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Figure P.1 Moynihan's Scissors: Unemployment Versus Welfare,
1948 to 1969
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau (1976, 135 [table series D87–101], 356 [table series H346–67]).

BLACK MALE UNEMPLOYMENT AND
OUT-OF-WEDLOCK CHILDREN
The policy planning staff in the Labor Department, led by Paul Barton,
found a stunning correlation between black male unemployment and vari-
ous social indicators, notably new welfare cases. At this juncture in history,
the topic was just emerging as a subject of concern. From the late 1940s
to the early 1960s, the correlation between the two was as near as nature
gets to perfect, with a 1948 to 1962 correlation coefficient of .91. But then
it weakened, and in an instant it became negative as unemployment went
down but welfare receipt went up (figure P.1). I wrote this up in a report
for the DOL called “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action”
(Moynihan 1965). After reading the report, the political scientist James Q.
Wilson labeled this widening gap “Moynihan’s Scissors.”

FAMILY BREAKDOWN: THE EARTHQUAKE
In June 1965, President Lyndon Johnson gave the commencement address,
which I partly wrote, at Howard University.1 Family would become an
issue of national policy, in the president’s words, at “the next and more
profound stage of the battle for civil rights.” Johnson said:



Preface xix

Table P.1 Nonmarital Birth Ratios

Country 1960 Recent

United States 5.3% 33.0% (1999)
Canada 4.3 30.0 (1999)
United Kingdom 5.4 38.0 (1998)
Ireland 1.6 32.0 (2000)
Australia 4.8 28.0 (1997)
New Zealand 5.3 42.0 (1997)
France 6.1 40.0 (1997)

Source: Council of Europe (2003); Bradshaw and Finch (2002).

every three children born in the United States and over half of all children
born in Scandinavia. . . .

These changes were dramatic, they occurred over a wide range of simi-
lar countries, and they all appeared at roughly the same period in history.
As such, they constituted a Great Disruption in the social values that
prevailed in the industrial age society of the mid-twentieth century. . . .
It is highly unusual for social indicators to move together so rapidly; even
without knowing why they did so, we have reason to suspect that they
might be related to one another. Although conservatives . . . are often
attacked for harping on the theme of moral decline, they are essentially
correct: the breakdown of social order is not a matter of nostalgia, poor
memory, or ignorance about the hypocrisies of earlier ages. The decline
is readily measurable in statistics on crime, fatherless children, reduced
educational outcomes and opportunities, broken trust, and the like.

Next, in my speech, I recorded the trend in nonmarital ratios, surely a
leading indicator of this disruption; a partial list of my findings and
sources are shown in table P.1.

What happened? Did some cosmic deity decree that as of an instant,
the world would so rapidly become so different in such disparate places
as the multicultural United States and the homogeneous Ireland?2 The
upending can be stunning in other ways as well: in 1980 out-of-wedlock
births in the largely Catholic province of Quebec came to 14 percent; by
1994 it was 48 percent (Torrey and Haub 2003). Obviously, Roman
Catholicism has little to do with this outcome.

WHAT DO WE KNOW?
As I told the political scientists in 2000, we don’t know much about the
exact causes of out-of-wedlock births, despite the growing literature on
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Figure 1.1 U.S. Children Not Living with Both Parents,
1880 to 2000
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Source: For 1880 to 1996, U.S. Census Bureau (2001). For 2001, U.S. Census Bureau
(2003).

can be. From 1880 to 1970 that figure was between 83 percent and 87
percent. By 1990 it dropped to about 73 percent, and by 2000 to 69
percent. Most single parents continue to be the mother. Initially they
accounted for about 50 percent of single-parent families, and by the
1990s about 75 percent. Most of the increase in the number of children
living in single-parent households was therefore in those living with their
mother—from 7 or 8 percent through 1950 to 22 percent in the 1990s.
While in the late 1990s the number of children living with single mothers
fell a bit, it rose for those living with either the father or neither parent
(see O’Hare 2001 and, for more on children living with neither parent,
Bitler, Gelbach, and Hoynes 2002). The recent declines in children living
with one parent belie a disturbing long-term trend, however. The number
of children not living with both biological parents continues to increase.

If this pattern were unique to the United States, and unfortunately
much scholarly and public discussion often implies that it is, analysis
might proceed without attention to other countries. But, in fact, sharp
increases in single-parent households seem to have occurred between
1970 and 1995 in most European nations and in Canada and Australia
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Figure 1.2 Children in Single-Parent Households in Ten Countries,
1960 to 1997
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(see figure 1.2). In 1970 all countries had single-parent rates of less than
12 percent. By the mid-1990s a large majority had rates higher than that,
with the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia at or above
20 percent. But there is a wide range in the rate. Adding nine countries
from a Council of Europe study (2003) to the ten in figure 1.2 we find
certain clusters of single-parenthood rates:

� 6 percent or less: Greece, Italy, Japan, Portugal, Spain;

� 7 to 10 percent: Luxembourg, Ireland, Switzerland, Belgium, the
Netherlands;

� 11 to 16 percent: Finland, France, Sweden, Germany, Canada;

� 19 to 26 percent: Australia, Denmark, United Kingdom, United States.

