty varies greatly across the dif-
ferent types of  families in the study.  Using the
modified poverty measure, we find that single-par-
ent families in our sample were much more likely
to be poor (45 percent) than married-couple fami-
lies (15 percent).  Single-mother families that re-

Table 7.1

Economic Well-Being of Stable Single-Parent Families
Single-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-PSingle-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal MothersMothersMothersMothersMothers FFFFFathersathersathersathersathers
TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal          AF          AF          AF          AF          AFDC RDC RDC RDC RDC Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC

Welfare Job/Welfare Job Welfare or
Reliant Reliant Reliant Job Reliant

Sample Size (Unweighted) 2,770 2,554 688 474 1,392 216
Sample Size (Weighted) 6,218,564 5,735,793 1,536,332 1,117,029 3,082,432 482,771
FFFFFamily Pamily Pamily Pamily Pamily Pooooovvvvverererererty Sty Sty Sty Sty Statustatustatustatustatus

Official POfficial POfficial POfficial POfficial Pooooovvvvverererererty Linety Linety Linety Linety Line11111 $13,542$13,542$13,542$13,542$13,542 $13,676$13,676$13,676$13,676$13,676 $14,527$14,527$14,527$14,527$14,527 $14,198$14,198$14,198$14,198$14,198 $13,063$13,063$13,063$13,063$13,063 $11,954$11,954$11,954$11,954$11,954
Family Income (standard measure) $16,556 $16,279 $11,084 $16,113 $18,929 $19,978
AAAAAvvvvverererererage Fage Fage Fage Fage Family Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pooooovvvvverererererty Line Rty Line Rty Line Rty Line Rty Line Ratioatioatioatioatio 1.221.221.221.221.22 1.191.191.191.191.19 0.760.760.760.760.76 1.131.131.131.131.13 1.451.451.451.451.45 1.671.671.671.671.67

Percent at 0 - 49% of Poverty Line 18.5% 19.5% 40.8% 18.4% 9.2% 6.7%
Percent at 50 - 99% of Poverty Line 29.5% 30.8% 42.2% 41.0% 21.5% 13.4%
Percent at 100 - 149% of Poverty Line 20.7% 20.4% 8.5% 19.7% 26.5% 24.6%
Percent at 150-200% of Poverty Line 31.4% 29.3% 8.5% 20.9% 42.8% 55.3%

FFFFFamily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measure)e)e)e)e) $17,607$17,607$17,607$17,607$17,607 $17,387$17,387$17,387$17,387$17,387 $13,274$13,274$13,274$13,274$13,274 $17,651$17,651$17,651$17,651$17,651 $19,329$19,329$19,329$19,329$19,329 $20,210$20,210$20,210$20,210$20,210
Modified FModified FModified FModified FModified Family Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pooooovvvvverererererty Rty Rty Rty Rty Ratioatioatioatioatio22222 1.301.301.301.301.30 1.271.271.271.271.27 0.910.910.910.910.91 1.241.241.241.241.24 1.481.481.481.481.48 1.691.691.691.691.69

Percent at 0 - 49% of Poverty Line 12.7% 4.7% 6.0% 4.7%
Percent at 50 - 99% of Poverty Line 66.4% 48.0% 23.2% 14.2%

ChildrChildrChildrChildrChildren in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pooooovvvvverererererty (modified measurty (modified measurty (modified measurty (modified measurty (modified measure)e)e)e)e)
Number of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of Children in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty 5,352,7355,352,7355,352,7355,352,7355,352,735 5,226,2265,226,2265,226,2265,226,2265,226,226 2,516,0382,516,0382,516,0382,516,0382,516,038 1,283,1641,283,1641,283,1641,283,1641,283,164 1,427,0241,427,0241,427,0241,427,0241,427,024 126,510126,510126,510126,510126,510
PPPPPererererercent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Children in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty 53.7%53.7%53.7%53.7%53.7% 65.1%65.1%65.1%65.1%65.1% 84.0%84.0%84.0%84.0%84.0% 64.4%64.4%64.4%64.4%64.4% 32.5%32.5%32.5%32.5%32.5% 21.3%21.3%21.3%21.3%21.3%

Economic MobilityEconomic MobilityEconomic MobilityEconomic MobilityEconomic Mobility
PPPPPererererercent with Income Gcent with Income Gcent with Income Gcent with Income Gcent with Income Gains in ains in ains in ains in ains in YYYYYear ear ear ear ear TTTTTwowowowowo33333 48.9%48.9%48.9%48.9%48.9% 49.3%49.3%49.3%49.3%49.3% 44.5%44.5%44.5%44.5%44.5% 55.1%55.1%55.1%55.1%55.1% 49.5%49.5%49.5%49.5%49.5% 45.0%45.0%45.0%45.0%45.0%

Percent with < 5% Gain 7.5% 7.6% 9.1% 3.7% 8.3% 6.4%
5 - 9% Gain 7.2% 7.1% 8.3% 4.5% 7.4% 8.1%
10 - 14% Gain 5.2% 5.2% 4.9% 6.2% 4.9% 6.0%
15 - 19% Gain 3.4% 3.6% 2.9% 4.1% 3.7% 1.5%
Percent with > 20% Gain 25.6% 25.9% 19.2% 36.6% 25.3% 22.9%

PPPPPererererercent with Income Lcent with Income Lcent with Income Lcent with Income Lcent with Income Loss in oss in oss in oss in oss in YYYYYear 2ear 2ear 2ear 2ear 2 51.0%51.0%51.0%51.0%51.0% 50.7%50.7%50.7%50.7%50.7% 55.5%55.5%55.5%55.5%55.5% 44.9%44.9%44.9%44.9%44.9% 50.5%50.5%50.5%50.5%50.5% 55.0%55.0%55.0%55.0%55.0%
Percent with < 5% Loss 10.6% 10.7% 19.7% 3.8% 8.8% 8.7%
5 - 9% Loss 7.3% 7.4% 8.8% 6.1% 7.1% 6.2%
10 - 14% Loss 4.9% 4.8% 3.8% 5.4% 5.0% 6.0%
15 - 19% Loss 4.4% 4.4% 3.6% 2.5% 5.4% 5.4%
Percent with > 20% Loss 23.8% 23.4% 19.5% 27.1% 24.0% 28.7%

Economic SEconomic SEconomic SEconomic SEconomic Stabilitytabilitytabilitytabilitytability
Months in PMonths in PMonths in PMonths in PMonths in Pooooovvvvverererererty (standarty (standarty (standarty (standarty (standard measurd measurd measurd measurd measure)e)e)e)e) 12.212.212.212.212.2 12.712.712.712.712.7 19.819.819.819.819.8 14.714.714.714.714.7 8.48.48.48.48.4 6.66.66.66.66.6
Number of ObserNumber of ObserNumber of ObserNumber of ObserNumber of Observvvvved Entries into Ped Entries into Ped Entries into Ped Entries into Ped Entries into Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty 0.90.90.90.90.9 0.80.80.80.80.8 0.40.40.40.40.4 1.11.11.11.11.1 1.01.01.01.01.0 1.01.01.01.01.0
Number of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of Drops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Family Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income by 10%y 10%y 10%y 10%y 10% 4.84.84.84.84.8 4.64.64.64.64.6 2.52.52.52.52.5 5.35.35.35.35.3 5.45.45.45.45.4 6.26.26.26.26.2
Number of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of Drops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Family Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income by 20%y 20%y 20%y 20%y 20% 3.23.23.23.23.2 3.13.13.13.13.1 1.61.61.61.61.6 3.63.63.63.63.6 3.63.63.63.63.6 4.64.64.64.64.6

1Average value of the official poverty line for the families in each type, as provided by the SIPP; all figures are in January 1994 dollars.
2The modified family income-to-poverty ratio includes the cash value of WIC and Food Stamps. 3 Compared with Year One.
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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lied on welfare were the most impoverished group
in this low-income population of  families with chil-
dren.  Married couples and single parents with earn-
ings were less likely to be poor, but many of  the
parents who relied on earnings, or who combined
jobs and welfare, were still poor or fell into and out
of  poverty over the two-year survey period.  Paid
employment, by itself, was not a route out of  pov-
erty for many low-income parents.

Single-Parent Families

As illustrated in Table 7.1, job-reliant single
mothers had the highest income of the single moth-
ers, with an average income of  $18,929 (by the stan-
dard measure) or 45 percent above the poverty line
for this group.  Nearly one million (30.7 percent)
of  these families were poor, with 9.2 percent in
“dire poverty” (defined as having income below
50 percent of  the poverty line).  The percentage
of  poor families drops to 29.2 percent when we
use the modified poverty measure.  These families
spent an average of  eight months in poverty, of
the 24 months of  the survey, despite the fact that
the job-reliant single mothers worked an average
of  26 hours per week.17  In addition, more than
one out of  every four of  these families (27 per-
cent) were living between 100 to 150 percent of  the
poverty level, which is still a low level of  income.

Single mothers who package welfare, work,
and other income sources (the “job/welfare
reliants”) had family incomes that were significantly
less than those of the job-reliant single mothers
but significantly more than the families supported
by welfare-reliant single mothers.  Their average
family income was $16,113, which is 13 percent
above the average poverty line for this group.  Al-
most 60 percent of  these families were poor and
18 percent were living in dire poverty.  This group
spent an average of  15 months in poverty over the
24-month study period, which was less than the
welfare-reliant group but more than any other
group.   The inclusion of  Food Stamps and WIC
in their family income packages decreased the per-
cent poor by 7 percentage points (to 53 percent).

