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ABSTRACT

Single mother households experience very high levels of poverty
as well as high levels of labor force participation.

This research

examines household composition and labor force participation for
single mother households in urban and rural areas.

A sample of 1980

U.S. Census data is used which classifies residence into central
city, suburb, small town and rural areas.

Overall, single mother

households in small town and rural areas experience poverty levels
as high or higher than those in central city and suburban areas,
when controlling for characteristics of the single mother.

Using family poverty status as the dependent variable, this
thesis confirms the hypothesis th..It extra adults living in the

single mother's household, and earnings from employment of these
extra adults, are both associated with decreased family poverty
levels.

These relationships remain strong when controlling for

race, education, marital status and age of the single mother.

Employment of the single mother stands out clearly as the single
most important variable associated with decreased family poverty.

Analysis of poverty across the rural-urban continuum provides
mixed evidence for employment.

Among employed single mothers,

vi

highest poverty levels occur in smnll towns, followed by central
cities, rural areas and suburbs.

Effects of unobserved variables

such as pay scales appear to influence poverty levels among employed
mothers.

Policy recommendations include wage equity policies across

geographic areas, increased levels of support from absent fathers,
and assistance with costs of day care and health care for single
parents.

RURAL-URBAN DIFFERENCES IN EMPLOYMENT, HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION,
AND POVERTY STATUS AMONG SINGLE MOTHERS

Single mothers have been the focus of a great deal of research
in recent years.

The dramatic growth in this population has been

well documented.

The number of single mother families with minor

children increased from 2.9 million in 1970 to 5 million in 1980,
and continues to increase at a steady rate.

As a proportion of all

families with minor children, single mother families have increased
dramatically:

from 10.2 percent in 1970 to 16.7 percent in 1980

(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1971 and 1981).

The very high poverty

rates among single mother families have also been investigated.

In

1979, for example, 40 percent of single mother families were poor,
while only 8 percent of all other families with minor children were
poor (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983, Table 108).

The term

"feminization of poverty" served to focus even more attention on the
problems of single mothers and their children.

Of all poor families

with children in 1979, 53 percent were single mother families.

This

has led to concern for the long-term consequences of poverty for so
many mothers and children as well as concerns with implications for
the welfare system.
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Often overlooked in this crisis of the feminization of poverty
is the fact that a large proportion of single mothers are employed.
Increases in the labor force participation rates of all women have
been well documented:

43 percent of all women were in the labor

force in 1970; this increased to 52 percent in 1980 and to 54
percent in 1985.

(All data in this paragraph are from Taeuber and
Employment rates of mothers

Valdisera, 1986 except where noted.)
are increasing at an even faster pace:

while 40 percent of married

mothers with children under 18 were in the labor force in 1970, this
jumped to 54 percent in 1980 and to over 60 percent in 1985.

The

high labor force participation rates of single mothers in
particular, however, are rarely noted.

In 1970, 59 percent of

single mothers with minor children were in the labor force, and this
increased to 68 percent in 1980 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1984,
Table 274).

Despite these high rates of employment, single mothers

and their children are one of the poorest groups in the United
States today.

This research looks more closely at the characteristics of
single mother households, and at the relationship between employment
and poverty among these households.

There are several important

facets to this relationship, which will be examined in detail here.
These facets include household composition and employment status of
household members.

Other factors, including characteristics of the

mother, also affect poverty status.
facet:

Area of residence is another

characteristics of rural and urban women differ, and urban
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women have different options for employment than do rural women.
This study will describe differences between single mother
households in rural and urban areas, and examine the relationship
between employment and poverty.
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PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Poverty status is measured by comparing family income to a
federal poverty threshold specific to family size.

Families with

incomes above the threshold are not poor; below it they are poor.

Thus it is an absolute index of family income adequacy; it is not a
relative index which could address issues of income distribution and
inequality.

The federal poverty thresholds have been in use since

1960, with some modifications over the years.
inflated yearly with the Consumer Price Index.

The thresholds are

A very large body of

literature examines causes and correlates of poverty in the United
States.

There is strong agreement among researchers that being poor

is clearly related to one's race, educational attainment, gender,
and participation in the labor force.

It is also generally

understood that poverty is not solely attributable to individual
characteristics; social class and societal institutions are also a
part of the causal model.
This section reviews the literature on women and poverty status,
with special attention to:

1) rural-urban comparisons; 2) household

composition; and 3) labor force participation.

Some of the research

concerns all women, some concerns only married women or married
mothers, and some concerns just single mothers.
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Rural-Urban Comparisons

There are two different wayc of defining rural and urban
residence in the United States.

The more commonly used definition

distinguishes between metropolitan and nonmetropolitan residence.

Each county in the United States is classified as either metro or
nonmetro; metro counties generally have a city of 50,000 or more
surrounded by additional urbanized area, or they are adjacent
counties economically tied to the central city county.
counties make up the balance of the country.

Nonmetro

At the time of the

1980 census, almost 75 percent of the U.S. population lived in
metropolitan areas.

The other definition of rural and urban

residence uses a smaller level of geography, and divides the nation
into Urbanized Areas and outside of Urbanized Areas.

Urbanized

areas generally include a central city of 50,000 or more inhabitants
plus the closely settled suburbs.
additional groupings:

The remaining area includes two

rural areas, which are towns smaller than

2,500 and the open countryside; and ether urban areas, consisting of
towns of 2,500 or more.

In 1980, 61.4 percent of the population

lived in urbanized areas.

Relatively little research has used rural-urban, rather than
metro-nonmetro, comparisons of populations.

Hanson (1982), defining

rural as communities with less than 2,500 persons, found significant
differences between women from rural and urban backgrounds in terms
of their occupational status and earnings.

Rural women who migrated
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to urban areas Improved their occupational statuti, but never caught

up with women who came from urban backgrounds.

Hanson concludes

that her findings support both the theory of segmented labor

markets, and the importance of the interacaon between human capital
variables and structural differences in urban and rural labor
markets.

Cautley and Slesinger (1988), using the Urbanized Area

concept, find rural single mothers earn lower wages than urban
mothers, with the difference being primarily due to lower pay scales
in rural areas, and not to differing occupational structures.

Much

of the literature on rural women concerns only farm women (Haney,

198, aaney states the need for much more research to be done.
A alAch larger body of research compares metropolitan and

nonmetropolitan populations (Hoppe, 1988; McGranahan et al., 1986;
McLaughlin and Sachs, 1988; O'Hare, 1988; Weinberg, 1987).

While

Wilson et al. (1987) have argued that poverty is increasingly a
metropolitan problem, due to the size of the poor population in
central cities, the poverty rate in nonmetropolitan areas has become
perhaps more entrenched.

Deavers, Hoppe and Ross (1986) note that

not only is the nonmetropolitan poverty rate consistently higher
than the metropolitan rate, but there were numerically more poor
persons in nonmetropolitan counties than in central cities in 1983.
Ghelfi (1986) points out that 93 percent of black nonmetropolitan
families live in the South, where they experience poverty rates much
higher than the national average, and indeed higher than blacks in
any other region, metropolitan or nonmetropolitan.

Ross and
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Morrissey (1986) found that persistent poverty, defined as being
poor during 3 or more years in a 5 year period, was more prevalent
in nonmetropolitan than in metropolitan areas.

Using data from the

Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) for 1978-1982, Ross and
Morrissey find that 8.4 percent of nonmetropolitan residents were
persistently poor, as contrasted with 5.1 percent of metropolitan
residents.

Household Composition
Single mother families have been an increasing proportion of all
families with minor children since 1950.

Research on the causes for

this growth of single mother families from 1970 to 1980 reveals
distinct differences by race:

for white single mothers, marital

disruption is the primary component, followed by population growth.

For blacks, population growth, followed by increases in both never
married women and marital disruption, are the major components
(Wojtkiewicz, McLanahan and Garfinkel, 1987).

Research on trends in

divorce and family disruption indicate that the pattern of
increasing single mother families is not likely to change in the
foreseeable future.

Using 1985 data, Castro and Bumpass (1987)

conclude that trends in separation and divorce are not decreasing,
as some have described, but will probably remain at relatively high
levels.

Bumpass calculates that "abaut two-fifths of children born

to married mothers will experience the disruption of that marriage"
before reaching adulthood (1984:71).

I;
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The research on single mothers and poverty is recent and
extensive (Bane, 1986; Duncan and Rodgers, 1987; Garfinkel and

McLanahan, 1985, 1986; Goldberg and Kremen, 1987; Kniesner, McElroy
and Wilcox, 1986; McLanahan, Garfinkel and Watson, 1986).

The

increase of single mothers with children as a proportion of the poor
population has been well documented:

26.7 percent of the poor lived

in single mother households in 1970 and 33.2 percent in 1980.
increasing proportion is due to two factors:

This

the growth of the

single mother family population, and declining poverty rates among
other groups, particularly the elderly (Garfinkel and McLanahan,
1985).

Although the actual poverty rates experienced by single

mother families.have declined slightly from 1960 to 1980, their
poverty rates are consistently much higher than those of two parent
families, and this has been true since at least 1967 (Garfinkel and
McLanahan, 1986).

In their definitive work on the prevalence and

welfare dependence of sin&le mothers, Garfinkel and McLanahan (1986)
discuss three major reasons for high poverty levels among single
mother families:

low wages and limited earning power for many

mothers who head households; low or zero amounts of child support
paid by absent fathers; very low levels of support provided by most
public assistance programs.