We can hypothesize that several factors account for the sharp in-
creases—rising divorce rates; rises in consensual unions, which some-
times are not counted as two-parent families and in any case have a higher
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Figure 1.3 Births to Unmarried Mothers
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rate of dissolution than legal marriage; and rises in births to unmarried
mothers. The last may in turn be a product of increases in unprotected
sexual relations, particularly by teenagers. The rising proportion of chil-
dren born to unmarried mothers is, of course, also a product of declining
fertility in married women and the increasing age at marriage, which puts
women at risk for out-of-wedlock births for more of their most fertile
years.4

Out-of-Wedlock Births
Perhaps the most dramatic of the trends is the increase in births to un-
married women (Wu and Wolfe 2001). In the United States the rise is
from about 5 percent in 1960 to over 30 percent in the 1990s, with
most of it between 1970 and 1990. As before, we profit by comparison.
Figure 1.3 summarizes the increasing rates of some thirty countries. We
have used cluster analysis to group those with similar patterns for 1960
to 2000, and find six clusters, fairly homogeneous trends, and systematic
differences. It is readily apparent that the American rise is not the most
extreme. In Iceland the increase was from an already high 25 percent to
over 60 percent. Denmark and Sweden moved from about 10 percent in
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Figure 1.4 Percentage Ever out of Union, by Age of Child
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Figure 1.5 Consensual Unions by Births to Unmarried Mothers
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Table 1.1 Relative Distribution of Births (Percentage)

In
To Lone In Consensual

Country Period Mother Marriage Union

Sweden 1987 to 1993 5 51 45
Norway 1983 to 1989 7 71 22
Finland 1983 to 1989 3 85 13
France 1988 to 1994 10 68 23
United States 1989 to 1995 17 72 11
Austria 1990 to 1996 10 70 19
West Germany 1986 to 1992 6 83 11
Democratic Republic

of Germany 1984 to 1989 18 67 15
Flandersa 1985 to 1992 1 94 4
Italy 1990 to 1995 2 94 4
Spain 1989 to 1995 2 93 4
Hungary 1988 to 1993 3 90 6
Czech Republic 1992 to 1997 4 89 7
Slovenia 1989 to 1995 6 78 16
Latvia 1989 to 1995 11 79 11
Lithuania 1989 to 1995 5 93 2
Poland 1986 to 1991 9 89 2

Source: Andersson (2002, table 2).
aThe Belgian Fertility and Family Survey (FFS) only covers the Flemish-speaking parts
of the country (Andersson 2002, 361n4).

centages is quite high (almost 0.8) also suggesting that some of the coun-
tries with high out-of-wedlock birth rates may have much lower single-
mother birth rates (see table 1.1). This is surely the case for the Nordic
countries, where there is strong ideological and traditional support for
consensual unions. Even in countries with more traditional Western cul-
tures, the range of acceptable options for coupling and parenting has
expanded greatly over the last generation (see also Kiernan, chapter 3).

One telling example of acceptability comes from the 2002 election
campaign in Germany. The aspiring chancellor, Edmund Stoiber of the
very catholic Christian Socialist party, chose as his family expert for the
election campaign a twenty-nine-year-old single mother of two, who then
told journalists she may some day marry. The appointment was regarded
as a valuable political gesture to the growing number of younger and
nontraditional Germans (Wosnitza 2002).
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Figure 2.1 Sixteen-Year-Olds Not Living with Both Parents
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Source: Retrospective reports from 40,090 surviving adults interviewed by the General
Social Survey between 1972 and 2000 (tabulations by Zoua Vang).
Note: The question is, “Were you living with both your own mother and father around
the time you were 16?” If not, “With whom were you living around that time?” If
respondents had married or left home by age sixteen, the interviewer asked with whom
the respondent lived, “Before that.” If respondents were not living with both their own
mother and father, they were asked, “What happened?” Aside from a parent dying, the
most common answer was that the respondent’s parents, “Were divorced or separated.”
There is no separate category for respondents whose parents never lived together. Some
of these respondents may have described their parents as “separated.” Others may have
given answers that were tabulated as “other.”

Divorce Figure 2.3 shows both divorce rates and the fraction of children
whose parents will divorce by age eighteen. Until the 1940s divorce was
rare. It shot up briefly after World War II, but quickly returned to
roughly the prewar level, which persisted until the 1960s, when it began
to rise again. The divorce rate peaked around 1980 and has fallen slightly
since that time.

Nonmarital Births Figure 2.4 shows that nonmarital childbearing was
also unusual until the 1960s. But whereas divorce leveled off around
1980, the fraction of children born out of wedlock continued to rise until
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Figure 2.2 Children Not Living with Both Biological Parents at
Age Fifteen, Projected
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the 1990s. Since then the increase has slowed dramatically. Figure 2.4
also shows the percentage of children under the age of one who were
not living with married parents. Between 1940 and 1970 this figure
matched the percentage of births to unmarried parents quite closely.
Since 1970 the two sets of numbers have diverged dramatically. This
divergence is not well understood.8 As we noted earlier, the fact that
nonmarital births were rare before the 1960s does not mean that nonmar-
ital pregnancies were rare, only that prospective parents nearly always
married before the baby was born.

Another important change since 1980 is the increasing probability that
unmarried parents are living together when their baby is born. Larry
Bumpass and Hsien-Hen Lu (2000) argue that cohabitors accounted for
the entire increase in nonmarital births among white women between the
early 1980s and the early 1990s. No consensus has emerged about how
we should think about such families. Gunnar Andersson (2001) has calcu-
lated that if the patterns that prevailed in the United States between 1989
and 1995 were to persist, 65 percent of parents who were married when
they had a child would still be married when their child was fifteen.
Among parents who were cohabiting when their child was born, only 22



34 The Future of the Family

Figure 2.3 Divorce Rates
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Sources: Divorces per 1,000 married women are annual estimates from U.S. Census
Bureau, Historical Statistics of the United States, series B-217, and U.S. Census Bureau
(various years). Percentages of children whose parents will divorce before the child is
eighteen are based on the percentage of children whose parents divorced in the year
shown, taken from London (1989, table 1). We converted the annual risks that a child’s
parents would divorce (PD1) to a cumulative eighteen year risk (PD18) by assuming PD18

= 1 − (1 − PD1)
18. Percentages of firstborn children actually experiencing a divorce

within ten years of birth are for children from first marriages and are based on hazard
models for five-year birth cohorts in the June Current Population Survey. We are
indebted to Steve Martin for these estimates. We used linear interpolation to estimate
probabilities for one-year birth cohorts. Each cohort’s probability of experiencing a
divorce before age ten is shown for the midpoint of the interval during which it was at
risk, namely the year in which the cohort was five years old.

percent would still be together when their child was fifteen. Further-
more, the cohabiting parents who stay together mostly marry within a
few years of their child’s birth. In the United States, therefore, parental
cohabitation is seldom a stable arrangement. Most cohabiting parents split
up, and most of the rest marry.