As expected, single mothers who relied on
welfare were the most impoverished group in the

study, with an average annual income of  $11,084,
which is 76 percent of  the average official poverty
threshold for these families.  Using this definition,
more than 80 percent of  the welfare-reliant, single-
mother families were living in poverty, with half
of  this group (41 percent of  all welfare-reliant fami-
lies) living in dire poverty.  These families spent an
average of  20 of  the 24  months in poverty, by far
the longest of  all the subgroups.  When the cash
value of  Food Stamps and WIC is included in the
family income, the percentage of  welfare-reliant
families in poverty declined only slightly (4 percent-
age points), but these benefits did keep a large pro-
portion of   welfare-reliant single-mother families
from the direst poverty: dire poverty fell from 41
percent to 13 percent.

The single fathers were the least impoverished
of  all groups, except for the married couples with
similarly strong involvement in paid employment.
Using the standard poverty measure, their average
income was 67 percent above the poverty line.  One
out of  every five of  these families was poor when
the standard definition is used; 7 percent of them
were living in dire poverty.  The modified defini-
tion reduced the poverty rate by about 1 percent-
age point and the dire poverty rate by about 2 per-
centage points.  Yet, despite their relatively high
income level, these families were in poverty for an
average of  7 out of  the 24 months studied.  As we
will see, these families experienced the greatest fluc-
tuations in family income, suggesting that they had
little economic security despite their strong employ-
ment participation.

Married-Couple Families

Equitable-earner families—married-couple
families in which both parents worked substantial
hours-were the best-off  among the low-income
families with children in this study, with average
family incomes that were nearly double the pov-
erty line (see Table 7.2).  Only 6 percent of  these
families had incomes below the poverty line; 4 per-
cent were poor when the modified poverty mea-
sure is used.  Dire poverty fell from 1 percent to
0.1 percent when the standard measure is modi-
fied.  On average, low-income, married-couple

17 This number includes all job-reliant single mothers, including those with 0 work hours.  Excluding those who were not employed, but relied on
the job earnings of other family members, the average number of hours worked increases to 31 hours per week.
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families spent three months in poverty.  One of
every four, however, still had incomes below 150
percent of  the poverty line.

The primary/secondary-earner, married-
couple families were also among the better-off
families, following equitable earners in terms of
average family income.  Their average standard in-
come was 60 percent above the poverty line (which
is similar to that for single-father families)  and rela-
tively few of  these families were in dire poverty.
They spent somewhat less time in poverty than the
single fathers (six instead of  seven months), with
slightly fewer drops in monthly income, although

their average family income to poverty ratios were
similar.  Although only 15 percent were in poverty,
nearly 30 percent were living at the very modest
standard of  less than 150 percent of  the poverty
level.  Their poverty rates fell slightly when in-kind
benefits are included.

The marginal-earner, married-couple families
had average incomes that were 14 percent above
the poverty level, slightly lower than that of  mar-
ried couples who received AFDC as part of  their
income packages.  Less than half  fell below the
poverty level-44 percent compared with 57 percent
for the AFDC-UP families.  More fell just above

Table 7.2

Economic Well-Being of Stable Married-Couple Families
         Married-Couple F         Married-Couple F         Married-Couple F         Married-Couple F         Married-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

TTTTTotalotalotalotalotal AFAFAFAFAFDCDCDCDCDC Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
AFDC-UP Marginal        Primary/Secondary Equitable
Recipient         Earners                  Earners                      Earners

Sample Size (Unweighted) 3,583 257 220 1,898 1,208
Sample Size (Weighted) 7,222,729 528,903 425,028 3,792,660 2,476,138
FFFFFamily Pamily Pamily Pamily Pamily Pooooovvvvverererererty Sty Sty Sty Sty Statustatustatustatustatus

Official POfficial POfficial POfficial POfficial Pooooovvvvverererererty Linety Linety Linety Linety Line11111 $16,064$16,064$16,064$16,064$16,064 $16,958$16,958$16,958$16,958$16,958 $15,714$15,714$15,714$15,714$15,714 $15,920$15,920$15,920$15,920$15,920 $16,155$16,155$16,155$16,155$16,155
FFFFFamily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standaramily Income (standard measurd measurd measurd measurd measure)e)e)e)e) $26,894$26,894$26,894$26,894$26,894 $19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957$19,957 $17,885$17,885$17,885$17,885$17,885 $25,514$25,514$25,514$25,514$25,514 $32,037$32,037$32,037$32,037$32,037
AAAAAvvvvverererererage Fage Fage Fage Fage Family Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pooooovvvvverererererty Line Rty Line Rty Line Rty Line Rty Line Ratioatioatioatioatio 1.671.671.671.671.67 1.181.181.181.181.18 1.141.141.141.141.14 1.601.601.601.601.60 1.981.981.981.981.98

Percent at 0 - 49% of Poverty Line 3.2% 12.8% 18.0% 1.7% 1.0%
Percent at 50 - 99% of Poverty Line 13.6% 44.4% 26.4% 13.7% 4.8%
Percent at 100 - 149% of Poverty Line 24.4% 16.4% 26.8% 28.8% 19.1%
Percent at  150-200% of Poverty Line 59.0% 26.3% 28.9% 55.8% 76.0%

FFFFFamily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measuramily Income (modified measure)e)e)e)e) $27,084$27,084$27,084$27,084$27,084 $21,046$21,046$21,046$21,046$21,046 $18,208$18,208$18,208$18,208$18,208 $25,719$25,719$25,719$25,719$25,719 $32,130$32,130$32,130$32,130$32,130
Modified FModified FModified FModified FModified Family Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pamily Income to Pooooovvvvverererererty Rty Rty Rty Rty Ratioatioatioatioatio22222 1.691.691.691.691.69 1.241.241.241.241.24 1.161.161.161.161.16 1.621.621.621.621.62 1.991.991.991.991.99

 Percent at 0 - 49% of Poverty Line 8.1% 15.0% 1.2% 0.1%
Percent at 50 - 99% of Poverty Line 44.3% 27.2% 13.0% 4.2%

ChildrChildrChildrChildrChildren in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pooooovvvvverererererty (modified measurty (modified measurty (modified measurty (modified measurty (modified measure)e)e)e)e)
Number of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of ChildrNumber of Children in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty 2,953,3122,953,3122,953,3122,953,3122,953,312 793,586793,586793,586793,586793,586 341,919341,919341,919341,919341,919 1,491,4351,491,4351,491,4351,491,4351,491,435 326,372326,372326,372326,372326,372
PPPPPererererercent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Childrcent of Children in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pen in Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty 19.0%19.0%19.0%19.0%19.0% 61.2%61.2%61.2%61.2%61.2% 46.4%46.4%46.4%46.4%46.4% 18.2%18.2%18.2%18.2%18.2% 6.2%6.2%6.2%6.2%6.2%

Economic MobilityEconomic MobilityEconomic MobilityEconomic MobilityEconomic Mobility
PPPPPererererercent with Income Gcent with Income Gcent with Income Gcent with Income Gcent with Income Gains in ains in ains in ains in ains in YYYYYear 2ear 2ear 2ear 2ear 2 52.3%52.3%52.3%52.3%52.3% 58.9%58.9%58.9%58.9%58.9% 53.7%53.7%53.7%53.7%53.7% 51.5%51.5%51.5%51.5%51.5% 51.9%51.9%51.9%51.9%51.9%

Percent with 5% Gain 7.4% 10.7% 8.5% 7.5% 6.4%
5 - 9% Gain 7.1% 4.7% 7.8% 6.7% 8.2%
10 - 14% Gain 6.0% 7.2% 6.3% 5.7% 6.2%
15 - 19% Gain 3.9% 3.7% 1.8% 3.6% 4.7%
Percent with 20% Gain 27.8% 32.7% 29.2% 27.9% 26.4%

PPPPPererererercent with Income Lcent with Income Lcent with Income Lcent with Income Lcent with Income Loss in oss in oss in oss in oss in YYYYYear 2ear 2ear 2ear 2ear 2 47.7%47.7%47.7%47.7%47.7% 41.1%41.1%41.1%41.1%41.1% 46.3%46.3%46.3%46.3%46.3% 48.5%48.5%48.5%48.5%48.5% 48.1%48.1%48.1%48.1%48.1%
Percent with 5% Loss 7.9% 8.4% 7.9% 7.4% 8.5%
 5 - 9% Loss 6.6% 3.9% 6.5% 7.5% 5.9%
10 - 14% Loss 6.4% 4.6% 5.1% 6.4% 7.0%
15 - 19% Loss 5.7% 3.7% 3.9% 5.7% 6.4%
Percent with 20% Loss 21.1% 20.5% 22.9% 21.5% 20.4%

Economic SEconomic SEconomic SEconomic SEconomic Stabilitytabilitytabilitytabilitytability
Months in PMonths in PMonths in PMonths in PMonths in Pooooovvvvverererererty (standarty (standarty (standarty (standarty (standard measurd measurd measurd measurd measure)e)e)e)e) 5.65.65.65.65.6 14.214.214.214.214.2 12.312.312.312.312.3 5.55.55.55.55.5 2.72.72.72.72.7
ObserObserObserObserObservvvvved Entries into Ped Entries into Ped Entries into Ped Entries into Ped Entries into Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty 1.01.01.01.01.0 1.01.01.01.01.0 1.01.01.01.01.0 1.11.11.11.11.1 0.80.80.80.80.8
Number of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of Drops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Family Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income by 10%y 10%y 10%y 10%y 10% 5.85.85.85.85.8 4.64.64.64.64.6 5.15.15.15.15.1 6.06.06.06.06.0 6.16.16.16.16.1
Number of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of DrNumber of Drops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Fops of Family Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income bamily Monthly Income by 20%y 20%y 20%y 20%y 20% 3.83.83.83.83.8 3.03.03.03.03.0 4.14.14.14.14.1 4.14.14.14.14.1 3.43.43.43.43.4