A comparison of single mother families and married couple
families clarifies the reasons for higher poverty among single
mothers.

Although the average earnings of single mothers are

somewhat greater than those of married mothers, they are extremely
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low in comparison to earnings of married fathers (Bane and Ellwood,
1989).

The child support paid by absent fathers is inconsequentiai

when compared to average earnings of married fathers.

Bane and

Ellwood (1989) also present data to demonntrite the work
disincentive effects of welfare program benefits.

The single mother

who works full time at a wage of $6 per hour will have a maximum of
$3000 more disposable income compared to the full time welfare
recipient, and she will not have access to Medicaid health care
benefits.

Only the mothers who have significant work experience or

higher levels of education are likely to benefit from working
instead of receiving welfare.

Bane and Ellwood (1986) present a classification of events which
are associated with tho beginning and ending of a "spell" of
poverty.

For single mothers, the change to a female-headed family

from another family type accounts for over half of all beginnings;
declining earnings of household members accounts for another
one-cluarter of transitions into poverty.

One-third of poverty

periods !or single mothers end when the mother's income increases.

Another one-fourth end with marriage of the mother, almost one-fifth
end with an increase in unearned income, and another one-fifth end
when earnings of other household members increased.

Thus, changes

in household composition are most important for initiating poverty
spells, while increases in household income are most important in
ending them.

Bane (1986) challenges the assumption that changes in family
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structure cause poverty.

Using PSID data on transitions of

individuals into poverty (lasting one year or more), she tabulates
poverty spells that began before, simultanet,a to, and after a
transition to a female headed household.

Periods of poverty

beginning simultaneously with a family structure transition are
"event-driven", while transitions occurring to already-poor families
are merely "reshuffling" existing poverty into new households.
There are striking diffqrences between whites and blacks:

for

whites, 14 percent of poverty spells began before the household
transition, 49 percent were simultaneous, and 37 percent began after
transition; for blacks, 33 percent were tefore, 22 percent
simultaneous, and 45 percent after.

Bane concludes that "(mlost

poverty, even that of female-headed families, occurs because of
income or job changes." (1986:231).

The length of time that a family may spend in poverty varies
widely, especially by race.

Blacks are likely to have a period of

poverty averaging 6.5 years, or almost twice the 3.4 years for
whites (Bane and Ellwood, 1986).

Thus, black single mothers will be

disproportionately represented in a cross-sectional sample of poor
single mother families.

Garfinkel and McLanahan (1986:Tables 1-2) show a strong
relationship of marital status and race with source of income for
single mother families.

For example, the proportion of divorced

mothers with earned income is much higher than for any other marital
status.

Not surprisingly, widows are much wire likely to have
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Social Security income than are other women.

In general, the

proportions of black mothers receiving each type of income are lower
than the proportions of white women.

The exceptions occur in the

public assistance and food stamp categories; with black mothers
averaging more income from these sources than whites.
Overall, widows with children are much less likely to be poor
than are other single mothers, mainly due to higher benefit levels
paid by Social Security as compared to other income transfer
programs.

Among white single mothers, widows have the highest

income while, among blacks, divorced mothers' income is highest on
average.

Labor Force Participation
The literature on women in the labor force is quite extensive,
but relatively little focuses on single mothers as an analytic
entity.

Until recently, much of the analysis focused on labor force

activity of wives (Sweet, 1973; Smith-Lovin and Tickamyer, 1981).
Traditionally, wives left the labor force, often for an extended
period of time, after the birth of a child.

Smith-Lovin and

Tickamyer (1981) found two very different patterns for wives -"workers" were those who tended to remain continuously in the labor
force during childbearing years while "nonworkers" dropped out of
the labor force at time of first birth and rarely returned.

Sweet

(1973) found that wives' employment rates increased as age of
youngest child increased.

Labor force participation rates of wives

f'^
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have increased steadily since 1950, with the larg3st proportional
increases occurring among mothers of young children.

In 1950, 12

percent of wives with a child under six years were employed; in
1980, 45 percent were employed (Taeuber and Valdisera, 1986).
Recent research has focused on this increasing labor force

participation of mothers, including those with very young children
(O'Connell and Bloom, 1987).

The increase in working mothers

prompted interest in child care arrangements used by working mothers
(Presser and Baldwin, 1980; O'Connell and Bloom, 1987) and the
variations in shifts used by working parents to accommodate child
care needs (Presser, 1986).

Although men are more likely than women to be in the labor
force, and more likely to be full time year round workers, the gap
in proportion working between men and women is narrowing.

kmong

employed women in 1984, 48 percent were full time year-round workers
(Taeuber and Valdisera, 1986).

The overall increasing labor force

participation of women has been due primarily to increases in full
time work (i.e., 35 hours or more per week).

Currently, two-thirds

of all employed women are full time workers (Taeuber and Valdisera,
1986).

In general, black women have higher labor force participation
rates than white women.

Historically, nonwhite women's labor force

rates have been highot. than white rates, at least since 1890; the
nonwhite and white) rates have slowly converged over the decades
(Sweet, 1973; Bitnchi and Spain, 1986).

More recently, the
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difference between black and white women has narrowed considerably:
in 1985, 56 percent of black women age 16 and over were in the labor
force, compared to 54 percent of similar white women (Taeuber and
Valdisera, 1986).

Among women under age 25, white women have had,

and continue to have, higher labor force participation rates than
black women.

One of the most striking results of research on female labor
force participation is the clear differentiation between jobs
available to women and to men (Waite, 1981; Bergmann, 1986).

This

aex segregation of occupations is due to a combination of factors,
including availability of a female labor supply that is educated and
skilled, willing to work for lower wages than men, and seen as
possessing attributes desirable to employers (Oppenheimer, 1970).
There is some evidence of slowly declining occupational sex
segregation over the decades.

Using 1900, 1950, and 1980 Census

data with consistent occupation coding, Jacobs (1987) finds that
both differences between sexes in occupations and the degree of
concentration of women in occupations, as measured by an index of
dissimilarity, have declined since 1900.

Thus, women have become

more widely dispersed among occupations relative to their position
in 1900, but even in 1980 continue to be more concentrated in
specific occupations than men.

One of the consequences of occupational sex segrcsation is a
lower wage scale for women than for men in all occupations (Bianchi
and Spain, 1986; Bergmann, 1986; Scott, 1984).

On average, women

14

who worked full time all year earned 60 percent of the comparable
male earnings in 1980.

This ratio of women's to men's earnings has

barely changed since 1955, showing only a small increase since 1982
(Bianchi and Spain, 1986; Bergmann, 1986).
occurring for young women first:

The change seams to be

median earnings of full time

year-round employed women age 25-29 in 1982 were 76 percent of the
comparable median earnings for men (Blau and Ferber, 1985).
Some research has compared overall female labor force
participation in metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas (Brown and
O'Leary, 1979; Bokemeier, Sachs and Keith, 1983).

Women's labor

force participation rates have been consistently higher in
metropolitan than in nonmetropolitan areas, at least since 1960.
Rates for women with chil4ren, however, are very similar in
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas (McGranahan et al., 1986).
The characteristics of women in the labor force differ between
metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas in terms of educational
attainment, age, and part-time/full-time work.

Nonmetropolitan

women on average have lower education levels, older mean age, and a
larger proportion work full time (Bokemeier, Sachs and Keith,
1983).

Bokemeier and Tickamyer's (1985) study of employed

nonmetropolitan women in differing regions concluded that "the
important distinction in most aspects of labor force experience is
not locational differences within nonmetro regions but, instead, the
difference ... that occurs between metro and nonmetro areas."
(1985:67)
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Household composition is related to labor force participation
among women.

Using 1980 data on extended family households, Tienda

and Glass (1985) find that the presence of nonnuclear adults (i.e.,
persons other than spouse or child of head) affects labor force
participation of single mother heads of households.

If the

nonnuclear adults were unemployed women or employed men or women,
the authors observed increased labor force participation of the
female head.

There is relatively little research on single mothers in the
labor force.

Some of the research focuses on the increased labor

force activity of mothers following a divorce (Bergmann, 1986).
Studies of trends over time in employment of single mothers are also
scarce, partly because the category of single mother is not clearly
specified in older data sets.

In one of the few studies examining

employment and poverty in female-headed households, McLaughlin and
Sachs report that employment "reduces the likelihood that a
household will be in poverty in all residence areas" (1988:298) but
the reduction in poverty is greater in central cities than in
nonmetropolitan areas.

Currently, single mothers continue to have the highest labor
force participation rates among all mothers, but the rate of
increase is much greater for married mothers.

Average earnings of

single mothers are also somewhat greater than those of married
mothers (Bane and Ellwood, 1989).

In comparison to married couples

with children, however, single mothers' earnings from employment are

f0 4
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much smaller.

This is due not only to the disadvantages that all

women experience in the labor market, such as lower average earnings
and limited access to some types of work, but also to working less
than full time all year.

This is due to the competing demands on a

single mother's time, including child care and household management
as well as employment demands.

Thus, employment patterns of single

mothers resemble those of married mothers much more than those of
married fathers (Bane and Ellwood, 1989).

Most of the recent work on single mothers has focused on issues
of increasing prevalence, welfare dependence, extreme poverty, and
differences between black and white families.

This research will

examine single mother households in 1980, specifically examining
household composition and levels of employment as related to poverty
in these households.
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

The research questions posed here revolve around the rural-urban
area of residence concept, which has been described as a continuum
of population size and density.