TRENDS IN SINGLE PARENTHOOD
For a child, living with a lone mother is often a temporary situation. The
fraction of children living with a single mother in any given year depends
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Figure 2.4 Out-of-Wedlock Births
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on how many mothers have divorced in the past and how old their chil-
dren were, how many remarried and how long they waited, how many
mothers who had children out of wedlock subsequently married, whether
they stayed married, how many cohabited, and so on.

The proportion of children under eighteen living in single-parent fami-
lies rose from about 10 percent in 1965 to 29 percent in 1997 but had
fallen back to 27 percent by 2001 (see figure 2.5). The reasons for this
decline are still uncertain, but welfare reform and an extraordinarily tight
labor market are the most obvious candidates. Figure 2.5 also shows that
most of the rise during the 1960s and 1970s can be traced to rising
divorce rates. In the 1980s and 1990s nearly the entire rise was traceable
to out-of-wedlock births.

The data in figure 2.5, which come from the Current Population Sur-
vey (CPS), do not allow us to distinguish children who live with a step-
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Figure 2.5 Children Living with One Parent, By Marital Status
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parent from children who live with both of their biological parents. Fig-
ure 2.5 therefore understates the fraction of all children not living with
both biological parents, the fraction who have experienced the death or
divorce of a parent, and the fraction whose parents have never been
married to one another.

Figure 2.6 shows the same information for African American children
only. Vastly more black children live in single parent families (note the
change of scale). And for black children, never-married motherhood be-
came the primary source of change much earlier. Here too rates have
fallen slightly in recent years. The reasons for the difference between
blacks and non-blacks remain controversial and poorly understood.

In her comprehensive review of trends in the well-being of American
women, Francine Blau (1998) demonstrated that trends in single parent-
hood differed considerably by education between 1970 and 1995. Figure
2.7 looks only at children living with their mother and asks how the
mother’s education relates to the probability that she is married. Trends
for college graduates are strikingly different from trends for less-educated
mothers. Among children whose mothers had college degrees, the frac-
tion living in single-parent households rose from 6 percent in 1965 to 10
percent in 1980 and then leveled off. Among children whose mothers
had not finished high school, the fraction living in single-parent house-
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Figure 2.6 Black Children Living with One Parent

2001199519891983197719711965

Year

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Never Married

Separated or Divorced

Widowed

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the March Current Population Survey.

Figure 2.7 Children in Single-Mother Homes by Education
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Figure 2.8 Mothers Who Were Not Married, by Race and Ethnicity
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the cohort born in the early 1940s were quite similar across all education
levels, except that college graduates married a little later. By age thirty
education no longer mattered much. In the cohort born twenty years
later, women at all education levels married later, but the fraction who
had married by age thirty still looked quite similar for women at all
education levels.

The trends are very different for childbearing. The fraction of college
graduates with a first birth by age twenty-five fell from 47 percent to 20
percent. Even by age thirty the fraction of college graduates who had had
a child fell from 71 to 50 percent. The least educated women, in con-
trast, had hardly postponed childbearing at all.

In sum, highly educated women are postponing both marriage and
childbearing, while less-educated women are postponing marriage but not
childbearing. The result has been a rapid rise in the fraction of less-
educated women who have had children but have not married (see figures
2.8 and 2.9). Figure 2.8 shows this trend by race and (after 1980) His-
panic origin. Figure 2.9 shows the trend by mother’s education. Note
that the racial differences in figure 2.8 are far larger than the educational
differences in figure 2.9. The racial differences in figure 2.8 are also too
large to be accounted for by economic factors alone.

Trends in divorce also differ by race and education. Figure 2.10 shows
the fraction of ever-married black and white mothers who were separated
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Figure 2.9 Mothers Who Were Not Married, by Education
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Source: Authors’ tabulations from the March Current Population Survey.

Figure 2.10 Ever-Married Mothers Who Were Separated or Divorced,
by Race-Ethnicity
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Figure 2.11 Ever-Married Mothers Who Were Separated or Divorced,
by Education
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or divorced. (These estimates include some mothers who had had a non-
marital birth, subsequently married, and then divorced. The estimates
exclude mothers who had divorced and remarried.) In any given year the
chances that a previously married mother would be divorced or separated
were highest for blacks and lowest for non-Hispanic whites. Divorced
mothers became much more common in all groups during the late 1960s
and 1970s but the trend levels off in the early 1980s and begins to fall in
the late 1990s. It is not entirely clear why divorce leveled off in the
1980s or why nonmarital births continued to rise. The fact that most
couples were marrying later (and some were not marrying at all) should
have reduced the proportion of “high risk” marriages, but we do not
know how much of the decline in divorce is explained by rising reluc-
tance to marry.

Figure 2.11 shows that the percentage of ever-married mothers who
were divorced also rose for every education group between the early
1960s and the early 1980s. College-educated women were less likely to
be divorced in all years. These patterns hold within both the black and
white populations. But once again the racial disparity is much larger than
the educational disparity.