1 1 1 1 1 AAAAAvvvvverererererage vage vage vage vage value of the official poalue of the official poalue of the official poalue of the official poalue of the official povvvvverererererty line for the families in each type, as prty line for the families in each type, as prty line for the families in each type, as prty line for the families in each type, as prty line for the families in each type, as prooooovided bvided bvided bvided bvided by the Sy the Sy the Sy the Sy the SIIIIIPP; all figurPP; all figurPP; all figurPP; all figurPP; all figures ares ares ares ares are in January 1994 dollars.e in January 1994 dollars.e in January 1994 dollars.e in January 1994 dollars.e in January 1994 dollars.
2 The modified family income-to-poverty ratio includes the cash value of WIC and Food Stamps.
Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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the poverty line, 27 percent had family incomes
below 150 percent of  the poverty line compared
with 16 percent of  AFDC-UP families.  More of
the marginal-earner families were in dire poverty,
however, with 18 percent reporting incomes of  less
than half  of  the poverty line, as compared with 13
percent of  the AFDC-UP families.  The results are
similar when the modified poverty measure is used.
Dire poverty fell for both types of  low-earning
families, to 15 percent for marginal earners and to
8 percent for the AFDC-UP families.  On average,
the marginal-earner families spent half  the survey
period (12 months) in poverty, two months less than
the AFDC-UP families.

The AFDC-UP, married-couple families, al-
though only slightly better off than the marginal-
earner couples on average, were considerably bet-
ter-off  financially than their single-mother coun-
terparts, with average family incomes 18 percent
above the poverty level.  Nevertheless, more than
half  of  these families were in poverty (57 percent
at the standard definition, and 52 percent at the
modified poverty measure).  These families spent
an average of  14 months in poverty over the two-
year period, five months less than the welfare-reli-
ant single mothers.

As we have seen, these families were a good
deal less reliant than the welfare-reliant single moth-
ers on government benefits such as AFDC, and
the earnings of  both the fathers and the mothers
were important sources of  income, which helps
account for their lower poverty rates compared with
those of  single mothers.  But, like the job/welfare-
reliant single mothers, they were still a relatively
impoverished group, for whom welfare and work
combined did not usually allow an escape from
poverty.

Economic Instability

All of  the groups studied had rather high lev-
els of  economic instability (measured in terms of
increases and decreases in income) during the two-
year study period, as Tables 7.1 and 7.2 illustrate.
Approximately one quarter of  these families expe-
rienced income gains of  at least 20 percent between
year one and year two of  the survey, and about one
out of  five experienced losses of  the same magni-
tude.  Government benefits seemed to provide

somewhat more economic stability, with welfare-
reliant families experiencing the lowest rates of
income losses among these families.  Additionally,
these families had the fewest number of  poverty
spells (using the standard measure), tending to stay
in poverty instead of  move in and out.  This sug-
gests that although means-tested benefits provide
a relatively stable income floor, it is often a floor
below poverty.  All families, with the exception of
those that relied on welfare (who were poor most
of  the time), experienced at least one entry (on
average) into poverty in the 24 months of  the sur-
vey.  Of  all single-parent and married-couple fami-
lies, welfare reliants had the fewest 20 percent drops
in family monthly income, because their income
was likely to remain low.  All of  the remaining family
types experienced drops of at least 20 percent of
their family monthly income between three and five
times during the survey period, with single fathers
experiencing the most drops (five drops), followed
by primary/secondary-earner, two-parent families
and by marginal earners (with four drops each).

Children in Poverty

Tables 7.1 and 7.2 show the numbers of  chil-
dren in the different family types who were poor
based on their average family income over the two-
year period under study, using the modified pov-
erty measure.  We estimate a total of  8.3 million
children were poor in the stable single- and two-
parent, low-income families in our sample (9 mil-
lion including children from families that experi-
enced a marital status change during the 24 months
of  the survey).  This is a much lower estimate of
the number of  children in poverty than that de-
rived from the Current Population Survey, which
produced an estimate of 12.5 million in 1988 and
13.4 million in 1990.  This difference can be attrib-
uted to two factors.  Our data include as poor only
those who were poor over a two-year period.  Sec-
ondly, we include the value of  Food Stamps and
WIC benefits in the family incomes that were used
to calculate poverty rates (the modified poverty
measure), thereby counting fewer families as poor.

As Table 7.1 illustrates, 5.3 million children
lived in single-parent families with below-poverty-
level incomes over the two-year survey period.  Poor
children were over-represented in stable, single-
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parent families, which constitute only 46 percent
of  all stable families in this study, yet have 64 per-
cent of  all poor children.  Approximately 2.5 mil-
lion children lived in single-parent families that re-
lied on welfare, which is the largest sub-group of
poor children, constituting 30 percent of  all the
poor children in both single and two-parent fami-
lies.  Poor children are greatly over-represented in
single-mother, welfare-reliant families-such fami-
lies represent 11 percent of  all low-income fami-
lies but include 30 percent of  poor children.  An-
other 1.3 million, or 16 percent of  poor children,
lived in single-parent families that combined wel-
fare, earnings, and other sources.  About 1.4 mil-
lion, or 17 percent of  poor children, lived with
single mothers who relied on jobs.  And finally, only
1.5 percent (126,510 children) lived with their fa-
thers but not their mothers.

Likewise, poor children are under-represented
in stable two-parent families.  During the two years
under study, approximately three million poor chil-
dren (36 percent of those in stable
families) were living in married-
couple families, which repre-
sented 54 percent of  all stable,
low-income families in the United
States.  About half  of  these chil-
dren (1.5 million) were living in
the primary/secondary-earner
families who did not receive wel-
fare-the second-largest sub-group
of  poor children, following those
in the welfare-reliant, single-
mother families.  Another
800,000, or 9 percent, of poor
children were in AFDC-UP fami-
lies, and 342,000, or 4 percent,
lived in marginal-earner, married-
couple families.  Finally, about
326,000, also 4 percent, lived in
families with equitable earners;
poor children were equally under-
represented in this group that rep-
resents 18 percent of all stable
families.  An additional 689,282
poor children lived in families
who experienced a marital status
change over the course of  the
survey.

Across all family types, our data show that
more than half  the total number of  poor children
(4.6 million) were in stable families that received
welfare for at least two months (but most for much
more than that) during the two-year period cov-
ered by this study.  An additional 3.2 million poor
children lived in stable families that were not re-
ceiving welfare and had at least one earner.

Effects of Effects of Effects of Effects of Effects of VVVVVarious Income Sourarious Income Sourarious Income Sourarious Income Sourarious Income Sourcescescescesces
on on on on on WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being

How much do each of  the major income
sources, such as earnings and government benefits,
help families to escape poverty?  This question is
addressed in Figures 7.1 through 7.4, which show
the impact of  various family members’ earnings
and government benefits on the (modified) pov-
erty rates of  the different family types included in
this study.  For each family type, the effect on their
poverty rates (using the modified poverty measure)
is shown under four conditions: the current pov-

Figure 7.1
Impact of GoImpact of GoImpact of GoImpact of GoImpact of Govvvvvernment Benefits and Earningsernment Benefits and Earningsernment Benefits and Earningsernment Benefits and Earningsernment Benefits and Earnings

on Pon Pon Pon Pon Pooooovvvvvererererertytytytyty, Single-P, Single-P, Single-P, Single-P, Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Note:  All poverty rates use the modified income definition that includes the cash value of WIC 
and Food Stamps.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of 
Income and Program Participation.
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Note:  All poverty rates use the modified income definition that includes the cash value of WIC and Food Stamps.

Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of 
Income and Program Participation.
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erty rate at which each family type had the average
income from each identified source as calculated
in this study; what the poverty rates would have
been if  the families had not received government
benefits (means- and non-means-tested); what the
poverty rates would have been if  the mothers in
these families had had no earnings; and what the
poverty rates would have been if  others (the fa-
thers in two-parent families) had had no earnings.

These comparisons of  the simulated and the
actual poverty rates assess the individual effect that
each of  these income sources has on poverty sta-
tus, assuming that the other income sources do not
change.18  Figure 7.1 shows the impact of  these
various income sources on the proportion of  single-

18 The assumption of no change in other sources of income when one is eliminated is, of course, unrealistic. We use it only to illustrate the relative
importance of each income source in keeping families above poverty. In reality, families may change their behavior and adjust their income
packages in response to changes in circumstances.

parent families living below 100
percent of  the poverty level; Fig-
ure 7.2 shows the dire poverty
rates (the proportions living be-
low 50 percent of  the poverty
level) for these families.  Figures
7.3 and 7.4 show the proportions
of  married-couple families living
below these two poverty levels
when various income sources are
removed from their family bud-
gets.

Our findings show that gov-
ernment benefits are vital to im-
proving the economic well-being
of  the welfare-reliant and job/
welfare-reliant, single-mother
families as well as the AFDC-UP,
married-couple families.  These
programs establish an income
floor and move these families
from dire poverty (between 0 and
49 percent of  the poverty thresh-
old) to at least 50 percent of the
poverty threshold.  Even for the
job-reliant single mothers, gov-
ernment benefits played an im-
portant anti-poverty role.  With-
out government benefits, both the

dire poverty and poverty rates for these single
mother families would have been about 10 percent-
age points higher.