(This entire discussion is based on

Willits, Beeler and Crider, 1982 and Beeler, Willits and Kuvlesky,
1965.)

"Rural" represents one extreme --

population is small and widely scattered --

areas where the
while central cities of

urban areas are the other extreme of the continuum, with large,
densely settled populations.

Theoretically, these variations in

settlement are presumed to affect social life in several important
ways.

First, greater population density often is accompaniea by

greater availability of services.

For example, more choice of child

care services, more adult education opportunities, and more health
care facilities would be expected to be available in urban areas as
compared to rural ones.

More readily available public

transportation in urban areas accompanies services, making them
accessible to those without a private car.

The rural-urban continuum is also seen as a continuum of
changing values, with greater acceptance of diverse life styles in
urban areas, and greater importance attached to traditional values
in rural areas.

The greater prevalence of married-couple families

as a proportion of all families in rural areas (as compared to urban
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areas) is seen as evidence of such traditionalism.

Finally, the rural-urban continuum is seen by some as part of
the dual labor market structure.

That is, the peripheral sector of

the dual labor market is over-represented in rural areas which have
small firms with lower wages, no unions, low profits, labor
intensive work, and concentration in peripheral or extractive
industries, such as agriculture and textiles manufacturing (Hanson,
1982; Beck, Horan and Tolbert, 1978).

For some time, the rural-urban continuum was thought to be
contracting -- that is, the differences between rural and urban
areas were disappearing in the face of increased communication and
transportation.

McGranahan et al. (1986) cite decreasing

urban-rural differentials in fertility, female labor force

participatim rates, and poverty rates as examples of the
"convergence" between rural and urban areas.

The rate of

convergence, however, dramatically slowed during the 1910s, as urban
areas experienced much more widespread changes in family structure
and female labor force participation.

McGranahan et al. conclude

that "it may no longer be useful to think of rural areas as becoming
economically and socially more like urban areas." (1986:41)

Although we can speculate that urban areas are merely leading
the way, and that rural areas will experience similar social changes
later in time, the continuum remains a useful concept for research.
Comparative work shows differences in family structures,

occupations, industries, earnings, and poverty status between urban
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and rural areas.

Studies of poverty find both individual and

structural characteristics important in explaining variance in
poverty rates across residence groups.

In this research, recidence

is seen as a structural characteristic, expected to have an impact
on poverty status independent of other characteristics.

The experience of the poor in urban and rural areas differs with
respect to the nature of their isolation from the nonpoor.

In

central cities of large urban areas, the poor are often physically
isolated from the rest of the city.

Low income housing serves to

concentrate racial minorities in ghetto areas, which many rarely
leave.

Shopping, schools and social service offices are all

available in the ghetto or nearby, so that many resi..lents never have

to leave the poorest areas of the city in their normal day-to-day
lives.

Only residents with employment elsewhere in the (Aty are

exposed to the nonpoor population on a regular basis.
In rural areas, the physical segregation of the poor is often
less pronounced.

In order to shop, work, attend schools and obtain

social services, the poor mix with the nonpoor on a regular basis.
There are fewer choices of places to conduct business in rural
areas, as well as less segregated schools, so the poor experience
less isolation from the nonpoor.

This may be less true in

persistently poor rural areas, where large proportions o: the
population have been continuously poor for many decades.

In such

places, their experiences may be more similar to those of central
city residents.
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Factors concerning single mother's participation in the labor
force are also very relevant to this research.

Single mothers are

more likely to be poor than married mothers because they are
responsible for the dual roles of breadwinner and child caretaker,
without having a partner sharing the roles.

Many two parent

families now have two wage earners; single parents are limited to
their own wages in supporting a family.

Women's average wages are

lower than men's, leading to a much greater likelihood that employed
single mothers will have difficulty supporting a family on one
wage.

Single mothers are additionally disadvantaged in the labor

force by being fully responsible for child care as well.

Either her

wage must be high enough to pay for child care in addition to all
family living expenses, or she must have a free source of child care
such as a nearby relative who is not employed.

Single mothers work

more hours on average than do married mothers, but less than married
fathers, contributing to greater reductions in earned income.

Some

single mothers receive support from absent fathers, hut this has
generally been a very small and unreliable part of their income.

An

alternative to employment is the welfare system for single mothers,
but this is advantageous only to the least employable mothers.
Current levels of benefits force families to live on a poverty-level
income.

The current welfare system includes work disincentives,

making exit from the system difficult for many.

Now that many married mothers are employed, single mothers are
also expected to find employment.

But the support systems available
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to narried mothers are lacking for many single mothers.

Some live

with other family members to share living expenses or child care
responsibility.

An additional adult can provide household income

and/or child care, but an extra person can also be a drain on family
income and resources.

This research will test several hypotheses

related to the composition of single mother households, examining
both the presence and the employment of additional adults.

Hypotheses
Hypothesis 1.

Poverty rates for single mother households are

lower in urban areas than in rural areas.

Prior research has shown that rural populations are more likely
to be poor than are urban populations.

The rural-urban continuum

suggests that rural single mother households are disadvantaged in
several ways, as compared to similar urban househoi,s:

fewer

support services are available, the single mother family is a less
traditional and less acceptable form of family than the two-parent
family, and the rural labor market structure is more lisadvantageous
for women than is the urban one.
Hypothesis 2.

Poverty rates in single mother households are

lower ir 'households without an extra adult present than in

households where an adult in addition to the head is present.
We know that some single mothers choose to live with male
partners or other adults.

These arrangements can be seen as

alternatives to marriage -- attempts to share the family headship
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and breadwinner roles with another adult.

Since women are generally

at a disadvantage in the labor market, earning less on average than
men, some women will seek other ways to gain economic advantage.
Sharing the costs of shelter and other living expenses, or sharing
the work of keeping a home and caring for children with a friend or
relative is an option for some women.
Hypothesis 2A.

Among households with an extra adult present,

poverty rates are lower in urban as compared to rural areas.
Rural households are disadvantaged in several ways, making
access to employment and income more difficult.

With rural pay

scales generally lower than urban ones, any advantage of having an
extra adult in the household to share expenses or work may be lost.
Hypothesis 3.

Single mother households with employed adults

have lower poverty rates than households with no employed adults.
It is very clear that employment is inversely related to poverty
levels.

This research looks at employment of the single mother and

the numbers of other employed persons in the household.
Hypothesis 3A.

Among single mother households with employed

adults, urban households have lower poverty rates than rural
households.

Prior research has shown that levels of employment in rural
areas are generally higher than in urban areas.

We also know,

however, that wage scales in rural areas are generally lower than in
urban areas.

The disadvantages to the employed worker of being in a

rural area will outweigh the advantages.

:t 1
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These five hypotheses will be tested on a random sample of
single mother households, described in the next section.

Previous research has indicated that poverty rates are highly
correlated with race, education, marital status and age.

Thus, in

testing the five hypotheses, I will control for the effects of these
sociodemographic variables.

')

)
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METHODOLOGY

Sample

United States Census data were selected for this research
because they offer a reliable national data set that includes
information on every household member, such as age, sex, and
employment status.

Family poverty status, another important

variable, is also available.

The data used for this analysis were

extracted in a series of steps from the 1980 U.S. Census of
The C

Population, Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS), C Sample.

Sample was chosen because it is the only Census data set with area
of residence coded for urban and rural areas.

The household is the unit of analysis in this study.

The final

random sample represents all female headed family households in the
United States with at least one own child under age 18 and no
husband present, stratified by urban and rural residence.
were 4.9 million such households in 1980.

There

The unweighted number of

households in this sample is 5,12; when weighted, the number of
houaeholds in the sample is 5,796.

Of these households, 1,600 or

27.6 percent are rural and 4,196 or 72.4 percent are urban.

Published Census data derived from the PUMS files show that 27.5
percent of such households are rural and 72.5 percent are urban
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983:Table 100), giving evidence that
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this sample is an accurate random sample of the PUMS file.

Details

of the sampling, weighting, and data extract are provided in
Appendix A.

All data are weighted when presented here.

Definitions

The term "single mother" has widespread usage.

It is used here

to label women who head family households with no husband present
and with one or more own child under age 18 in the household.
Single mothers are also referred to as heads of households in this
analysis.

Single mother households are defined as all persons

living in the housing unit, whether or not they are related to the
single mother.

Variables

A large set of variables from the PUMS data set was used in this
analysls, and several additional variables were created.
Rural-Urban Status
One of the most c-ucial variables is the rural-urban area of
residence classification created by the Census Bureau.

The PUMS C

Sample data were selected specifically because of the availability
of this variable.

The rural-urban variable distinguishes four

categories of rural-urban residence:
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- central city of urbanized area
- urban fringe
- urban outside urbanized areas
- rural.

The first two categories together make up the Urbanized Area
grouping, while the latter two are Outside Urbanized Area.
Urbanized Areas are defined as "a concentration of at least 50,000
people that usually includes a central city and surrounding closely
settled suburbs.

Generally, population density is 1,000 or more

persons per square mile." (Cautley and Slesinger, 1988:808)
Urbanized Areas are further divided into central cities and urban
fringe.

Outside Urbanized Areas are all places of 2,500 or more

persons, generally up to 50,000 persons at most, which are not
included in the Urbanized Area definition.
of less than 2,500 plus open countryside.

Rural areas are places
Further details are

available in U.S. Bureau of the Census (1982).