These data sharpen the questions we need to answer. First, why did
the tendency to postpone childbearing differ by education and race? Why
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Table 2.1 Change in Age at First Marriage and First Birth by Race

Percentage with First Percentage with First
Marriage by a Given Age Birth by a Given Age

Age Age
Twenty- Age Age Twenty- Age Age

Birth Year Five Thirty Fortya Five Thirty Fortya

All women
1940 to 1944 84 91 94 71 84 88
1960 to 1964 64 78 86 52 70 81
Difference −20 −13 −07 −19 −14 −07

White women
1940 to 1944 86 92 95 71 84 88
1960 to 1964 68 82 89 49 69 80
Difference −18 −10 −06 −22 −15 −08

Black women
1940 to 1944 72 82 87 77 86 88
1960 to 1964 42 55 68 68 76 85
Difference −30 −27 −19 −09 −10 −04

Source: Authors’ tabulation of June and March CPS data.
aFor women born between 1960 and 1964 estimates at age forty are extrapolated by
combining percentages married or with children at ages thirty to thirty-five with the
fraction of unmarried or childless thirty- to thirty-five-year-olds in the 1955 to 1959
cohorts who had a child within the next ten years.

Nonetheless, it is also true that blacks are more likely than whites with
the same amount of education to be never-married mothers.10

One useful way to think about these trends is to compare changes in
the timing of first births and first marriages. If a woman’s first birth
precedes her first marriage, she becomes a never-married mother, at least
temporarily. The first row of table 2.1 shows the percentage of women
born between 1940 and 1944 who had had either their first marriage or
their first birth by the time they were twenty-five, thirty, and forty years
old. The second row shows these percentages for women born between
1960 and 1964. Among white women we see an 18-point decline in the
percentage who had married by age twenty-five and a 22-point decline
in the percentage who had borne a child by that age. By the time white
women had turned forty, however, the changes were far less dramatic: a
6-point decline in the percentage who had married and an 8-point decline
in the percentage who had had a child.
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Table 2.2 Change in Age at First Marriage and at First Birth
by Education

Percentage with First
Marriage by Percentage with First
a Given Age Birth by a Given Age

Age Age
Twenty- Age Age Twenty- Age Age

Birth Year Five Thirty Forty Five Thirty Forty

High school dropouts
1940 to 1944 83 89 91 82 88 90
1960 to 1964 66 75 82 78 83 86
Difference −17 −14 −09 −04 −05 −04

High school graduates
1940 to 1944 87 93 95 77 88 90
1960 to 1964 70 81 88 64 79 84
Difference −17 −12 −07 −13 −09 −06

Some college
1940 to 1944 86 92 95 71 83 87
1960 to 1964 65 79 90 49 70 81
Difference −21 −13 −05 −22 −13 −06

College graduates
1940 to 1944 74 87 92 47 71 82
1960 to 1964 50 75 85 20 50 73
Difference −24 −12 −07 −27 −21 −09

Source: Authors’ tabulation of June and March CPS data.
Note: For women born between 1960 and 1964 estimates at age forty are extrapolated
by combining percentages married or with children at ages thirty to thirty-five with
the fraction of unmarried or childless thirty- to thirty-five-year-olds in the 1955 to
1959 cohorts who had a child within the next ten years.

Black women show far greater declines in marriage than white women.
Only about 68 percent of black women in the most recent cohort will
have married by age forty, compared to 87 percent of those born two
decades earlier. But while more white than black women have married
by age forty (89 versus 68 percent), more black than white women have
had children (85 versus 80 percent). Note that while white women are
more likely to marry than to have children, the opposite is true for black
women.

Table 2.2 shows changes by level of education.11 Marriage patterns for
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Figure 3.1 First Unions Beginning with Cohabitation
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already well established among older women. In Italy and Spain there are
indications of a rise in cohabitation, but for the majority of women mar-
riage still heralds the start of first partnership.

It appears, then, that by the early 1990s cohabitation had eclipsed
marriage as the marker for entry into first union in many Western coun-
tries. Was there any evidence that it was becoming a durable alternative
to marriage? To examine this issue we asked how long first partnerships
that begin with cohabitation last. There is, however, no straightforward
answer: estimates on the duration of cohabiting unions need to take into
account exit through marriage, exit through dissolution, and—for those
unions that continue—censoring at the time of the interview. Life table
analysis was used to estimate the extent to which cohabitations had con-



Figure 3.2 Cohabiting and Married Men and Women, Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four in
2000 to 2001
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Figure 3.3 Out-of-Wedlock Births
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Unmarried Parenthood
Until the closing decades of the twentieth century marriage was the con-
ventional setting for having children in most European nations, but as we
see in figure 3.3 this situation has changed of late.

It is very clear that across all nations from 1970 onward the incidence
of childbearing outside of marriage has risen (see figure 3.3), but there
continues to be a good deal of variation in the level, and the pace of
change has also varied (Council of Europe 2001). In 1970, only five of
the nineteen countries shown here had out-of-wedlock birth ratios of
more than 10 percent: Sweden, the frontrunner at 19 percent, and then
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Figure 3.4 Child Under Fifteen in Household According to Marital
Status, Men and Women Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-
Four, 1998 to 2000
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Cohabitation and Children
Eurobarometer surveys for 1998 to 2000, though not 2001, also collected
information on whether there was a child under age fifteen living in the
household for both cohabiting and married couples aged twenty-five to
thirty-four (see figure 3.4). Unfortunately these data do not reveal if the
families are biological, but it is probably reasonable to assume that the
majority are.
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Figure 3.5 Cohabitants Aged Twenty-Five and Older with
Child Under Fifteen, According to Age Cohabitant Left
Full-Time Education
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coresidential partnership; within their first partnership which was a co-
habitation; within first marriage; and after their first partnership, whether
cohabitation or marriage (table 3.3).

A number of findings stand out. In almost all these countries most
women become mothers in their first partnership. However, there are
signs of change in Sweden, where first parenthood occurring in later
partnerships increases from 12 to 19 percent over the two age cohorts.
Having a child prior to a partnership is a minor practice in many coun-
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Figure 3.6 Unions Surviving Five Years After Birth of First Child
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In Italy and Spain the numbers of dissolutions of converted unions were
too small for reliable estimates to be made.