Earnings substantially reduce poverty, es-
pecially at the direst levels.  Fathers’ earnings are a
major factor in preventing poverty for all of  the
married-couple families, even those relying on wel-
fare (although less so for the marginal-earner fami-
lies than for the other types), as well as for the
single-father families.  Mothers’ earnings are criti-
cal in reducing the poverty of  many single-parent
families and dual-earner families.  And, the earn-
ings of other family members are a significant fac-
tor in bringing welfare-reliant, single-mother fami-
lies out of  extreme poverty.  Finally, the income

Figure 7.2
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from other family members, besides the custodial
parents, provides a cushion, especially for single-
mother families.

Single-Parent Families

By definition, job-reliant, single-mother fami-
lies are supported primarily by earnings.  Mothers’
earnings were particularly significant for these fami-
lies—without them, 76.7 percent would have been
poor (see Figure 7.1), and 50.3 percent would have
been in dire poverty (see Figure 7.2).  Without the
earnings of  other family members, 45 percent of
these families would have been poor.  As one would
expect, government benefits were not as impor-
tant in bringing job-reliant, single-mother families
out of  poverty as they were for the other single-
mother families because, by our definition, welfare
benefits were relatively unimportant to these
women.  Nonetheless, government benefits served
as an income subsidy and protected these families
from falling into poverty, including the most dire

poverty.  Without them, 38 per-
cent would have been poor.

As we have seen, single-
mother families that combine
work and welfare create their in-
come packages from almost equal
amounts of  government-pro-
vided benefits, earnings from em-
ployment, and income from other
family members.  Government
benefits were vital in removing
many of these families from dire
poverty (see Figure 7.2), reduc-
ing their proportion from 43 per-
cent to 5 percent.   Government
benefits also moved many fami-
lies out of  poverty, raising the
percentage above poverty from
31 percent to 47 percent.  Moth-
ers’ earnings were also critical in
bringing these families out of
poverty; without these earnings,
almost 80 percent would have
been poor, half  of  whom would
have lived in dire poverty.  The
earnings of  other family members
were also important.

As one would expect, government benefits
had an impact on the poverty rates of  single-mother
families who relied on welfare.  Figure 7.2 shows
13 percent were currently living below 50 percent
of  the poverty line, but about 80 percent of  these
families would have been living at that level in the
absence of  government benefits (if  all other
sources remained the same).  Government benefits
were less effective in moving these families above
the poverty line: Roughly 20 percent lived above
the poverty line with government benefits, a num-
ber that would have dropped to 11 percent with-
out such benefits.

We have already noted the importance of
other family members’ earnings in the income pack-
ages of  these families, so it is not surprising that
these earnings have a noticeable effect in bringing
them out of  extreme poverty.  The percentage of
such families living at below half  the poverty level
would have been 24 percent without others’ earn-

Figure 7.3
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Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987,1988, and 1990 panels of the  Survey of 
Income and Program Participation.
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ings; with them it was 13 percent.
These earnings also allowed welfare-
reliant families to escape poverty:
only 7 percent would have had in-
comes above the poverty threshold
without others’ earnings, compared
with the 21 percent living above
poverty when others’ earnings are
included.  Given the small propor-
tion of  the income package that
mothers’ earnings provide to these
families, it is not surprising that Fig-
ure 7.1 shows that such earnings had
no effect on their poverty rate.

We noted above that the fa-
thers were the most job-reliant of
all single parents.  Nineteen percent
of  single-father families lived below
poverty.  Without the father’s earn-
ings, more than 76 percent would
have been poor; without the help of
the earnings of  others, 29 percent
of  these families would have been
poor.  Likewise, without govern-
ment benefits, 29 percent of  these
families would have fallen below the
poverty line, and 16 percent would
have been living in dire poverty.

Married-Couple Families

In equitable-earner families, the earnings of
both parents play an essential role in moving these
families out of  poverty.  The fathers had higher
earnings and more hours of  employment than the
mothers.  As Figure 7.3 shows, almost two-thirds
of  these families would have been poor without
the earnings of  the fathers.  In contrast, 26 percent
of  these families would have been poor without
the mother’s earnings (see Figure 7.4).  The
mother’s earnings protected these families from the
dire poverty that would have otherwise resulted
from the loss of  the father’s earnings.  If  the father’s
earnings were lost, 22 percent of  these families
would have fallen into dire poverty, demonstrating
the importance of  women’s earnings for their
family’s income stability.  In contrast, in the pri-
mary/secondary-earner families, when father’s
earnings were lost, 86 percent of  the families would

have fallen into poverty, and 72 percent would have
fallen into dire poverty.  Income from government
benefits had only a minor effect on poverty reduc-
tion in either of  these two types of  two-parent fami-
lies with strong labor market attachment.

Government benefits and father’s earnings
similarly lifted the marginal-earner, married-couple
families out of  poverty, reducing the percentage in
poverty from slightly over 50 percent to about 42
percent.  Father’s earnings, however, played a larger
role than government benefits in reducing dire
poverty.  Compared with the AFDC-UP families,
the father’s earnings for these marginal-earner fami-
lies had a smaller impact on poverty reduction, re-
flecting the fact that fathers in marginal-earner fami-
lies worked fewer hours than fathers in AFDC-UP
families.  Mother’s earnings did not have a large
poverty-reducing role for these families.

AFDC-UP, married-couple families would not
be as poor as their single-parent counterparts in

Figure 7.4
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the absence of  government benefits:  31 percent
of  them would have been in dire poverty without
these benefits, compared with 80 percent of  wel-
fare-reliant, single-mother families.  Government
benefits substantially reduced the proportion of
AFDC-UP, married-couple families living in dire
poverty to only 8 percent and decreased the pro-
portion of  these families living below 100 percent
of  the poverty line from nearly 60 percent without
benefits to 52 percent with government benefits.

Health Insurance

 Health insurance is an important issue for all
low-income families, especially those with children.

Many low-wage jobs do not provide health insur-
ance (Mishel and Bernstein 1995). Although Med-
icaid covers some children who are not on welfare,
many low-income children whose families do not
receive welfare are currently not covered.  Previ-
ous IWPR research found that the single mothers
who worked the most were the least likely to have
health insurance; many lost Medicaid benefits when
they became employed, and many had jobs that did
not provide health benefits (Spalter-Roth, Burr,
Hartmann, and Shaw 1995).

Tables 7.3 and 7.4 illustrate that, in our
sample, the families receiving welfare had health
insurance for the largest proportion of  the study

Table 7.3

Months and SourMonths and SourMonths and SourMonths and SourMonths and Sources of Health Insurces of Health Insurces of Health Insurces of Health Insurces of Health Insurance for Sance for Sance for Sance for Sance for Stable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Ptable Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

Table 7.4
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SSSSStable Mtable Mtable Mtable Mtable Married-Couple Farried-Couple Farried-Couple Farried-Couple Farried-Couple Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies

                          Single-P                          Single-P                          Single-P                          Single-P                          Single-Parararararent Fent Fent Fent Fent Familiesamiliesamiliesamiliesamilies
  Mothers  Mothers  Mothers  Mothers  Mothers                                                 F                                                F                                                F                                                F                                                Fathersathersathersathersathers

AFAFAFAFAFDC RDC RDC RDC RDC Recipientsecipientsecipientsecipientsecipients Non-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFNon-AFDCDCDCDCDC
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Reliant Reliant Reliant Job Reliant
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Months of Public Health Insurance Coverage 22.7 16.7 4.2 4.7
Months of Private Health Insurance Coverage 0.9 4.8 11.5 10.0

Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income andProgram Participation.
Note:  The total months of coverage by public and private health insurance do not sum up to the total number of
months covered with health insurance because the two types of insurance may overlap in some months.
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Source:  IWPR calculations are based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Note: The total months of coverage by public and private health insurance do not sum up to the total number of months
covered with health insurance because the two types of insurance may overlap in some months.
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period.  The welfare-reliant single mothers were
covered for 23 out of  the 24 months in the survey,
almost exclusively by public insurance (see Table
7.3).  The job/welfare-reliant mothers and the wel-
fare-reliant, married-couple families were covered
for an average of  20 months, mostly with public
coverage but also with about five months of  pri-
vate coverage, which was less than half  of  their
weeks of  employment (54 weeks, on average).  In
contrast, the families that did not receive welfare
spent many more months unprotected by health
insurance.  Worst-off  were the marginal-earner
married couples, who received welfare for fewer
than two months and received earnings very spo-
radically.  They spent an average of  eleven months
without any health insurance coverage (see Table
7.4).  During the other months, they relied mainly
on private coverage, presumably because their earn-
ings caused them to lose Medicaid eligibility.  The
single fathers were the next most unprotected
group, with an average of  ten months without
health insurance coverage; most of  the coverage

they did receive was private.  The job-reliant moth-
ers had an average of  15 months of  coverage, again
mostly provided by the private sector.  The mar-
ried-couple families with primary/secondary earn-
ers had 16 months of  coverage, with almost none
provided by the public sector.  The equitable-earner
families succeeded in getting the most coverage
(almost all private) of  all the job-reliant families,
but still had no insurance for an average of  six
months.

These data add to existing evidence demon-
strating a serious societal problem— the lack of
health insurance for many working poor and near-
poor families with children.  Without primary medi-
cal care, many children and adults may develop se-
rious health problems that reduce their overall well-
being and, over time, become increasingly expen-
sive to treat.  Children who lack health care may
develop problems that impair their ability to learn
in school and later participate in the labor force as
adults.