Thus, this rural-urban variable specifies an area of residence
characterized by varying population size and density.

This variable

is preferable to the more commonly used metropolitan-nonmetropolitan
classification of residence simply because it is a more refined
measure.

It presumably introduces less error into the analysis

because, instead of classifying entire counties, the rural-urban
variable classifies smaller and more homogeneous areas.
The labels used in this analysis for the four rural-urban
residence areas are:
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Central City:

central city of urbanized area

Suburb:

outside central city, within urbanized area

Small town:

outside urbanized area, within place of 2,500
or more inhabitants
towns of less than 2,500, and remaining area.

Rural:

In order to test some hypotheses, urbanized area residents (central
city and suburb) will be considered "urban" while the residetts
outside of urbanized areas will be considered "rural".
Household Composition
A variable with three categories was created to describe
household composition.

Every household was classified into one of

the following categories:
1)

mother living with children, all of whom are under age 18;

2)

mother living with children, including both one or more
under age 18, and one or more age 18 or older;

3)

mother living with children, including one or more under age
18, and at least one adult (age 18 or more) who is not her
child.

This person can be her parent, sibling, other

relative, or non-relative.

She may have an adult child

living with her in addition to this extra adult.

In addition, two new variables were created for children in the
household:
children.

age of youngest own child, and total number of own
These variables provide a more complete picture of the

children residing in the households than do the standard PUMS
variables.

(;
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Labor Force Participation
Employment status during 1979 is available for the household
head and all other household members.

A new variable was created to

represent the employment status of household heads.

Two variables

-- weeks worked in 1979 and usual hours worked per week in 1979 -were combined by multiplication and recoded to make one variable:
employment status.

Women who were employed between 1 and 1749 hours

during 1971 were labeled part time employees, while those employed
1750 or more hours were labeled full time.

The third grouping in

this new variable consists of women who were not employed at all
during 1979.

Number of adults earning income in each household was calculated
by counting all persons over age 17 who had any income in 1979 from
wages, salaries, or self-employment.

This variable includes all

adults in the household, except the head.

Early analysis showed

this variable to be vbry similar to number of employed adults in the
household.

Poverty Status

Another very important variable provided by the Census data is
poverty status.

This variable is based on family income relative to

poverty thresholds established by the federal government; there are
different thresholds for differing family sizes.

In parts of this

analysis a collapsed version with two poverty values is used:

1)

income is below poverty thveshold; 2) income is at or above poverty
threshold.

These two groups are referred to as the poor and nonpoor.
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In order to use poverty status as the dependent variable in a
multiple regression model, it is recoded as a continuous variable,

using the federal poverty thresholds for every combination of family
size and number of children under 18, up to a maximum of 9 persons
in a family with 8 minor children (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1982:35).

Family income is divided by the poverty threshold

appropriate to that family's size, and the result is divided by 100
and rounded off.

This yields a percent of poverty threshold that is

more precise than the conventional groupings.
labeled the "income-needs ratio" for analysis.

This variable is
The value of this

variable ranges from -119 to 1500, with a mean of 153.4 percent.
The negative values represent families that had a net loss of income
in 1979; these values are recoded to 0 for this analysis.
While households are the unit of analysis here, poverty status
is a family variable.

That is, it pertains to the income of only

those household members who are related to the head by blood,
marriage, or adoption.

Single mother households may contain

unrelated persons in addition to the single mother's family.

In

this sample, 575 households (9.9 percent) include one or more
unrelated persons.

Because the poverty status of these persons may

differ from that of the single mother family, an analysis of these
households was conducted.

The results were that 43 percent of these

unre]ated persons had a poverty status differing from the head.
Details of this analysis are included in Appendix B.
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Democravhi_c_Characteristics

In addition to these variables, demographic characteristics of
the single mother head of household were also included in this
analysis:

age, race, educational attainment, and marital status.

Limitations on Census Data
Census data were collected on April 1, 1980.

Area of residence,

marital status and household composition all pertain to that date
while family income, poverty status and employment data all pertain
to 1979.

Thus there is a certain amount of inaccuracy introduced in

an analysis such as this, in which data valid for two separate
points in time are analyzed together.

For example, some of the

households included in this sample were not single mother households
during 1979, but we use their employment and poverty status for 1979
in this analysis.

Some of the families that were poor in 1979 are

not poor in 1980, but they are analyzed as poor families here.
There is no solution to this dilemma, but it is important to
recognize it.

The PUMS data files have been edited so that no missing data
remain.

All missing items are replaced through allocation of

responses from other persons with similar characteristics and
through substitution when an entire person record is missing.

These

procedures eliminate all the problems a researcher faces with
missing data, but they also introduce additional error into the data
set.
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The 1980 Census is estimated to be very close to a full count.
The small undercount occurred mainly among poor, black, southern,
and male population groups.
this analysis.

Poverty status is a crucial variable in

Because this analyets includes large groups of poor

and black families, it is likely that the undercount has a slight
offect on the proportions poor estimated in this study.

This could

result in slight underestimation of poverty levels.

Census data, as well as one-time survey data, provide a snapshot
view of the world -- this has serious limitations in an attempt to
understand poverty status.

Because blacks remain poor for longer

periods of time than do whites, black. are over-represented in a
cross-section of time such as a census (Garfinkel and McLanahan,
1986).

These limitations on census data should be kept in mind but need
not prevent an analysis such as this one.

Statistical Methods

This analysis includes a section of descriptive analysis and a
multivariate analysis section.

The descriptive analysis relies on

simple crosstabulations, group means, and proportions in poverty.
This section describes the single mother population and speci;ies
the variables to be used in the multivariate analysis.

Two methods are used in the multivariate analysis:

multiple

classification analysis (MCA) and ordinary least squares multiple
regression analysis.

Some of the regression results are tested fcr
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significance with the General F Test (also called the General Linear
Test).

Multiple classification analysis is a form of multiple
regression analysis that is appropriate to use when some of the
independent variables are categorical rather than continuous, and
when there is a dichotomous dependent variable with response
categories greater than 15 percent and less than 85 percent (Andrews
et al, 1973).
means.

MCA results are presented as unadjusted and adjusted

Unadjusted means are mean values of the dependent variable

for each category of the independent variables; this is identical to
crosstabulations of the independent and dependent variablea.

Adjusted means are dependent variable means for each category of
independent variables also, controlling for the effects of all other
independent variables in the model.

As with multiple regression,

the multiple R-squared statistic is used to indicat( proportion of
variance explained in the dependent variable.

The Beta statistic is

used to measure "the ability of the predictor to explain variation
in the dependent variable after adjusting for the effects of all
other predictors." (Andrews et al., 1973:7).

This is an indication

of relative importance only.

Multiple regression analysis is used to estimate regression
coefficients for several independent variables, while controlling
for the effects of other variables.

The dependent variable used for

the regression models here is an approximation of a continuous
variable.

The standardized regression coefficients, similar to the
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MCA Beta statistic, are indicators of "change in the mean response
(0f the dependent variable) per unit change in the independent

variable when all other independent variables are held constant."
(Meter, Wasserman and Kutner, 1983:262)

The R-squared statistic (or

the coefficient of multiple determination) indicates proportion of
variance explained in the dependent variable.

The General F Test is

used to test whether the addition of new variables to the model
significantly improves the proportion of variance explained.

This

is also a test of whether the regression coefficients of the new
variables are significantly different from zero.
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DATA ANALYSIS

Characteristics of Single Mothers and Their Museholds
This data set represents all single mother households in the
United States in 1980.

There were 5 million such households; 17

percent of all family households with minor children were single
mother households.

This analysis provides a description of single

mother households, with special attention to the differences between
households in rural and urban areas.
Single mothers in this sample range in age from 16 to 84.

Because of the Census Bureau definition of a household, no head of
household can be under age 16, constraining the lower age limit.
The small group of elderly mothers (0.3 percent are age 65-84) are
presumably grandmothers raising their grandchildren.
Table 1 presents data on several characteristics of single
mothers in this sample, for both the total group and the four
rural-urban residential areas.

By far the largest proportion of

single mothers live in central cities (43.5 percent), followed by
residence in suburban areas (28.9 percent).

Much smaller groups

live in rural areas (15.2 percent) and small towns (12.4 percent).
Comparing the residential areas, several differences in
characteristics are clear.

While the average age of all single

mothers is 35.3 years, mothers residing in central cities are
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7:412:1

Characteristics of St-14; Hothers by Urban-Rural Residence, 1980

Characteristics

Age
16-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50*

Central
City

1.5%
31.9

Suburb

1.0%

Small
Town

1.0%
30.1
36.3
23.2

Rural

0.7%

Total
Percent
Number

68

1,645
2,325
1,231
526

1.2%
28.4
40.1
21.2
8.5

9.4

23.7
38.6
25.2
11.8

35.8

35.6

37.0

42.8
49.2
8.0

76.1
19.3
4.6

73.6
22.2
4.2

79.5
15.9
4.6

3,581
1,863
351

61.8
32.2
6.0

12.6
25.9
39.0
22.5

7.9
17.3
46.9
27.9

15.2
23.3
40.8
20.7

16.2
22.3
42.7
18.8

702
1,307
2,439
1,348

12.1
22.6
42.1
23.3

75.6
9.2
38.6
24.1
3.7
24.4

87.8
10.6
54.9
19.5
2.9
12.2

88.5
13.9
50.7
18.3
5.5
11.5

90.4
20.7
49.0
16.7
3.9
9.6

4,810
692
2,689
1,214
215
986

83.0
11.9
46.4
20.9
3.7
17.0

36.4
63.6
27.2
36.5

23.3
76.7
30.3
46.4

27.1
72.9
30.6
42.3

28.3
71.7
31.3
40.4

1,752
4,044
1,688
2,356

30.2
69.8
29.1
40.6

2,523
43.5

1,672
28.9

721
12.4

879
15.2

5,796

40.1
18.7
7.8

24.9
42.6
22.2
9.3

Mean Age

34.4

Race
White
Black
Other

Education
0-8 years
9-11 years
12 years
13+ years

35.3

Mar426:1 Status

Ever Married
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Married
Never Married
Employment, 1979
None
Employed
1-1749 hours
1750+ tlurs
N (weighted)
Percent.