Our analyses of the UN ECE Fertility and Family Surveys have shown
that in most western European countries, excepting Great Britain, there
is little evidence that more women are having babies on their own. The
United States is also an exception to this. The data from the FFS for the
first half of the 1990s showed that a recent generation of first-born Euro-
peans were born to parents in a union and typically the first union. How-
ever, it is also important to stress that there is still a good deal of varia-
tion within Europe in levels of out-of-wedlock childbearing (see figure



Table 3.1 Marital Status, Men and Women Aged Twenty-Five to Thirty-Four in 2000 to 2001

Ever Married, Never Partnered, Unmarried Currently Unmarried Previously Number
Country Percentage Percentage Cohabiting, Percentage Cohabited, Percentage in Sample

Sweden 28% 13% 39% 20% 891
Denmark 37 14 32 17 957
France 39 15 31 15 1,094
Finland 43 17 30 11 860
Austria 52 13 22 13 1,013
The Netherlands 47 23 22 8 954
East Germany 46 17 21 15 718
Great Britain 57 16 18 16 992
Luxembourg 65 11 17 9 512
West Germany 50 19 15 6 905
Ireland 45 32 15 7 913
Belgium 59 20 15 6 964
Spain 44 41 11 4 984
Greece 56 29 10 5 929
Italy 34 55 8 4 964
Portugal 61 32 5 2 753
Total 47 23 19 10 14,730

Source: Author’s tabulations from Eurobarometer 54.1 November–December 2000, 55.0 March–April 2001, 55.1 April–May 2001
55.10VR April–May 2001, and 55.2 May–June 2001.
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Table 3.2 Percentage of Men and Women Aged Twenty-Five to
Thirty-Four Cohabiting, by Age Left Full-Time Education

Left at Age Age
Seventeen Eighteen to Age Twenty Number

Country and Under Nineteen Years and Older in Sample

Sweden 38% 38% 38% 346
Denmark 29 31 32 307
France 28 27 34 339a

Finland 23 29 30 255
The Netherlands 19 18 24 210
Austria 17 23 25 221a

East Germany 20 18 26 154
Great Britain 17 17 23 139
Luxembourg 12 17 20 88
West Germany 12 15 20 139a

Ireland 15 11 18 141
Belgium 10 13 15 143
Spain 10 11 11 149
Italy 8 7 8 73
Greece 7 7 15 91a

Portugal 4 4 8 39
Total 14 17 24 2,872

Source: Author’s tabulations from Eurobarometer 54.1 November–December 2000,
55.0 March–April 2001, 55.1 April–May 2001 55.10VR April–May 2001 and 55.2
May–June 2001.
aSignificant differences at 5 percent or less.

percent of the twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds finished education at
under age eighteen, 25 percent left at ages eighteen to nineteen and 42
percent left at age twenty and older. But, there was a good deal of
variation across nations. Denmark, at 81 percent, had the highest propor-
tions reporting having left education at age twenty or later and Great
Britain, at 18 percent, had the lowest. Across the European Union as a
whole there are indications that the oldest leavers, who are in the main
graduates, are more likely to be cohabiting: 24 percent compared with
17 percent of the eighteen- to nineteen-year-old leavers and 15 percent
of the seventeen-year-old leavers (see table 3.2). But within-nation analyses
showed that only in East and West Germany, Greece, France, and Austria
were there significant differences (5 percent or less) in the propensity to
cohabit across educational levels. There is, then, no coherent and consis-
tent pattern with respect to educational level; cohabitation has seemingly
been embraced across the social spectrum.



Table 3.3 Percentage of Women by Partnership Status at First Birth, By Age of Woman

Before First First After First First Birth
Country and Age of Woman Partnership Cohabitation Marriage Partnership by Survey

Norway
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 12% 28% 53% 8% 68%
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 13 7 75 4 91
Twenty to forty-five 12 18 65 5 62

Swedena

Twenty-five to twenty-nine 6 53 23 19 66
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 6 53 30 12 92
Twenty to forty-five 7 51 29 13 74

Austria
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 21 29 47 3 70
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 20 20 53 7 91
Twenty to forty-five 20 22 53 5 73

Switzerland
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 4 8 78 10 45
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 5 8 76 11 83
Twenty to forty-five 5 7 77 11 66

West Germany
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 11 17 64 8 38
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 11 8 73 8 75
Twenty to thirty-nine 10 13 70 7 45

France
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 9 22 62 7 56
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 5 11 80 4 91
Twenty to forty-five 6 14 74 6 71



Great Britain
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 15 17 59 8 54
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 4 4 82 9 80
Twenty to forty-five 9 9 75 8 65

United States
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 20 15 54 11 70
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 14 8 66 12 86
Twenty to forty-five 17 11 60 12 80

Italy
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 4 5 90 1 36
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 5 3 90 1 83
Twenty to forty-five 5 3 90 1 61

Spain
Twenty-five to twenty-nine 8 6 85 — 47
Thirty-five to thirty-nine 4 3 92 1 92
Twenty to forty-five 5 3 90 1 65

Source: Author’s analysis.
aSweden 1954 and 1964 cohorts: Thirty-five to thirty-nine and twenty-five to twenty-nine equivalent. Norway 1950 and
1960 cohorts: thirty-five to thirty-nine and twenty-five to twenty-nine equivalent.



Unmarried Cohabitation 85

Table 3.4 Percentage Considering a Cohabiting Couple with
Children a Family, by Age and Sex

Sample
Age Group Men Women Total Number

Fifteen to twenty-four years 61% 67% 64% (2666)
Twenty-five to thirty-four years 66 68 67 (3130)
Thirty-five to forty-four years 63 65 64 (2998)
Forty-five to fifty-four years 59 62 61 (2552)
Fifty-five to sixty-four years 51 56 54 (2255)
Sixty-five and older 44 44 44 (2622)
Total 58 60 59 (16223)

Source: Author’s tabulations from Eurobarometer 51.0 November–December 1998.