Figure 7.5
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Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1988 and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Praticipation.
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Child Care Subsidies

As shown in Chapter 6, the low-income fami-
lies in our sample spent a large proportion of  their
family incomes on child care, ranging from 9 per-
cent to 19 percent.  We also found that about 14
percent of  all families that paid for child care lived
in poverty (according to the modified poverty mea-
sure).  These poor families were concentrated
among the welfare recipients (both married and
non-married) and the single-mother households
(mostly jobreliant). Half (52 percent) of the fami-
lies who paid for child care lived in poverty.  Al-
though job-reliant single mothers earned the high-
est wage rates of  all the mothers studied, 15 per-
cent of the job-reliant single mothers who paid for
child care also lived in poverty.  Because they were
substantially less likely to be poor, only 5 percent

of  the non-welfare married couples who paid for
child care were poor.

To what degree would child care subsidies help
poor, employed mothers escape poverty?  As illus-
trated in Figure 7.5, we simulated the effect of
child care subsidies up to the amount of  these fami-
lies’ current child care cost ($214, on average).  To
receive the full subsidy amount, the families’ in-
come deficit (i.e., the official poverty threshold
minus current income including the cash value of
Food Stamps and WIC) must be greater than the
amount paid for child care.  Based on this simula-
tion, we found that about one-third of  the below-
poverty welfare families would have benefited from
this child care subsidy and escaped poverty—re-
ducing their poverty rate from 52 percent to 34
percent.  The poverty rate for the families of  single,
non-welfare mothers would have decreased almost

Table 7.5
Changes in Economic Changes in Economic Changes in Economic Changes in Economic Changes in Economic WWWWWell-Being of Fell-Being of Fell-Being of Fell-Being of Fell-Being of Families after Mother’amilies after Mother’amilies after Mother’amilies after Mother’amilies after Mother’s Marital Ss Marital Ss Marital Ss Marital Ss Marital Status Changetatus Changetatus Changetatus Changetatus Change

Became MarriedBecame MarriedBecame MarriedBecame MarriedBecame Married Became SingleBecame SingleBecame SingleBecame SingleBecame Single
Sample Size (Unweighted) 198 212
Sample Size (Weighted) 449,050 428,514
Age at first month of interview 28.2 31.4
Years of education 11.7 11.7
First marriage 28.7% NA
Due to widowhood NA 9.1%
Race and Ethnicity

White 70.3% 78.3%
African American 14.1% 9.9%
Hispanic 12.2% 8.7%
Other 3.4% 3.1%

Household SizHousehold SizHousehold SizHousehold SizHousehold Size & Living Arre & Living Arre & Living Arre & Living Arre & Living Arrangementangementangementangementangement BeforBeforBeforBeforBeforeeeee AfterAfterAfterAfterAfter BeforBeforBeforBeforBeforeeeee AfterAfterAfterAfterAfter
Number of children 1.7 1.8 2.0 1.8
Size of household 3.6 4.1 4.3 3.4
Percent in three-generation household 12.0% 4.3% 3.0% 11.5%

Income and PIncome and PIncome and PIncome and PIncome and Pooooovvvvverererererty Sty Sty Sty Sty Statustatustatustatustatus11111

Mother’s monthly earnings $597 $563 $626 $675
Family monthly income $1,157 $2,432 $2,646 $1,443
Mother’s earnings as a percentage of family income 51.6% 23.2% 23.7% 46.8%
Proportion of time in poverty 54.1% 20.8% 19.2% 40.1%

WWWWWelfarelfarelfarelfarelfare Re Re Re Re Recipiencyecipiencyecipiencyecipiencyecipiency
Proportion of time on AFDC 21.1% 7.7% 6.4% 18.9%
Proportion of time on food stamps 26.5% 16.8% 14.4% 26.5%

Health InsurHealth InsurHealth InsurHealth InsurHealth Insurance Coance Coance Coance Coance Covvvvverererererageageageageage
Proportion of time with health insurance 65.5% 70.4% 69.7% 69.0%
      With public health insurance 31.3% 18.3% 13.7% 26.0%
      With private health insurance 37.7% 54.5% 58.2% 45.0%

1 All figures are in January 1994 dollars.
Source:  IWPR calculations based on the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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by half, from 15 percent to 8 percent.  Finally, mar-
ried mothers, who were the least likely to be poor,
would have seen their families’ poverty rate decline
from 5.4 percent to 3.3 percent.  In addition to this
simple effect on family well-being, child care sub-
sidies might be even more effective, by helping
mothers stabilize their employment and improve
their earning abilities.  The full impact of  child care
subsidies is an important topic for future research.

Supplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital SSupplement: Marital Statustatustatustatustatus
Changes and Economic Changes and Economic Changes and Economic Changes and Economic Changes and Economic WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being

In most of  this report we have discussed find-
ings for low-income families that retained their
marital status over the 24-month study period.
Approximately 13 percent of  the families in our
sample, however, changed their marital status dur-
ing the 24 months (see Table 7.5).  In this analysis,
we discuss the changes in economic well-being that
resulted from such changes.

Because children usually live with their moth-
ers, regardless of  the mother’s marital status
changes, access to a spouse’s income is more im-
portant to mothers’ and children’s economic well-
being than to that of  fathers.  As many researchers
have found, family income increases a great deal
for women and children after marriage and declines
dramatically after divorce or widowhood because
of  the lost higher male earnings (Burkhauser and
Duncan 1988).  When they are not married, moth-
ers package income from various sources to sup-
port their children and survive economically.  This
analysis of  transitional families further illustrates
how families use the survival strategy of  packag-
ing income from many sources:  jobs, family mem-
bers, and government benefits.

In this analysis, we select only those mothers
who had children before the marital status change,
because our central concern is families with chil-
dren.  We analyze only those whose marital status
changed between month 5 to month 20 of  the 24-
month study period, to allow for at least four
months of  analysis on either end of  the change.
We categorize mothers into those who “became
married” and those who “became single.”  Of  the

mothers who married, about 29 percent married
for the first time; the remainder remarried.  Of  the
mothers who became single, about 9 percent were
widowed while the rest (91 percent) divorced.  Be-
cause of  the small sample size, we could not ana-
lyze whether these differences in the reasons for
the change in status had differential effects on well-
being.

As Table 7.5 shows, mothers who married
were younger (on average, age 28 at the first month
of  the survey) than mothers who became single
(age 31) and had slightly fewer children before their
change in marital status (on average, 1.7 compared
with 2.0 for the “became singles”).  The number
of  children in these families did not change dra-
matically after the marital status changes.  The “be-
came married” mothers had 1.7 children before and
1.8 after the marriage, on average.  The “became
single” mothers had 2 children before and 1.8 af-
ter the divorce or widowhood.  These numbers
indicate that mothers’ responsibility for their chil-
dren did not change much despite their marital sta-
tus change.  In contrast, the composition of  the
families’ income packages and the level of  eco-
nomic well-being of  these families changed dra-
matically.

As we have seen, mothers relied more on hus-
bands’ earnings and resources during marriage,
whereas they relied more on their own earnings,
extended families, and public assistance when single.
Among the “became married” mothers, total
monthly family income more than doubled after
marriage (from $1,157 to $2,432).  At the same time,
the monthly earnings of  the mothers remained rela-
tively stable (decreasing by 6 percent, from $597 to
$563).  The proportion of  other resources in the
income package declined, probably because the
number of  mothers sharing resources with their
extended families declined; for example, mothers
living in three-generational households decreased
from 12 percent to 4 percent.  Reflecting the crite-
ria for receiving government benefits, the propor-
tion of  time spent receiving welfare was 21 per-
cent before and 8 percent after marriage among
these families, and the proportion of  time on Food
Stamps declined from 27 percent to 17 percent.
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months when the mothers were married to 40 per-
cent after the mothers became single.

Health insurance coverage did not change
much with changes in marital status, but the source
of  health insurance changed dramatically.  The
“became married” mothers were covered by medi-
cal insurance in about 66 percent of the months
before marriage and 70 percent of  the months af-
ter marriage.  Among the “became single” moth-
ers, the proportion of  time with coverage remained
the same (around 70 percent) even after divorce or
widowhood.  When health insurance coverage is
broken down into two types, private and public
insurance (including Medicare and Medicaid), the
“became married” mothers increased their time on
private insurance from 38 percent to 55 percent,
and their time on public insurance decreased from
half  their coverage to one-quarter.  For the “be-
came single” group, the time spent with coverage
by private insurance declined (from 58 percent to
45 percent), which was almost entirely picked up
by an increase coverage from 14 percent to 26 per-
cent.

These results demonstrate, again, the com-
plexity of  the relationship between marital status
and well-being and the ways in which families pack-
age a variety of  possible resources to enhance their
families’ well-being in different circumstances.
Moreover, it shows the functioning of  the social
welfare system as a safety net, particularly for moth-
ers in low-income families.

For mothers who “became single,” the
changes to their income packages are the reverse
of  those of  the mothers who married.  The total
monthly income in these families declined by al-
most half  (from $2,646 to $1,443, on average) from
the loss of  the husband’s economic support (i.e.,
after divorce or widowhood).  To achieve even these
lower levels of  income, the mothers had to develop
a new income-packaging strategy for their fami-
lies.  On average, the mothers’ monthly earnings
increased by 8 percent (from $626 to $675) after
they became single.  This relatively small increase
suggests that as low-skilled workers and single
mothers, they faced constraints in increasing earn-
ings.  The proportion of  these families living in
three-generational households increased from 3
percent to 12 percent.  And, the proportion of  time
that these families spent on the welfare rolls tripled
(from 6 percent to 19 percent) and the proportion
of  time spent on Food Stamps doubled (14 per-
cent to 27 percent).