100.0
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younger, on average, than mothers in other areas.

Rural mothers are

oldest of the four groups, with 37.0 percent age 40 and older, and
an average age of 37.0 years.

About 62 percent of all single mothers are white, and 38 percent
are nonwhite.

The racial distribution of single mothers in central

cities is markedly different from that in other areas.

Over half of

all central city single mothers ariv nonwhite, with most being
black.

In the other residential areas, the proportion of nonwhite

single mothers is one-fourth at most.

About 65 percent of all single mothers have completed high
school.

Suburban single mothers have higher educational attainment

than mothers from other residential areas, with 75 percent being
high school graduates.

The mothers living in the other three

residential areas have very similar educational attainment, with
about 60 percent high school graduates in each area.

Overall, four-fifths of single mothers have ever been married;
almost half of all single mothers are divorced.

Central city

mothers are much less likely to have ever married than mothers
living in other areas; three-fourths of central city mothers have
been married, while 88 to 90 percent of all zAher single mothers
have been married.

The proportion divorced is highest among

suburban mothers, while wi*mhood is most prevalent among rural
single mothers.

This latter status probably reflects the older

average age of rural mothers.

Seventy percent of all single mothers were employed during 1979,
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with 40.6 percent being employed full time (as defined by working
1750 or more hours in that year).
also vary by residential area.

Proportions employed during 1979

The greatest employment is among

suburban single mothers (76.7 percent), followed by small town (72.9

percent) and rural (71.7 percent) mothers, while central city
mothers have the lowest levels of employment (63.6 percent).
Suburban mothers are also more likely to be employed full time than
mothers in other areas.

The characteristics of the entire single mother household are
deemed important in this research.

Table 2 presents information

about the composition of these households, again for four
residential types as well as for the total sample.

Almost 30 percent of all single mothers have a preschool age
child -- that is, age 4 or younger.

Central city single mothers are

most likely to have a preschool child.

Given the older age

distribution of rural mothers, it is not surprising to find that a
larger proportion of them have no child younger than 15.

The mean

age of youngest child reflects these differences in age distribution
of youngest child.

Forty-four percent of single mothers have one minor child living
with them, 33 percent have two, and 23 percent have three or more.
Suburban mothers are more likely than others to have only one child
(47.4 percent).

Central city mothers are more likely to have three

or more children, followed by rural mothers.
the mean number of children:

This is reflected in

central city mothers have the largest
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Table 2

Composition of Single Mother Households by Urban-Rural Residence, 1980

Characteristics

Age of Youngest
Own Child
0-4
5-9
10-14
15-17

Mean Age of Youngest
Own Child
Number of Own
Children 0-17
One
Two
Three
Four
Five-nine
Mean Number of
Own Children
Child Age 18+ Present
Household Composition
Mother + child(ren)
< 18
Mother + children,
some 18+
Mother + children +
others 18+
Mean Number of
Persons in Household
Adults Present
Head only
Two
Three - seven

Central
City

Suburb

Small
Town

Rural

Total
Number Percent

1,696
1,695
1,498
908

29.3
29.2
25.9
15.7

33.1
30.0
24.2
12.9

26.2
28.2
28.3
17.3

28.9
30.4
23.2
17.4

24.3
28.4
28.0
19.3

7.7

8.7

8.4

8.9

41.3
33.2
15.2
6.5
3.8

47.4
33.4
12.7
4.5
1.9

44.2
33.1
13.8
5.8
3.1

45.5
30.2
14.4
6.5
3.4

2.0

1.8

1.9

1.9

18.2

17.6

17.5

20.1

1,058

18.2

67.3

69.2

70.8

67.0

3,956

68.3

12.8

13.6

11.0

14.2

754

13.0

19.8

17.3

18.2

18.8

1,085

18.7

3.6

3.3

3.5

3.5

67.4
21.3
11.3

69.1
22.0
8.9

70.9
19.1
10.0

67.0
22.1
10,9

8.2

2,553
1,901
823
339
180

44.0
32.8
14.2
5.8
3.2

1.9

3.5

3,956
1,238
601

68.3
21.4
10.3

continued
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Tabli 2, continued

Total Adult Earners
None
One
Two - five
N (weighted)
Percent

30.1
52.9
17.0

18.2
60.4
21.4

20.9
60.5
18.6

21.1
58.2
20.7

1,401
3,292
1,104

2,523
43.5

1,672
28.9

721
12.4

879
15.2

5,796

24.2
56.8
19.0

100.0
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average number of children, suburban mothers the smallest, and small
town and rural mothers fall in between.

Overall, these data preseni

the picture of suburban mothers more likely to have just one child,
central city mothers more likely to have se4eral young children, and
rural mothers to have teenagers.

Almost one fifth of all single mother households have an adult
child present -- that is, a child of the mother who is age 18 or
older.

Rural

households are more likely to have an adult child

present than are the other areas.

The household composition variable summarizes persons living in
the household with the mother.

By definition, all of these

households contain at least one minor child along with the single
mother.

Over two-thirds of all households contain a mother with

only minor children.

The second largest group consists of

households with minor children plus another adult besides the mother
-- almost 20 percent of all households are in this group.

The

smallest proportion of households (13.0 percent) consists of mothers
living with both minor and adult children (age 18+).

There are no

large differences between residential areas for this variable.
Small town mothers are most likely to be living with only minor
children; central city mothers are somewhat more likely to be living
with another adult.

The mean number of persons in these households is 3.5 overall.
Central city hous...holds are largest on average, with 3.6 persons,

followed by small town and rural households with 3.5 persons each,
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and finally suburban households with 3.3 persons.

Subtracting

average number of own children from average household size, there is
an average of about 1.6 persons other than own children in these
households.

One person, of course, is the single mother.

The

remaining 0.6 person is an adult who is not a child of the mother,
or one of very few unrelated minor children in these households.

Another way of looking at household composition is to consider
number of adults present.

In two-thirds of these households, the

About one-fifth of single mother

single mother is the sole adult.

households have two adults present, and one-tenth have three or more
adults.

The variations between urban and rural areas are not great;

suburban and small town mothers are slightly more likely to be the
only adult, while central city and rural mothers are slightly more
likely to have another adult present.

Central city mothers are most

likely to live with two or more additional adults.

In an analysis of adult earners not shown here, it was found
that over 99 percent of adult earners were employed during 1979.
Thus, the correlation between earning income end employment is
extremely high.

It was decided to use earners as the variable for

analysis here because poverty status is related to income more
directly than it is to employment.

Any small error in reporting

employmept is avoided with tAis choice.

Number of adults who earned any income during 1979 is also shown
in Table 2; note that this variable includes the single mother plus
any adults living with her.

Urned income includes wages, salaries,
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and self-employment income.

About one-fourth of all households have

no adults earning income in 1979, and three-fourths have one or more
earners.

Within residence areas, central city households are least

likely to have adults earning income.

Rural, small town, and

suburban households have similar proportions with adult earners -approximately 80 percent.

The majority of households with an adult

earner have just one; again, the proportion of central city
households with one earner is lower than for the other three
residence areas.

If only households with an extra adult present are analyzed,
this pattern changes slightly (data nct shown in Table 2).

Central

city households are still least likely to have an extra adult
earning income (68.6 percent), followed by rural households (76.6
percent), then small town households (80.2 percent).

Suburban

households continue to be most likely to have an extra earner (81.2
percent).

Poverty status is the dependent variable for this research.
Table 3 shows poverty status by area of residence for all single
mother families.

Overall, 31.0 percent of all families are very

poor -- their 1979 income is below 75 percent of the poverty
threshold.

The depth of poverty is greatest in central cities, with

35.4 percent being very poor.

This is followed by small townq (32.7

percent) and rural areas (31.5 percent), while 23.4 percent of
suburban families experience this level of poverty.

Another 11

percent of all families are in the 75-99 percent of poverty
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Table 3

Poverty Status of Single Mother Families
by Urban-Rural Residence, 1979

Poverty Status

< 75%
75-99
100-124
125-149
150-174
175-199
200+

N (weighted)
Percent

Total
Percent
Number

Suburb

Small
Town

5.0
24.9

23.4
9.4
6.9
6.9
7.2
8.3
37.8

32.7
11.8
10.4
9.4
8.4
4.7
22.5

31.5
9.7
10.9
7.6
7.4
6.6
26.2

1,798
635
499
443
408
359
1,654

2,523
43.5

1,672
28.9

721
12.4

879
15.2

5,796

Central
City

35.4
12.1
8.4
7.6
6.4

Rural

31.0
10.9
8.6
7.6
7.0

6.2
28.5

100.0
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threshold group.