3.3), though substantial increases in those levels during the 1990s may
have altered the picture.

ARE COHABITING COUPLES WITH CHILDREN
CONSIDERED FAMILIES?
Some insights in the extent to which cohabiting couples are perceived as
families comes from a Eurobarometer survey carried out in the winter of
1998 that included family issues as a special topic. Overall 59 percent
considered those with children a family, but only 27 percent considered
those without children one; for married couples the responses were 95
and 48 percent respectively. Children, then, appear to be the deciding
factor. Overall there was little gender difference in responses, with 58
percent of men and 60 percent of women considering a cohabiting couple
with children a family (see table 3.4). Older people, particularly those
over fifty-five, were somewhat less likely to consider a cohabiting couple
with children as a family.

Cohabiting couples were more likely than their married counterparts
to consider cohabiting couples with children to be families: 79 to 56
percent. Our analyses by individual country (not shown here) showed
that these observations held within nations and that some of the most
noteworthy variation was found across them. The proportions considering
an unmarried couple with children a family are tabulated for all respon-
dents and for the age group twenty-five to thirty-four (see table 3.5).
This age group was selected because it is one in which couples are most
likely to begin having children and one that provides a handle on the
attitudes of younger generations. The sixteen European countries in the
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Table 3.5 Percentage Considering a Cohabiting Couple
with Children a Family, by Nation

Age Group
Twenty-Five to Sample

Country Thirty-Four Years All Ages Numbers

Sweden 91% 88% (1000)
Finland 91 80 (1026)
Denmark 88 80 (1010)
France 76 68 (1002)
Austria 70 64 (1085)
Great Britain 70 57 (1039)
East Germany 69 64 (1012)
West Germany 66 56 (1041)
Spain 65 57 (1000)
Ireland 63 52 (1000)
Luxembourg 62 57 (598)
Belgium 58 56 (1058)
Portugal 54 50 (1001)
The Netherlands 51 49 (1017)
Italy 51 44 (1004)
Greece 41 31 (1009)
Total 67 59 (16224)

Source: Author’s tabulations from Eurobarometer 51.0 November–
December 1998.

survey have been ordered according to the responses of the twenty-five-
to thirty-four-year-olds. Our comments relate primarily to this group.

It is clear that respondents in countries with the highest incidences of
cohabiting unions—Sweden, Denmark, and Finland—are the most likely
to regard cohabiting couples with children as families, 90 percent. In
most of the other countries 60 percent or more did so. Although the
responses were broadly in accord with the level of cohabitation in a given
nation there were some interesting anomalies. Spain, for example, is
more permissive than one might expect and the Netherlands more tradi-
tional. The Dutch attitudes may associate more with low levels of out-
of-wedlock childbearing than with the level of cohabitation.

A PARTNERSHIP TRANSITION?
There is no question that social control over the way that men and
women become couples in the majority of European countries has loos-
ened, albeit to different degrees. Several scholars have suggested that
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Figure 4.1 Nonelderly Social Expenditures in Six Sets of
Seventeen Nations
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Notes: Total nonelderly social expenditures (as percentage of GDP), including all cash
plus near cash spending (for example, food stamps) and public housing but excluding
health care and education spending (OECD 2003). Anglos include Australia, United
Kingdom, and Canada; Scandinavia includes Finland, Norway, and Sweden; Northern
Europe includes Belgium, Denmark, and the Netherlands; Central and Southern Europe
includes Austria, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, and Spain.
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Figure 4.2 Children of Single Mothers with Low Income
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There are three countries with more poor or near poor children (over
70 percent) but with far fewer extremely poor children than in the
United States—Australia, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands.
These are also the countries with the lowest proportion of single-mother
families with earnings, and therefore their income packaging relies heavily
on social transfers (see figure 4.1). The British and Dutch programs pro-
tect very well against extreme poverty. Australia has about twice as many
extremely poor children as the United Kingdom and the Netherlands,
and the Netherlands has far fewer simply poor children. But that seems
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Figure 4.3 Child Poverty Rates in Single-Mother Families
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a relatively low one of transfers. Sweden and Finland have lower market
income and higher transfer income, followed by Norway. Belgium relies
most heavily on transfer income.

There is the same variation in the mix of income types among the
counties with middling and high child poverty rates. Switzerland and
Spain show a higher reliance on market income than France and, in par-
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Figure 4.4 Income of Single-Mother Children in Bottom
Child Quintile
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Table 4.1 Single-Mother Child Povery Rates

Poverty Rate

United States 51.4%
Germany 47.6
Australia 46.2
Canada 43.2
United Kingdom 38.8
Italy 33.6
France 28.2
The Netherlands 25.5
Spain 24.2
Switzerland 14.3
Norway 13.9
Belgium 13.3
Denmark 11.4
Finland 8.0
Sweden 6.4

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Luxembourg Income
Study.
Note: Poverty rates are the percentage of households with a
lone female parent and children under eighteen who have in-
comes less than half of the national median income after ad-
justing for family size using an equivalence scale.

portrait of how economically disadvantaged American children compare
to their counterparts in a number of rich OECD nations.

Poverty in Single-Mother Families
First we consider the proportion of children in single-mother families
who are poor.2 Over half of America’s, 51 percent, are in families with
incomes below the median size-adjusted income in the country (table
4.1). Next are Germany at 48 percent, Australia at 46 percent, Canada
at 43 percent, and the United Kingdom at 39 percent. The median are
France, the Netherlands, and Spain, at or near 25 percent. The lower
rates range down from Switzerland and Norway at 14 percent, Belgium
at 13 percent, Denmark at 11 percent, Finland at 8 percent, to Sweden
at 6 percent.