If  families pool income, mothers and their
children benefit economically from marriage or re-
marriage and suffer from divorce or widowhood.
Before marriage, the families in the “became mar-
ried” group spent more than half  (54 percent) of
the survey months in poverty (as measured by our
modified poverty measure), but after marriage, their
time in poverty decreased to only one-fifth (21 per-
cent) of  the months.  The opposite was true for
the “became single” group, whose months in pov-
erty doubled from one-fifth (19 percent) of  the
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CHAPTER EIGHT

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This study provides information on the in-
come-packaging strategies and outcomes of  low-
income families with children in the United States
before the historic welfare reform legislation of
1996.  Our findings on the family diversity, income
generating activities, and economic well-being of
low-income families provide an important context
for evaluating recent welfare reform policies, which
seek to influence the labor market behavior, mari-
tal status, and family structure of  poor single par-
ents receiving public assistance.

FFFFFamily Divamily Divamily Divamily Divamily Diversityersityersityersityersity
We find that when compared with the gen-

eral population, mother-only families are over-rep-
resented in the low-income population, and mar-
ried-couple families are under-represented. We also
find, however, that married-couple families are the
most prevalent low-income family type, constitut-
ing 47 percent of  all low-income families with chil-
dren.  Half  of  these married-couple families are
primary/secondary-earner families in which one
parent, usually the father, earns most of  the family
income. One-third of  them are equitable-earner
families in which both parents contribute signifi-
cant earnings.  The rest of  the married-couple fami-
lies either supplement their income package with
AFDC-UP or are marginal earners who spend less
time employed than they spend out of  the work
force.

Forty percent of  the low-income families in
our sample are headed by single parents. Of  these
single-parent families, the majority (92 percent) are
headed by single mothers, more than half  of  whom
(54 percent) depend primarily on earnings from
labor market activity.  The remaining 46 percent
either rely on AFDC as a major source of family
income or combine AFDC with earnings from
market work.

 Despite persistent stereotypes of the high
fertility rates of  low-income single parents, we find
that single mothers have fewer children than the

other family types.  On average, the number of
children (1.8 per family) in low-income families
reflects the national trend toward smaller-sized
families.  Female-headed families had slightly fewer
children (1.6 on average) than the average for all
low-income families, whereas married-couple fami-
lies had more children (2.1 on average) than the
average.  Those single-mother families who relied
on employment have slightly fewer children than
those who relied on AFDC, yet the majority of  all
single-mother families are rather small.

We also find that extended and complex fami-
lies are important in the low-income population.
Almost half of the single-parent families in the
study lived with other adults at some point during
the two-year survey period.  On average, about 15
percent of  the single-parent families lived in three-
generation households. Single mothers who were
African American, young, never married, with
young children, and enrolled in school were most
likely to live in three-generation households.  Thus,
the term “single-mother” families does not neces-
sarily mean households composed only of a mother
and her children.  In addition, one-fifth of  two-
parent families lived with other adults (but the pro-
portion living in three-generation households was
very low).  We also find that about 15 percent of
the low-income single mothers and about 6 per-
cent of  the parents in two-parent families were
guardians of  the children, and many of  these were
the grandparents.

Thus, we see that low-income families, like all
families, vary considerably in their  structure.  Al-
though this diversity of  family structure results in
differences in the income packages parents can put
together, we find that most of  the single-parent
and two-parent families in our sample depended
on the labor market for a majority of  their income.
Among low-income married couples with children,
whites and Hispanics were more likely to have pri-
mary/secondary-earner families; African Ameri-
cans were the most likely to be equitable earners.
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Income-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-GenerIncome-Generating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activitiesating Activities

We find that, although income packages vary
among different types of  families, on average, all
family types received income from at least two out
of  three sources: income from the mother’s or
father’s paid employment, receipt of  cash or cash-
like means or non-means-tested government ben-
efits, and income from other family members (earn-
ings or government benefits received by other adult
family members).  The relative importance of  each
source, however, varies among family types.  This
reflects, in part, gender differences in both earn-
ings and the receipt of benefits for means-tested
and non-means tested government programs.

Overall, earnings were relatively more impor-
tant in the income packages of  married-couple
families, whereas single mothers relied more on
other income sources, such as means-tested gov-
ernment programs or income from other family
members.  The higher earnings of  married-couple
families reflects their ability to rely more on the
earnings of  higher-paid men as well as on mother’s
earnings.  In addition, fathers not only have access
to higher earnings but also are more likely to re-
ceive benefits from non-means-tested government
benefit programs (such as UI), which generally pro-
vide higher benefits than means-tested programs
(such as AFDC).  Single mothers have lower earn-
ings and are more likely to receive means-tested
government benefits.

Following the passage of  welfare reform leg-
islation in 1996, the number of  families receiving
means-tested government benefits has declined
dramatically, including the in-kind benefits from
Food Stamps and Medicaid as well as cash public
assistance (Greenberg et al., 2000).  This raises con-
cerns about single mothers’ future access to these
benefits, especially those who are working in low-
wage jobs that do not provide health insurance, and
suggests that women’s access to non-means-tested
programs, such as UI, is becoming even more im-
portant.

Some proponents of  welfare reform have
suggested that reform would encourage recipients
to rely more on family members and non-profit
social service agencies instead of  on government
benefits.  Our results suggest, however, that wel-

fare recipients already rely on family members for
a large proportion of  their incomes.  Further, our
study shows that charities contribute little to these
families’ incomes.  It is likely that charities will con-
tinue to provide resources and services to poor
families, but will not be able to replace the income
previously provided by welfare benefits.

Given the current policy emphasis on employ-
ment as the solution to poverty, we pay special at-
tention to the employment characteristics of  low-
income parents and the factors affecting the em-
ployment status of  low-income mothers.  Our find-
ings suggest that, although families with earnings
are generally better-off  economically than those
without earnings, employment does not provide the
entire solution for these families, especially given
their human capital levels, the types of  jobs in which
they work, and the limited opportunities available
to women.

We examine various aspects of  human capi-
tal, including educational attainment, job training,
work experience, and disability of  mothers and fa-
thers in the different family types and find that
human capital characteristics are closely associated
with the employment and earnings of  the low-in-
come parents in our sample.  Parents who depended
on employment instead of  on welfare for their fami-
lies’ income packages had the highest levels of  edu-
cation and work experience and the lowest levels
of  disability.  In addition, over one-third of  single-
mother, AFDC recipients were enrolled in school
(part or full time) during the study period.  Current
welfare reform policies, restricting the time and
activities that can be devoted to training and edu-
cation for welfare recipients, may further erode
single mothers’ ability to build human capital and
limit their ability to become economically self-suf-
ficient through employment.

Human capital characteristics may also be a
factor in determining who leaves welfare for em-
ployment under current welfare rules.  The “suc-
cess” of  welfare reform (judged by the numbers
of  recipients who have left the rolls) may result
from those with the greatest human capital more
easily moving into the workforce in the context of
a strong economy.  Those with the lowest levels of
education and work experience and the greater dis-
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abilities will remain on welfare.  When their ben-
efits expire, these families will likely face the great-
est hardships.

We also find a connection between human
capital and marriage patterns that challenges the
popular notion that marriage provides a secure
route out of  poverty for single mothers. Among
the mothers and fathers in married-couple fami-
lies, those with the highest earnings potential (i.e.,
those with more education and fewer disabilities)
tended to marry each other, improving each oth-
ers’ job-reliant economic status instead of  chang-
ing the lives of  individuals who were previously on
welfare.  This appears to be a particularly impor-
tant pattern among African American couples. The
most economically successful African American
women were the most likely to marry.  African
American husbands had the highest rates of un-
employment and the lowest earnings of  all hus-
bands, meaning that marriage may not increase the
incomes of poor African American single moth-
ers as much as it might for white single mothers.

When we examine labor force participation,
work patterns, and the characteristics of  the jobs
held by parents in poor and near-poor families, we
find that men face a different job market than
women do.  On average, all of  the fathers had higher
hourly wages than the mothers and were in differ-
ent types of  jobs.  Most mothers were concentrated
in low-paid “women’s” occupations and did not
earn enough to support their families above the
poverty level solely on their own earnings, even if
they were employed full time, full year.  This indi-
cates that employment-based policies designed to
move women and their children out of  poverty
must address gender-based occupational segrega-
tion and either provide the supports that can en-
able women to enter nontraditional, higher-paid
jobs, or provide income support when women work
in low-wage jobs.

Our detailed analysis of the factors affecting
the probability of  employment of  low-income
mothers also finds that human capital is critical to
employment.  Whether they were single or mar-
ried, the probability of  a low-income mother’s
employment falls if  she has a physical limitation
and increases if  she is one year older, has an addi-

tional year of  schooling, or has job training.  Hav-
ing children under the age of  6 and living in a state
with poor economic conditions (i.e., higher unem-
ployment rates) also reduces the probability of
employment for both single and married mothers.
The significance of  race and ethnicity varies across
single and married mothers: among single moth-
ers, a white mother has a higher probability of
employment, but among married mothers, African
American mothers are more likely to be employed
than those who are white.

The negative impact of  the presence of  young
children on the probability of  mothers’ employ-
ment draws attention to the critical importance of
child care.  Our analysis shows that child care costs
are a large financial burden to low-income work-
ing mothers. As commonly believed, employed
single mothers were more likely than married
couples to call on relatives for child care, but a sub-
stantial proportion of  the care provided by grand-
parents and other relatives required payment.  As a
result, about the same proportion (40 percent) of
working mothers paid about the same amount for
child care whether married or single and whether
or not they received AFDC.  For those who used
paid child care, the cost took more than one-third
of  AFDC mothers’ earnings, about 30 percent of
married mothers’ earnings, and 20 percent of  non-
AFDC single mothers’ earnings.  This illustrates
the importance of  child care subsidies that assist
low-income working mothers in obtaining the child
care necessary to support their employment.