Thus, a total of 42 percent of all single mother

families fall below the poverty threshold.

As an example of how

this translates into money income, for a family of three persons,
including two minor children, an income of $5844 or less in 1979 is
below the poverty threshold.
At the other extreme, 28.5 percent of all families had income of
at least 200 percent of the poverty threshold.

Again there are

differences by area, with suburban families much more likely to be
well off -- 37.8 percent have this level of income.

The other three

residence groups are closer to 25 percent each with incomes at or
above the 200 percent threshold.

Small town families are the least

likely to have higher family incomes (22.5 percent are at 200
percent of poverty threshold).

Poverty Status and Characteristics of Sinxle Mother Households
This section focuses on findings related to the dependent
variable, poverty status, and provides preliminary evidence
regarding the five hypotheses.

For the total group, Table 4 asain

indicates that central city residents are most likely to be poor
(47.6 percent), followed by small town (44.6 percent) and rural
residents (41.2 percent).

poor (32.8 percent).

Suburban residents are least likely to be

This provides partial confirmation for

Hypothesis 1, which states that poverty in urban areas is lower than
it is in rural areas.

Although central city residents are poorer

than any other group, a combined urban group (central city and

Table 4

Proportion Poor by Urban-Rural Residence for
Characteristics of Single Mother Households, 1979

Characteristics

Central
City

Suburb

Small
Town

Rural

Total Poor
Percent
Number

Total Percent Poor:

47.6

32.8

44.6

41.2

2,433

42.0

Race of Head
White
Black
Other

37.6
53.5
64.4

28.7
45.3
48.5

38.8
59.9
65.4

35.9
63.2
56.5

1,228
994
211

34.3
53.3
60.1

Education of Head
0-8 years
9-11 years
12 years
13+ years

68.0
67.3
40.8
25.2

61.1
50.4
28.5
21.3

60.6
69.4
38.5
16.5

57.1
51.3
36.0
27.2

445
803
874
311

63.3
61.4
35.8
23.1

Mavital Status of Head
Ever Married
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Married
Never Married

42.0
32.7
31.7
58.7
63.3
65.0

30.0
25.8
22.4
49.8
52.4
54.0

41.4
43.0
32.3
62.8
50.0
69.0

38.9
30.8
33.3
58.7
67.2
62.8

1,813
221

37.7
31.9
:8.9
56.8
59.0
62.9

776

689
127
620

continued

Table 4, continued
Age of Head
16-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50+

84.8
58.6
44.9
36.0
37.1

92.1
50.3
28.7
22.3
24.1

100.0
60.8
36.2
32.2
50.0

90.9
53.4
39.8
32.7
36.5

61
923
888
379
183

88.9
56.1
38.2
30.8
34.8

51.5

36.3

46.9

44.3

1,796

45.4

36.1

19.1

29.4

27.2

217

28.8

41.6

30.0

44.6

40.6

420

38.7

Adults Present
Head only
Two
Three-seven

51.5
43.0
32.7

36.3
26.7
21.4

46.9
39.0
38.7

44.3
38.1
28.2

1,796
458
180

45.4
37.0
24.9

Employment of Head
None
Employed
1-1,749 hours
1,750+ hours

82.5
27.6
48.2
12.2

69.5
21.7
45.3
6.3

76.6
32.7
59.8
13.0

73.9
28.3
47.3
13.5

1,362
1,071
822
249

77.8
26.5
48.7
10.6

Household Composition
Mother + child(ren) <18
Mother + children,
some 18+
Mother + children
+ others 18+

continued

Table 4, continued
Total Adult Earners
None
One
Two-five
N (weighted)
Percent

89.7
31.9
21.9

78.9
25.6
14.3

86.8
36.2
24.6

81.1
34.6
19.2

1,204
1,108
213

2,523
43.5

1,672
28.9

721
12.4

879
15.2

5,796

85.9
30.9
19.3

100.0
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suburb, not shown in table) has a poverty rate of 41.7 perceat,
while the ccobined rural group (small town and rural) has a rate of
42.7 percent.

Thus, combined rural poverty is slightly higher than

combined urban poverty.

This demonstrates also the importance of

studying four residential areas instead of only two (urban and
rural), since sub-group differences are masked in the two
ca'..egories, particularly in the urban category.

In terms of population density, the urban-rural continuum ranges
from central city residents to suburbs, then small towns and rural
areas.

In terms of poverty status, however, we find throughout this

analysis that suburban residents are less likely to be poor than are
other residents.

Central city residents have the largest proportion

poor, but their poverty levels are sometimes exceeded,by small town
and rural residents when we examine specific characteristics of
single mothers and their households.

Some of these characteristics

are discussed in this section.

In Table 4, characteristics uf the single mother are examined in
terms of proportions poor.

Nonwhite mothers (both black and other

races) are consistertly more likely to be poor than are white
mothers.

The overall poverty rate among white mothers of 34.3

percent is lower than the overall poverty rate for all single
mothers of 42 percent.

This emphasizes the important relationship

between race and po.verty status.

The patterns of poverty within

residence areas differ somewhat from the overall pattern.

That is,

small town residents of any race are more likely to be poor than
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central city residents; among black mothers, rural women are much
more likely to be poor than their central city counterparts.

As

always, suburban women are least likely to be poor.
Proportions poor drop as educational attainment increases.

The

greatest decrease in proportion poor is found with attainment of a
high school diploma -- proportion poor decreases by more than 25
percent in the overall group.
similar pattern holds true.

Within residence areas, a very
Among mothers with the least education,

central city mothers have much higher rates of poverty than the
others, and rural women are somewhat lower.

This may be a

reflection of age differences among these groups, with the older
rural women more able to obtain employment and income in spite of
low education levels.

It may also reflect racial differences and

unequal access to employment and income.

Interestingly, at the

highest education levels, small town women actually have a lower
proportion poor than suburban women.

The small number in this

group, however, may give misleading results.
In terms of marital status and poverty, two groups emerge.
1

poverty levels are found among separated, married,
married women.

High

and never

Lower than average poverty rates are found among

widowed and divorced women.

This difference seems to be related to

nature of the mother's relationship with the father of her children,
or with her former husband.

Both widows and divorced women have

formal, legal relationships to their husbands and, to some degree,
to their husbands' income.

Never married and separated women have
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no such legal relationships.

Within the four residence areas,

suburban mothers have the lowest levels of poverty for all marital
status groups.

As noted before, divorced women are the largest

marital status group among single mothers.

About one-third of

central city, small town, and rural mothers who are divorced are
poor, while only 22 percent of suburban divorced women are poor.
Poverty rates decline with increasing age; only when single
mothers reach age 50 is there a reversal of this trend.

The

greatest decrease in poverty levels occurs with single mothers age
30-39 -- they are much less likely to be poor than are mothers age
20-29.

Some of the highest poverty rates found in this research

occur among teenage single mothers -- 85 percent or more of these
In this sample,

women are poor, varying with residence area.
however, this group is quite small.

The household composition variable provides evidence in support
of Hypothesis 2:

households with an extra adult are less likely to

be poor than those with only the single mother.

(Note that poverty

status applies only to family members within the household.)

In all

four residence areas, highest poverty rates are observed in
households with only minor children, and poverty rates are lower for
households with an extra adult present -- whether that adult is a
child of the head or not. The lowest rates of poverty are observed
in households with an adult child present.

Apparently, in some

cases an extra adult is more likely to be an economic burden; more
so when the adult is not a child of the head.
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The presence of extra adults in the household also provides
evidence for Hypothesis 2.

Poverty rates are lower when another

adult in addition to the single mother lives in the household.

And

poverty rates continue todecline when three Dr more adults are
Hypothesis 2A can be examined with these data; in

present.

households with an extra adult, are urban poverty rates lower than
rural ones?

The answer is no, except in the case of suburban

households.

Central city households with two adults present are

more likely to be poor than are rural or small town households.
When three or more adults are present small town households are
poorest, but central city households are more likely to be poor than
are rural households.

Employment of the single mother provides verification for
Hypothesis 3, as shown in Table 4.

Without exception, employment is

associated with lower poverty rates and, conversely, being outside
the labor force is associated with the highest levels of poverty.
While this is not surprising, it is

.eresting to note both the

strength of this association and the variations rcs residence
types.

Part-time employment of the single mother head during 1979

brings the family poverty rate down to 48.7 percent, and when she is
employed full time the overall poverty rate drops to 10.6 percent.
These rates can be contrasted with the overall poverty rate of 42
percent, and witil -1,most 78 percent poverty when the mother is not
employed.

hold true.

Across the four residence groups the same relationships
Suburban residents have the lowest poverty rates;
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central city residents have the highest poverty rates when the head
is not employed.

Of special interest here is that small town and

rural residents share the distinction of having highest poverty
rates when the single mother is employed.

The fact that almost 60

percent of small town mothers who work part time are poor is
especially striking.
relationship.

There is a selection bias inherent in this

Women who have the skills necessary to obtain

employment are more likely to be employed, leaving the least
employable women out of the labor force, and thus more likely to be
poor.

The relationships between number of adults earning income in
1979 and poverty status also help confirm Hypothesis 3.

Households

with no adults earning income in 1979 have the highest poverty
levels while households with one adult earner have poverty rates
below 37 percent.

Only 25.6 percent of suburban households with one

adult earner are poor.

Presence of two or more earners is related

to even lower poverty rates -- less than 25 percent everywhere, and
less than 20 percent in rural areas and suburbs.