One might think that the single-mother employment rate would affect
the poverty rate. It is, however, only slightly correlated with the child
poverty rate across the fifteen countries surveyed. For example, the five
with the highest poverty rates have employment rates ranging from 37
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Table 4.2 Children of Single Mothers with Higher Incomes
than U.S. Children

Relative Incomea Real Incomeb

Switzerland 100 100
Spain 99 3
Finland 97 60
Sweden 90 66
Belgium 88 66
France 88 58
Norway 83 76
Canada 82 77
Denmark 80 59
Germany 72 30
United Kingdom 64 28
The Netherlands 63 38
Australia 58 33

Source: Authors’ calculations from the Luxembourg Income Study; Rainwater and
Smeeding (1998, 2003).
aRelative incomes refer to the incomes of children relative to the national median
income. Thus, at all points of the Swiss relative income distribution (10th, 20th,
90th) Swiss children in single-parent families have incomes that are higher than
the incomes available to U.S. children at the same percentile of the U.S. income
distribution. In Australia, only 58 percent of children are as well off as U.S.
children compared to the median overall incomes in each nation.
bReal income comparisons first convert all incomes into 1997 U.S. dollars using
OECD purchasing power parities and then make the same comparisons relative
to the U.S. overall median real income. Thus, in Switzerland (a rich and child-
friendly country), U.S. children are worse off and Swiss children are better off
in the same real terms, relative to the U.S. median child. In a poorer country
such as Spain or the United Kingdom, a much smaller proportion of children are
better off in the same real dollar terms.

incomes into equivalent purchasing power in U.S. dollars (table 4.2, sec-
ond column). Even in real income American children of single mothers
fare worse than the majority of their counterparts in eight of these coun-
tries. The proportion that is better off in real terms ranges upward from
close to 60 percent in Finland, France, and Denmark to 66 percent in
Belgium and Sweden to 75 percent in Canada and Norway and to all
children in Switzerland. A substantial minority, from 28 to 38 percent,
are better off in the Netherlands, Australia, Germany, and the United
Kingdom. In Spain almost none are.

Stated differently, comapring the real incomes of the half of American
children in single-mother families who are poor (the lowest 51 percent
of these children from table 4.1) to those of their opposite numbers in
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Figure 5.1 Children Aged Zero to Seventeen with a Single
Mother or Father
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thus be deprived of important economic resources. Furthermore, a large
body of research demonstrates that, while the average differences are
not large, children who grow up with only one biological parent are
disadvantaged, relative to others across a wide range of outcomes (Amato
and Keith, 1991a, 1991b; Amato 1993; McLanahan 2002). If changes in
family formation undermine the life chances of future generations, the
costs to society could be extremely high.

We review what is known about the life chances of children raised in
single-mother families and the extent to which they are disadvantaged
relative to their peers. Because we are concerned about life chances,
most of the outcomes we consider are measured in adolescence and early
adulthood. While there is good evidence that father absence has negative
consequences for young children, our main concern is whether these dis-
advantages persist into adulthood.

THE PREVALENCE OF SINGLE-PARENT FAMILIES:
1960 TO 2000
Single-parent families increased dramatically in the United States during
the second half of the twentieth century. In 1960, about 9 percent of
children under 18 were living with a single parent; by 2000, the figure
was nearly 27 percent. The largest growth in single parenthood occurred
between 1970 and 1985 when the proportion almost doubled from 12
percent to 23 percent (figure 5.1). After the mid-1980s, the growth of
single-mother families leveled off at about 25 percent while the growth
of single-father families continued but from a very small base. Single-
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Figure 5.2 Children Aged Zero to Seventeen with
One Parent, By Race
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father families are still relatively rare and have not contributed much to
the growth or prevalence of one-parent families.

When we examine blacks and whites separately, we find that the levels
and growth patterns of differ substantially (see figure 5.2). In 1960, 22
percent of black but only 7 percent of white children were living with
just one parent. By 2000, the levels for both were much higher, 53
percent for African American children and 22 percent for white, yet the
racial gap had narrowed only moderately. In 1960, African American
children were about 3 times as likely as white children to live in a one-
parent family; today they are about 2.5 times as likely to do so. In fact,
in 2000, the proportion of white children living with only one parent
was about equal to the proportion of black children who were in 1960.
For white children, the biggest increase in single parenthood occurred
during the 1970s, a full 75 percent. For black children, big increases
occurred during both the 1960s and 1970s, 45 percent in each decade.
After 1985, the increase leveled off for both.

Children may be in a single-parent family for any number of reasons.
While death was once a major path into single parenthood, it is much
less common today (Hernandez 1993). In 1998, only 3 percent of white
children in single-mother households were living with a widowed mother,
and only 5 percent of African American children were.1

Since the 1960s, divorce has been the major path into single parent-
hood for the average child in the United States, accounting for about
two-thirds of the increase in single mother families between 1960 and
1980 (Hernandez 1993).2 Divorce is a particularly important path for
white children, accounting for about 70 percent of the growth in single-
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Table 6.1 Average Weekly Hours in Paid Work, Two-Parent Families,
2000

Families Mothers Fathers Total Difference

All Two-Parent Families
With youngest child age zero to two 24 44 68 20
With youngest child age three to five 24 44 68 20
With youngest child age six to twelve 28 44 72 16
With youngest child age thirteen to 31 44 75 13

seventeen
Low-Income Families

(Bottom Quartile)
With youngest child age zero to two 16 40 56 24
With youngest child age three to five 19 39 58 20
With youngest child age six to twelve 21 38 59 17
With youngest child age thirteen to 22 35 57 13

seventeen
High-Income Families

(Top Quartile)
With youngest child age zero to two 27 47 74 20
With youngest child age three to five 27 47 74 20
With youngest child age six to twelve 30 47 77 17
With youngest child age thirteen to 34 48 82 14

seventeen

Source: Results based on author’s calculations, using the Current Population Survey
(CPS).
Notes: Data refer to parents aged twenty-five to fifty. Hours refer to “usual hours worked
per week,” exclusive of commuting time and lunch breaks. Average hours include per-
sons spending zero hours in market work.