Economic Economic Economic Economic Economic WWWWWell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Beingell-Being

Using poverty status as our measure of  eco-
nomic well-being, we find that 30 percent of  the
low-income families in our sample were poor (when
their income is averaged over the two-year study
period) according to the standard definition of
poverty, and 28 percent were poor when the cash
value of  Food Stamps and WIC are included in
income.  Welfare-reliant, single-mother families
were the most impoverished group in the low-in-
come population, with over 80 percent living in
poverty.  Overall, about one-third of  the children
in this study lived in poverty (with the cash value
of  Food Stamps and WIC included in their family’s
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income).  Although poor children were greatly over-
represented in single-mother, welfare-reliant fami-
lies, about 17 percent of  all poor children in the
low-income families in our sample lived with single
mothers who were job reliant.

We also find a great deal of  family income
instability in terms of  yearly and monthly income
gains and losses and dips into poverty.  About one
quarter of  all families experienced income gains
of  at least 20 percent between year one and year
two of  the survey, and about one out of  five expe-
rienced losses of  the same magnitude.  The em-
phasis of  recent welfare reform initiatives on “work
first,” as opposed to education and training, as-
sumes that work experience, even at so-called
“dead-end” jobs, will lead to higher-paying jobs in
the future.  This assumption is challenged by these
findings: a majority of families did not experience
any significant gains from year one to year two of
employment, and some even lost income.

Government benefits provided a relatively
secure, although impoverished, income floor for
the low-income families in our study, so that wel-
fare-reliant families experienced the lowest rates of
income losses among these families.  They tended
to stay in poverty, instead of  slip in and out.  All of
the other family types experienced one or more
entries into poverty, however, experiencing drops
of at least 20 percent of their family monthly in-
come between three and five times during the sur-
vey period.  Single fathers experienced the most
drops (five drops), followed by primary/second-
ary-earner, two-parent families and by marginal-
earner married couples (with four drops each).  The
finding that all families (with the exception of  the
welfare reliant who stayed in poverty) experienced
one or more entries into poverty over the study
period demonstrates the vulnerability of these fami-
lies to economic and labor market conditions. These
results suggest that, even if  welfare families become
“more like other types of  families” by getting mar-
ried and working more hours, they are still likely to
encounter poverty.

In examining the percentage of  families who
escaped poverty through employment, government
benefits, and family-related resources (including
earnings, other family members’ income, and child

support), we find that income from employment
substantially reduced poverty.  Fathers’ earnings
were a major factor in alleviating the poverty of  all
of  the married-couple families, even those relying
on welfare (although less so for the marginal-earner
families than for the other types), as well as for the
single-father families.  Mothers’ earnings were also
critical for reducing the poverty of  the single-par-
ent families that did not rely on welfare and of  eq-
uitable-earner families.  Without these earnings,
more than three-quarters of  job-reliant single-
mother families would have been poor and half
would have lived in dire poverty.  An additional 26
percent of  equitable-earner families would have
been poor without mothers’ earnings.  For welfare-
reliant, single-mother families, the earnings of  other
family members were important in moving them
out of  extreme poverty.

Income from government benefits is vital to
the economic well-being of  the welfare-reliant and
job/welfare-reliant, single-mother families as well
as to the AFDC-UP, married-couple families.
These programs establish an income floor and
move these families from dire poverty to at least
50 percent of  the poverty threshold.  Without these
benefits, 80 percent of  welfare-reliant single moth-
ers and 31 percent of  married welfare-reliant
women would have been in dire poverty.  Even for
single parents who primarily relied on their job earn-
ings, government benefits such as Food Stamps and
Social Security played an important role in reduc-
ing poverty.

Although having adequate health insurance is
a concern for all low-income families, we find dif-
ferences in the sources of health insurance and the
months of  coverage for the families in this study.
In particular, we find that families that did not re-
ceive AFDC often did not have health insurance
for months at a time.  In contrast, the welfare-reli-
ant mothers were covered for 23 out of  the 24
months in the survey, almost exclusively by public
insurance.  The job/welfare-reliant mothers and the
welfare-reliant, married-couple families were cov-
ered for an average of  20 months, mostly with
public coverage but with about five months of  pri-
vate coverage.  The low number of  low-income
families with health insurance has important im-
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plications for welfare reform, suggesting that those
who move off  welfare may lack health insurance.

Child care costs take a significant proportion
of  the incomes of  poor working mothers, thus re-
ducing their ability to escape poverty through paid
employment.  Simulating the effect of  child care
subsidies on the poverty status of  poor employed
mothers, we find that child care subsidies would
have decreased the share of  below-poverty work-
ing parents who also received welfare from 52 per-
cent to 34 percent.  The poverty rate for the fami-
lies of  single, job-reliant mothers would have de-
creased from 15 percent to 8 percent.  Married
mothers, who were the least likely to be poor, would
have seen their families’ poverty rate decline from
5.4 to 3.3 percent.  The poverty-reducing effects
of  child care subsidies support the arguments made
by poverty researchers and low-income women’s
advocates that such subsidies are critically impor-
tant to work-based welfare reform strategies.

RRRRRecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendationsecommendations

This study provides data on family survival
strategies and well-being during a period before the
passage of  welfare reform strategies that require
work and place time limits on the receipt of  ben-
efits.  This research questions the extent to which
such strategies can be successful in reducing pov-
erty.

Overall, the low-income families in our study
show a strong commitment to the labor market.
Many combine long hours at low-wage jobs with
the primary care of  children.  Their child care costs
are high, and their health insurance coverage is strik-
ing in its absence.  These realities continue to be
reflected in the lives of  many low-income families,
post-welfare reform (Greenberg, et al. 2000).  How-
ever, government can help to improve the well-
being of  low-income families by increasing fund-
ing for child care subsidies and expanding access
to health insurance.

With women clustered in the lowest-wage
jobs, single-mother families are even less likely to
survive on the mother’s earnings alone, even if  she
works full time and full year.  Substantial sex-seg-
regation and wage discrimination in the low-wage
labor market have serious implications for policies
emphasizing employment as a path to “self-suffi-
ciency” for poor mothers.  Employment-based
policies designed to move women and children out
of  poverty must address gender-based occupational
segregation by enabling women to enter non-tra-
ditional, higher paid jobs, both by combating dis-
crimination in pay and hiring and supporting job
training and education.

Some experts have expressed the hope that
welfare reform will encourage marriage and that
many welfare mothers will therefore “marry” their
way out of  poverty.  Our findings show that mar-
ried couples in which the fathers work full-time
(about 85 percent of  all married couples in this
study of  low-income families) had much higher
incomes than single-mother families.  But our find-
ings also suggest that marriage is not always a reli-
able path out of  poverty; for poor women, their
own employment decreases the likelihood of  pov-
erty for their families and also appears to increase
their chances of  marrying.

Government benefits remain crucial to many
of  these low-income families, especially the par-
ents who cannot find or maintain full-time employ-
ment because of  disabilities, low skill levels, or other
barriers to employment.  Government can support
the work efforts of  low-income families by raising
the minimum wage, supplementing low wages, and
allowing eligible working families to receive cash
assistance without using up their time-limited wel-
fare benefits.  Our research confirms that future
welfare reform must recognize the efforts of  low-
income parents who work and provide the sup-
ports necessary for their efforts to lead to economic
security, not merely survival at the bottom.
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Table A.1

Logistic Regression of Employment Status among Single Mothers

APPENDIX

Logit  Odds Logit  Odds Logit  Odds    Logit  Odds
 Ratio1 Ratio1  Ratio1  Ratio1

Age-squarAge-squarAge-squarAge-squarAge-squarededededed  -.001** -.001** -.001** -.001** -.001** (0.999)(0.999)(0.999)(0.999)(0.999)  -.002* -.002* -.002* -.002* -.002* (0.998)(0.998)(0.998)(0.998)(0.998) -.000-.000-.000-.000-.000 (1.000)(1.000)(1.000)(1.000)(1.000)   -.001  -.001  -.001  -.001  -.001 (0.999)(0.999)(0.999)(0.999)(0.999)
AgeAgeAgeAgeAge .098** (1.103)   .110* (1.117)  .054 (1.056)    .131 (1.140)
YYYYYears of schoolingears of schoolingears of schoolingears of schoolingears of schooling  .214*** .214*** .214*** .214*** .214*** (1.239)(1.239)(1.239)(1.239)(1.239)   .178***  .178***  .178***  .178***  .178*** (1.194)(1.194)(1.194)(1.194)(1.194)  .304*** .304*** .304*** .304*** .304*** (1.355)(1.355)(1.355)(1.355)(1.355)    .258***   .258***   .258***   .258***   .258*** (1.295)(1.295)(1.295)(1.295)(1.295)
Job trJob trJob trJob trJob trainingainingainingainingaining  .298** (1.347)   .266 (1.305)  .212 (1.236)    .343 (1.409)
Physical limitationPhysical limitationPhysical limitationPhysical limitationPhysical limitation -1.674***-1.674***-1.674***-1.674***-1.674***    (0.187)   (0.187)   (0.187)   (0.187)   (0.187) -1.688***-1.688***-1.688***-1.688***-1.688***  (0.185) (0.185) (0.185) (0.185) (0.185) -1.685***-1.685***-1.685***-1.685***-1.685*** (-0.185)(-0.185)(-0.185)(-0.185)(-0.185)  -2.105*** -2.105*** -2.105*** -2.105*** -2.105*** (0.122)(0.122)(0.122)(0.122)(0.122)