The evidence in support of Hypothesis 3A is also presented in
Table 4.

Hypothesis 3A states that, among households with employed

adults, urban poverty levels are lower than rural ones.

As noted

earlier, poverty rates for employed single mothers heads are
consistently lower than those of mothers who are nnt employed,
across all four residence groups.

In terms of full time employed

mothers (working 1750 or more hours), poverty rates in urban areas
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are lower than rates in rural areas:

12.2 percent of full time

workers in central cities are poor, and 6.3 percent in suburbs,
while small town and rural mothers have rates of 13.0 percent and
13.5 percent, respectively.
part time working mothers.

The picture is somewhat less clear for
Highest poverty rates are experienced by

small town mothers (59.8 percent), but this is followed by central
city (48.2 percent) and then rural mothers (47.3 percent).

Suburban

mothers, as always, have the lowest poverty rate, at 45.3 percent.
Thus, the poverty rates for employed mothers give partial support to
Hypothesis 3A.

Poverty rates for households with one adult earner (including
the head) give some further support to Hypothesis 3A.

When there is

one adult earner in the household, small town and rural households
have the highest poverty rates (36.2 and 34.6 percent respectively),
followed by central city (31.9 percent) and suburban households
(25.6 percent).

The pattern changes, however, in households with

two or more adults earning income.

Highest poverty rates are found

in small town households, followed by central cities.
evidence for Hypothesis 3A is mixed.

Thus, the

It appears that central cities

are more similar to rural areas than they are to suburban areas when
earned income and poverty are examined.

This question will be

raised again with the multivariate analysis, to see whether
controlling for sociodemographic characteristics will yield a
different outcome.
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Multivariate Anal;

This section includes the specification and estimation of all
multivariate models, in order to test the five hypotheses.

In all

models, four variables are included to control for the effects of
socioeconomic variables presented in the previous section:

race,

education, marital status and age of mother.

The first hypothesis -- that poverty eates are lower in urban
than in rural areas -- is tested with a multivariate model using
multiple classification analysis (MCA), in ortler that proportion

poor may be compared between models for the four residence areas
with and without controls.

The dependent variable is poverty

status, coded as a dichotomous v&Aable:

poor and nonpoor.

The

results are presented in Table 5.

The column labeled "Unadjusted Percent" in Table 5 presents the
proportion in poverty for each independent variable.
are the same as proportions poor shown in Table 4.

These results

The "Adjusted

Percent" column presents the proportion in poverty for each
variable, controlling for all the other independent variables in the
model.

The proportion poor in central cities, controlling for race,
education, maritai status and age, drops from 48 to 43 percent
when other variables in the model are controlled.

2

The proportion

poor in suburbs is 38 percent in the multivariate model,
considerably higher than the 33 percent poor in the simple model.
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Table 5

Multiple Classification Analysis of Propoction Poor for
Selected Demographic Characteristics of Single Mother Households

Characteristics

Number

Unadjusted
Percent

Total

5,796

42

Residence
Central city
Suburb
Small town
Rural

2,523
1,672
721
P79

48
33
45
41

Eta

Adjusted
Percent

43
38
45
43
.05

.13

Race
White
Black
Other

3,581
1,863
351

34
53

39
46

60

50
.08

.20

Education
0-8 years
9-11 years
12 years
13+ years

703
1,307
2,439
1,347

62
57
36
27

63
61
36
23

.27

.31

Marital Status
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Married
Never married

692
2,689
1,214
215
986

Beta

34
34
53
59
52

32
29
57
59
63

.19

.30

ALft

16-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50 +

70
51
41
33
33

89
56
38
31
35

68

1,645
2,325
1,231
526

.16

.22

.193

R2

G
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Proportions poor in small town and rural areas are 45 and 43 percent
respectively in the multivariate model.

Thus, the proportions poor

in rural areas -- including small towns -- are equal to or higher
than the proportions poor in cities and suburbs, when controlling
These

for race, education, marital status and mother's age.
findings provide confirmation of Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 states that households with more than one adult are
less likely to be poor than those with only one adult, i.e., the
single mother.

This is tested with multiple classification

analysis; results are presented in Table 6.

Only adjusted percents

are presented in this table; as noted earlier, the unadjusted
percents are identical to those included in Table 4.

This table

provides clear and unequivocal evidence in support of Hypothesis 2.
For all four residence areas as well as for the total group, the
presence of extra adults is associated with lower poverty levels,
controlling for the effects of race, education, marital status and
age.

Overall, the adjusted percent poor for households with two or

more adults is 35 percent while 45 percent of households with one
adult are poor.

The pattern is.similar in the four residence areas;

the difference in proportion poor between households with one and
two or more adults is eight or more percentage points.

In

comparison with the grand mean for each residence area, households
with on, Adult are always more likely to be poor, and households
with an extra adult are always less likely to be poor.
Hypothesis ZA posits that, in households with an extra adult
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Table 6

Multiple Classification Analysis of Effect of Additional Adults in
Single Mother Households on Proportion Poor in Urban and Rural Areas

Characteristics

Adults
Present
Head only
Two or more
Beta
Race
White
Black
Other

Number

3,956
1,839

Age
16-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50+

1,307
2,439
1,347

64
58
36
26
.28

692
2,689
1,214
215
986

45
33

31
39
38
.07

43

38
55

60

61
67
39
20
.35

36
27

44
50
56
.08

69
65
41
29
.30

.09

46
29
24
.23

32

69
51
40

67
53
47

35
35
.14

42
40

69
45
32
25
22

42%

48%

34
53
59
51

.10

.199

(4;

.205

Rural

47
39
.07

51
41
.10

37
38
57
63
57
.20

35

.19

1,645
2,325
1,231
526

Grand Mean
R2

703

68

Beta

39
47
50
.09

Beta

Marital Status
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Married
Never married
Beta

45
35
.09

3,581
1,863
351

Education
0-8 years
9-11 years
12 years
13 + years
Beta

Total

Adiusted Pe.-cent Poor
Small
Central
Suburb
Town
City

26
4f
56

41
.19

.18

33%
.181

50
50
.06

.11

51
.14

57

50
36

28
.20

39
39
59
50
56
.1S

31
37
55
67
48

80

82
50
39
35
40

57

40
34
50
.19

45%
.249

.20

.13

41%
.156
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present in addition to the single mother, urban poverty rates will
be lower than rural poverty rates.

Multiple classification analysis

results shown in Table 6 provide mixed evidence.

Among households

with more than one adult, suburban households have the lowest
poverty rate, 27 percent.

The next lowest rate, however, is found

in rural households with 33 percent poor, followed by small town
with 39 percent poor, and the highest rate is among central city
Thus, central city households do

households with 41 percent poor.
not conform to the hypothesis.

Hypothesis 3 states that households with employed members are
less likely to be poor than those with no employed members.

This is

tested with multiple classification analysis using number of adults
earning income during 1979 as the independent variable of interest.
The distribution of this variable is shown in Table 2; MCA results
are in Table 7A.

The proportion poor, controlling for effects of

other variables, is indeed much smaller in households with adult
earners.

This is true for all residence areas as well as for the

total group.

The decrease in proportion poor between households

with no earners and those with one earner is dramatic:

78 percent

of all households with no adult earner are poor, while 33 percent of
households with one adult earner are poor.

The smallest decline in

proportion poor occurs in small town households, but even there the
difference in proportions poor is 36 percent.

Thus Hypothesis 3 is

confirmed without reservation.

It is possible, witb these data, to examine the effects of

f;
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Table 7A
Multiple Classification Analysis of Effect of Adults Earning Income
Rural Areas
in Single Mother Households on Proportion Poor in Urban and
cow

Characteristics

Total Adult
Earners
None
One
Two or more
Beta
Race
White
Black
Other

Number

Marital Status
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Married
Never married
Beta

78
33
23
.42

83
35
26
.46

72

76

27
17
.40

40
27
.34

76
36
21
.38

3,581
1,863
351

40

45
49
42
.05

32
37
38

43
51
49

38
53
51

57
59
44
37
.18

53
42
30

37
43
54
60
53

26

703

1,307
2,439
1,347

45
48
.06

55
53
38
31
.18

692
2,689
1,214
215
986

33
38
50
55
47
.13

A61
68

16-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50+

1,645
2,325
1,231
526

Beta
Grand Mean
R2

Rural

1,401
3,292
1,103

Beta
Education
0-8 years
9-11 years
12 years
13+ years
Beta

Total

Adiusted Percent Poor
Small
Central
Town
Suburb
City

67
49

41
36
36
.11

42%
.344

.13

64
51
48
44
42
.07

48%
.378

.05

27
.17

29
42
52
38
.14

74
44

32

.07

51
47
38
32

55
62
42
24
.27

.14

46

28
40
54
61

55
.13

46
.18

80
55
40

71
49
39
36
40

39
41
54

26
23
.17

37
48

33%

45%

.324

.12

.16

.347

.11

41%
.282

60

specific adults' employment on poverty status.

As shown in Table 4,

the employment of the single mother was strongly related to
decreasing poverty status.

In Table 7B the adults with earned

incomo are separated into two groups:
adults.

household heads and all other

Employment of the head, controlling for other adult earners

and sociodemographic characteristics, is strongly related to reduced
poverty levels.

Overall, 73 percent of all households are poor when

tho head is not employed, 49 percent are poor when the head is
employed part time, and only 14 percent are poor when the head is
employed full time.