The most casual look at popular culture, political discourse, and even a
considerable amount of academic research will reveal that, in the United
States today, it is considered natural that mothers of newborns withdraw
from paid work for a year while fathers stay home less than a week; it is
considered natural that mothers work part-time during their children’s
early years if not until they leave home, while fathers are expected to
work full-time and full-year throughout their children’s entire lives; it is
considered natural that mothers know the names of their daughters’
friends, their sons’ shoe sizes, and the pediatrician’s phone number, while
good fathers in intact homes are, for the most part, not expected to
know any of these.

And there is a corollary. What is considered extremely unnatural is for
any mother to allow herself to be separated from her biological children.
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Figure 8.1 Indicators of Completed Fertility, Women Age Forty to
Forty-Four
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among whom the percentage with large families (three or more children)
was greatest—nearly two-thirds of that cohort—while the percent re-
maining childless reached a sixty-year low of only 7 percent. Since 1975,
the percentages of women ending up with two, one, or no children have
generally grown, while the percentage with three or more has fallen.
Being the mother of two children has become the norm, and having fewer
than two has become more common than having more (see figure 8.1).

Although the rise in childlessness has not gone unnoticed, less attention
has been paid to racial and ethnic differences in childlessness. With re-
spect to out-of-wedlock childbearing, one of our principal themes, there
has been a convergence of racial patterns. For example, in 1970, 37.6
percent of births to black women were to unmarried black women, while
only 5.7 percent of births among whites were to unmarried women, a
6.6-to-1 ratio (calculations based on data found in Child Trends 2003,
table 1). By 2002 this ratio had fallen to 2.4. For Hispanic women the
available data cover fewer years, and the relative prevalence of out-of-
wedlock births is less dramatic, but the same pattern of convergence
holds: in 1980 the ratio for Hispanic relative to white women was 2.1,
a ratio that fell to 1.5 by 2002.

In marked contrast, there has been a divergence across racial and ethnic
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Figure 8.2 Childless Families
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groups in the prevalence of childlessness. Figure 8.2 illustrates this diver-
gence, showing (with symbols) the data on childlessness by race for the
1981 to 1998 period (and using the same measure of childlessness as used
in figure 8.1). Also shown are fitted trend lines for each group of women.
Remarkably, the average annual increase in childlessness among white
women is 0.62 percentage points, and for black 0.32, and for Hispanic
0.21. As the figure makes clear, the three groups exhibit roughly equal
levels of childlessness when this series begins, but diverge steadily there-
after.

Particularly noteworthy is the overall growth of childlessness. Childless
women have become slightly more prevalent than women with one child
in the past few years. Childbearing is obviously important to society at
large, for many reasons, not the least of which is the anticipated future
contributions of today’s children towards maintaining our pay-as-you-go
retirement income system, as well as their providing care and assistance
to their elderly parents. Indeed, from a purely fiscal standpoint it has
been estimated that the average newborn child conveys substantial eco-
nomic benefits to society. A recent National Academy of Sciences (NAS)
study of the fiscal impacts of immigration (Smith and Edmonston 1997)
employs an intergenerational accounting framework that generates esti-
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Figure 8.3 U.S. Trends in Fertility, Population Composition, and
Household Size, 1890 to 1973

5.0

4.0

3.0

2.0

1.0

1973197019601950194019301920191019001890

Persons per Household
Total Fertility Rate
Women Aged Thirty-Five to Forty-Four
Widowed and Divorced Women Aged Fifty-Five and Older

Year

Pe
rs

on
s

Source: Kobrin (1976, 135).

GROWTH IN SOLITARY LIVING
For many years demographers and other social scientists have been study-
ing household size and structure, pointing out two mirror-image trends:
a fall in the average size of households, and a rise in the percentage of
persons living alone (see figure 8.3). One reason for smaller households
is falling fertility, and overall fertility trends do track household size rea-
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Figure 13.1 Links Between Child, Family, and Social Well-Being

Model 1: Ellwood and Jencks; Kiernan; Moynihan, Rainwater, and Smeeding
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Model 2: Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan; Horn

Model 3: Folbre

Model 4: Strengthening Marriage Through Family-Neutral Policy
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Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 14.1 Universality of Expenditures for the Non-Aged for the
United States and Other Welfare States, Fiscal Year
1997

100

80

60

40

20

0

Au
st

ra
lia

C
an

ad
a

U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
U

ni
te

d 
K

in
gd

om

Be
lg

iu
m

Fr
an

ce
G

er
m

an
y

Th
e 

N
et

he
rl

an
ds

Fi
nl

an
d

Sw
ed

en

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Income-Tested Safety Nets
Employer-Provided Platforms
Universal Floors

Country

Source: Author’s compilation.

Although previous research has shown that the effects of AFDC/TANF
on marriage are small, there is no research on the magnitude of the total
effects of all the marriage penalties in our income support programs.
Taken together, TANF, food stamps, Medicaid, housing subsidies, child
care subsidies, and the EITC loom very large in the lives of the poor and
near poor. If each program reduced marriage by only 4 percent, the
effect would be very small and very difficult to detect. But the sum of
the individual program effects could be substantial.

As figure 14.1 indicates, the United States welfare state is unique in
the degree to which it relies upon a bifurcated system of income-tested
benefits for the poor and employer-provided benefits for the nonpoor for
non-aged families. (Garfinkel et al., forthcoming). The other English-
speaking countries are the only ones that approach us in this domain.
Similarly, though other countries such as Sweden have higher rates of
out-of-wedlock births (see table 1.1), the United States also stands out
as having far and away the highest proportion of children who live apart
from one or both biological parents before reaching adulthood. And
though the Andersson table does not reflect this, Kiernan assures me that
the other English-speaking countries also have very high rates. It is possi-
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