Number of childrNumber of childrNumber of childrNumber of childrNumber of childrenenenenen
Age 0-2  -.838*** (0.433) -1.097*** (0.334) -.829*** (0.437) -.662* (0.516)
Age 3-5 -.510*** (0.600) -.640*** (0.527) -.443** (0.642)   -.516 (0.597)
Age 6-12   .458* (1.580)   .178 (1.195)  .161 (1.175)    1.245* (3.472)
Age 13-17  -.034 (0.967)   .043 (1.044) -.058 (0.944)      .029 (1.029)

Living arrLiving arrLiving arrLiving arrLiving arrangementangementangementangementangement
Three-generation   .010 (1.010)  -.338 (0.713)  .183 (1.200)      .443 (1.557)
With other adults   .015 (1.015)  -.065 (0.937) -.007 (0.993)      .559* (1.749)
(Omitted group: without other adults)

CitizCitizCitizCitizCitizenshipenshipenshipenshipenship -.339-.339-.339-.339-.339 (0.713)(0.713)(0.713)(0.713)(0.713)   .766  .766  .766  .766  .766 (2.150)(2.150)(2.150)(2.150)(2.150) -.685-.685-.685-.685-.685 (0.504)(0.504)(0.504)(0.504)(0.504)     -.529    -.529    -.529    -.529    -.529 (0.589)(0.589)(0.589)(0.589)(0.589)

Other family incomeOther family incomeOther family incomeOther family incomeOther family income22222      -.054* (0.947)  -.030 (0.970) -.123* (0.884)     -.015 (0.985)

RRRRRegionegionegionegionegion
South   .336** (1.399)   .423* (1.526)  .411* (1.508)      .297 (1.346)
West  .229 (1.257)  -.026 (0.975)  .763** (2.144)      .294 (1.342)
North -.391** (0.676)  -.206 (0.814) -.330 (0.719)     -.856 (0.425)
(Omitted group: Midwest)

SSSSState unemplotate unemplotate unemplotate unemplotate unemployment ryment ryment ryment ryment rateateateateate  -.088** -.088** -.088** -.088** -.088** (0.916)(0.916)(0.916)(0.916)(0.916)  -.079 -.079 -.079 -.079 -.079 (0.924)(0.924)(0.924)(0.924)(0.924) -.094*-.094*-.094*-.094*-.094* (0.910)(0.910)(0.910)(0.910)(0.910)     -.006    -.006    -.006    -.006    -.006 (0.994)(0.994)(0.994)(0.994)(0.994)

RRRRRace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity
Black  -.489*** (0.613)
Hispanic -.561*** (0.571)
Other -.817** (0.442)
(Omitted group: White)

InterInterInterInterInterceptceptceptceptcept -2.579***-2.579***-2.579***-2.579***-2.579*** -3.033*-3.033*-3.033*-3.033*-3.033* -3.172*-3.172*-3.172*-3.172*-3.172*   - 5.087*  - 5.087*  - 5.087*  - 5.087*  - 5.087*

DegrDegrDegrDegrDegrees of Fees of Fees of Fees of Fees of Frrrrreedomeedomeedomeedomeedom  20 20 20 20 20    17   17   17   17   17    17   17   17   17   17      17     17     17     17     17

NNNNN 25382538253825382538  1261 1261 1261 1261 1261   804  804  804  804  804    407   407   407   407   407

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. 1 The odds ratios are obtained by computing the antilogarithm of the logit coefficients.
The value of an odds ratio indicates the proportion of change in the odds of being employed over not being employed caused by a
unit change in the corresponding independent variable. 2 Other family income is measured in hundreds of dollars.
Source:  Calculations based on data from month 12 of the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the U.S. Bureau of the Census’ Survey
of Income and Program Participation.

APPENDIX
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Logit  Odds Logit  Odds Logit  Odds    Logit  Odds
Ratio1  Ratio1  Ratio1  Ratio1

AgeAgeAgeAgeAge .164***.164***.164***.164***.164*** (1.178)(1.178)(1.178)(1.178)(1.178)   .171***  .171***  .171***  .171***  .171*** (1.187)(1.187)(1.187)(1.187)(1.187)  .190* .190* .190* .190* .190* (1.209)(1.209)(1.209)(1.209)(1.209)    .138   .138   .138   .138   .138 (1.148)(1.148)(1.148)(1.148)(1.148)
Age-squarAge-squarAge-squarAge-squarAge-squarededededed  -.002*** (0.998)  -.003*** (0.997) -.003* (0.997)   -.002 (0.998)
YYYYYears of schoolingears of schoolingears of schoolingears of schoolingears of schooling .064***.064***.064***.064***.064*** (1.066)(1.066)(1.066)(1.066)(1.066)   .077***  .077***  .077***  .077***  .077*** (1.080)(1.080)(1.080)(1.080)(1.080)  .088 .088 .088 .088 .088 (1.092)(1.092)(1.092)(1.092)(1.092)    .039   .039   .039   .039   .039 (1.039)(1.039)(1.039)(1.039)(1.039)
Job trJob trJob trJob trJob trainingainingainingainingaining .300*** (1.350)   .298** (1.347)  .212 (1.236)    .337 (1.401)
Physical limitationPhysical limitationPhysical limitationPhysical limitationPhysical limitation -.712***-.712***-.712***-.712***-.712***  (0.490) (0.490) (0.490) (0.490) (0.490) -.545***-.545***-.545***-.545***-.545***  (0.580) (0.580) (0.580) (0.580) (0.580)  -1.615*** -1.615*** -1.615*** -1.615*** -1.615*** (0.199)(0.199)(0.199)(0.199)(0.199) -.834*-.834*-.834*-.834*-.834* (0.435)(0.435)(0.435)(0.435)(0.435)

Number of childrNumber of childrNumber of childrNumber of childrNumber of childrenenenenen
Age 0-2  -.501*** (0.606) .419*** (0.658) -.571* (0.565) -.664*** (0.515)
 Age 3-5 -.220*** (0.802) -.157* (0.855) -.407* (0.666)  -.379* (0.685)
Age 6-12  -.107* (0.898)  -.098 (0.906) -.006 (0.994)   -.185 (0.831)
Age 13-17 .034 (1.034)   .064 (1.066) -.036 (0.965)    .059 (1.060)

Living arrLiving arrLiving arrLiving arrLiving arrangementangementangementangementangement
Three-generation .322 (1.380)   .106 (1.112)  .051 (1.053)    .664 (1.942)
With other adults2   .302** (1.352)   .410** (1.507) -.250 (0.799)    .328 (1.389)
(Omitted group: without other adults)

CitizCitizCitizCitizCitizenshipenshipenshipenshipenship .243.243.243.243.243 (1.275)(1.275)(1.275)(1.275)(1.275)  -.009 -.009 -.009 -.009 -.009 (0.991)(0.991)(0.991)(0.991)(0.991)  .103 .103 .103 .103 .103 (1.108)(1.108)(1.108)(1.108)(1.108)    .323   .323   .323   .323   .323 (1.381)(1.381)(1.381)(1.381)(1.381)

Other family incomeOther family incomeOther family incomeOther family incomeOther family income33333  -.002 (0.998)  -.001 (0.999) -.013 (0.989)   -.012 (0.988)

RRRRRegionegionegionegionegion
South  -.127 (0.881)  -.266* (0.766)  .661* (1.936)   -.244 (0.784)
West  -.113 (0.893)  -.129 (0.879)  .023 (1.023)   -.209 (0.812)
North  -.634*** (0.531)  -.621*** (0.537) -.553 (0.575)  -.853 (0.426)

   (Omitted group: Midwest)

SSSSState unemplotate unemplotate unemplotate unemplotate unemployment ryment ryment ryment ryment rateateateateate  -.114*** -.114*** -.114*** -.114*** -.114*** (0.892)(0.892)(0.892)(0.892)(0.892)  -.107*** -.107*** -.107*** -.107*** -.107*** (0.898)(0.898)(0.898)(0.898)(0.898) -.208**-.208**-.208**-.208**-.208** (0.813)(0.813)(0.813)(0.813)(0.813) -.036-.036-.036-.036-.036 (0.965)(0.965)(0.965)(0.965)(0.965)

RRRRRace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicityace and Ethnicity
Black  .470*** (1.600)
Hispanic -.050 (0.951)
Other  -.070 (0.933)

InterInterInterInterInterceptceptceptceptcept -2.440***-2.440***-2.440***-2.440***-2.440*** -2.558**-2.558**-2.558**-2.558**-2.558** -2.291-2.291-2.291-2.291-2.291  -1.838 -1.838 -1.838 -1.838 -1.838

DegrDegrDegrDegrDegrees of Fees of Fees of Fees of Fees of Frrrrreedomeedomeedomeedomeedom 2020202020    17   17   17   17   17    17   17   17   17   17    17   17   17   17   17

NNNNN 37553755375537553755  2641 2641 2641 2641 2641   343  343  343  343  343   602  602  602  602  602

Note:  * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. 1 The odds ratios are obtained by computing the antilogarithm of the logit coefficients.  The value of an odds
ratio indicates the proportion of change in the odds of being employed over not being employed caused by a unit change in the corresponding
independent variable.
2 Excludes the parent and spouse.
3 Other family income includes husband’s earnings and is measured in hundreds of dollars.
Source:  Calculations based on data from month 12 of the 1986, 1987, 1988, and 1990 panels of the U.S. Bureau of the Census’ Survey of Income
and Program Participation.

Table A.2

Logistic Regression of Employment Status among Married Mothers
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