Results are similar in all four areas:

proportion poor declines sharply with employment of the head, and
even more so when the h.ad is employed full time.

Indeed, when the

head was employed full time (1750 or more hours), poverty rates
dropped below 20 percent -- a very unusual occurrence in this
population.

The weakest effect of head employment is seen in small

town households; 59 percent of these households remain poor when the
head is employed part time.

This is the highest poverty level among

all households with part time employed heads.

Among households with

head employed full time in 1979, the highest proportion poor is
again found in small towns (19 percent).

This is followed by

central city households with 17 percent poor when head is a full
time employee, rural households at 14 percent poor, and suburban
households with only 9 percent poor.

The Beta statistics indicate

that employment of the head is by far the most important variable in
this model.

Although MCA does not indicate proportion of variance
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Table 78

Multiple Classification Analysis of Effect of Labor Force Variables
on Poverty in Single Mother Households in Urban and Rural Areas

Characteristics

Number

Head Employment
None
1-1749 hours
1750+ hours
Beta

1,752
1,688
2,356

Other Adult Earners
No other adults
No other earners
Other adult earners
Beta
Race
White
Black
Other

73
48
14
.50

78
49
17
.52

66
44

3,952

45

467
1,377

49
32

51
53
37
.12

36
43
23
.12

47
63
35
.14

45
46
30

45
49
53

31
39
34

43
50
47

38
53
49

.12

351

Beta

Marital Status
Widowed
Divorced
Separated
Married
Never married
Beta

70
59
19

Rural

73
49
14
.50

3,581
1,863

Education
0-8 years
9-11 years
12 years
13+ years
Beta

Total

Adjusted Percent Poor
Small
Central
Town
Suburb
City

703

1,307
2,439
1,347

40
46
47
.06

52
51
40
32
.15

692
2,689
1,214
215
986

28
40
49

52
47
.13

.05

9
.50

.07

.46

.05

.13

.12

48
45
40
33
.10

53
57
46
39
.14

50
39
31

54
61
42

27
.14

26

34
45
52
58
53
.12

19

36

23

32
40
46
37

42
54
47
54

40
29
58
37

.13

.13

.24

continued

.21
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Table 7B, continued

Alt
68

16-19
20-29
30-39
40-49
50+

1,645
2,325
J,231
526

Beta
Grand Mean
R2

63
48
42
37
33
.11

63
51
49
43

42%

48%

.418

40
.08

.432

63
41
33
28
21
.14

74
54
43
38
39
.13

64
48
40
38

33%

45%

41%

.411

.447

36
.09

.376
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explained by each independent variable, it is clear that the
mother'r employment plays a very large role in determining poverty
status.

Similar results occur with analysis of employment among other
adults in the household.

As noted earlier, adults with earned

income represent employed adults.

When other adults are present,

but not earning income, the overall poverty rate is 49 percent.
When another adult is earning, the proportion poor drops to 32
percent.

Within residence areas the central city and small town

households are more likely to remain poor when another adult ts
earning income.

The Beta statistic indicates that this variable is

relatively less important than the head's employment.

It is

important to note, however, that the pattern of increasing
employment related to decreasing poverty levels is maintained when
adults in the households are separated into two groups.
Hypothesis 3A states that, among households with one or more
employed adult, poverty rates in urban areas are lower than those in
rural areas.

This is operationalized with a model including the

four control variables, plus the number of adult earners in the
household.

Multiple classification analysis results are presented

in Table 7A.

Small town and rural households with one earner have higher
proportions poor than central city or suburban households, thus
partially confirming the hypothesis.

When two or more adults

earning income are present, small town and central city households
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have the highest proportions poor.

Since these results do not

completely support the hypothesis, we turn to Table 78 for
additional information.

The results for employment of head and

other adult earners do not provide confirmation of Hypothesis 3A.
In general, in households with employed heads, poverty rates are
highest in small towns, followed by central cities.
true for households with other adults employed:

The reverse is

proportion poor is

highest for central city cases, followed by small towns and then
rural areas.

Only in the suburban households, with consistently the

lowest poverty levels, do we find evidence that urban poverty is
lower overall than rural poverty.

A multiple regression analysis of these variables was conducted
to estimate regression coefficients, and thus learn more about their
relationship to poverty status.

The dependent variable is the

income-needs ratio, ranging in value from 0 to 1500 with a mean of
153.5.

This variable is the Census poverty status, recalculated by

dividing 1979 family income by the poverty threshold appropriate to
that family size, then dividing by 100.

The poorer a family, the

smaller the income-needs ratio, and vice versa.

Families with an

income-needs ratio of 100 or more are not poor.

The first

regression model estimated includes the sociodemographic control
variables alcng with residence areas.
white and nonwhite.

Race is coded dichotomously:

Marital status is coded as five dummy

variables, omitting the category of "nevev married" to avoid
problems with multicollinearity.

Age and education of mother are
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coded in single year increments.

Area of residence is coded as four

dummy variables, with suburbs omitted, again to avoid
multicollinearity.

Results are presented as Model 1 in Table 8.

The negative

coefficient for race indicates that the average income-needs ratio
is lower for nonwhites than for whites, controlling for the effects
of education, marital status, age and residence.

A one-year

increase in educational attainment is associated with a 14-point
increase in the income-needs ratio, controlling for the effects of
the other variables in the model.

The dummy variable coefficients

for marital status indicate that widowed and divorced mothers are

better off than the omitted category of never married mothers, while
For

separated and married (spouse absent) mothers are worse off.

example, the mean income-needs ratio for widowed mothers is almost
30 points greater than the mean for never married mothers.

Thc

coefficient for age indicates that a one-year increase in age is
associated with a modest 3-point increase in the dependent variable,
controlling for race, education, marital status and residence
effects.

The coefficients for the dummy variables for residence

compare the difference in mean income-needs ratio to the omitted
category of suburban residents.

Small town and rural residents are

least well off, with a mean ratio more than 30 points lower than the
suburban mean.

Model 1 accounts for 21.6 percent of the variance in

the income-needs ratio.

Model 2 includes the number of adults present in addition to the

Table 8

Multiple Regression Analysis of the Effect of Adults and Employed Persons on Income-Needs
Ratio for Single Mother Households in Urban and Rural Areas, 1979 (n=5,796)

Independent
Variables

Model 1
Standardized
Regression
Coefficient
Coefficient

-24.012***
Race
14.287***
Education
29.595***
Widowed
27.105***
Divorced
-16.308***
Separated
-28.240***
Married
3.035***
Age
-14.670***
Central City
-32.273***
Small Town
-30.774***
Rural
Adults Present
Head Employment
Other Adult
Earners
-109.821***
Constant
R2
.216

*

-.089
.305
.073
.103
.051

-.041
.218

-.056
-.081
-.084

Model

Rwession
..Aefficient

-27.379***
14.552***
26.568***
26.812***
-16.097***
-28.953***
2.676***
-14.886***
-32.036***
-30.610***
14.106***

-116.223***
.223

p < .05

** p < .01
*** p < .001
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2

Standardized
Coefficient

-.101
.311
.066
.102

-.050
-.042
.193

-.056
-.081
-.084

Model 3
Standardized
Regression
Coefficient
Coefficient

-23.965***
10.109***
32.501***
4.826
-16.437***
-25.664***
2.454***
-7.854*
-31.513***
-29.549***

-.089

59.549***

.379

14.754***
-101.144***

.109

.216
.080
.018

-.051
-.037
.177

-.030
-.079
-.081

.087

.351
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variables in Model 1.

The addition of this variable, although

significant, does not yield a large increase in percent of explained
variance.

The General F Test indicates that the addition of adults

present to the model is significant at the .001 level (F = 50.0).
There are only minor changes in the regression coefficients between
Models 1 and 2.

In both models, according to the standardized

coefficients, variables responsible for the greatest variance in
mean income-needs ratio are education and age.
Model 3 adds head employment and number of other adult earners
to the variables included in Model 1.

This results in explaining

35.1 percent of the variance in the dependent variable.

The

addition of these variables is again significant at the .001 level
(F = 600.4).

A change in head's employment status, either from not

in labor force to part time employment, or from part time to full
time employment, results in a 6n-point increase in the income-needs
ratio.

This result occurs when the effects of race, education,

marital status, age, and other earners are controlled, making an
even stronger statement about the importance of employment in single
mother households.

The addition of one adult earner in a household

is associated with more than a 14-point increase in the income-needs
ratio.

The standardized coefficients for Model 3 indicate that

head's employment is very important, followed by education and age,
in determining change in the dependent variable.

The coefficient

for divorced marital status undergoes a striking change in Model 3,
indicating possible interaction effects with head's employment.
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In all three regression models, the coefficients for small town
and rural areas indicate a poorer income-needs ratio than in central
cities or suburbs.

This again supports Hypothesis 1, and indicates

the urban-rural residence concept is useful in studying the
distribution of poverty.
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CONCLUSIONS

Swam=
This research brings together data concerning single mothers and
their households to study the effects of household composition and
labor force participation on family poverty status.

In 1979, single

mother families had a very high level of poverty -- 42.0 percent
overall-- as well as a moderately high level of participation in the
labor force -- 75.8 percent of households had an adult member in the
labor force.

In a descriptive analysis, characteristics of single mothers are
examined in terms of their area of residence.

These data indicate

that single mothers are not a homogeneous group -- there are some
important differences between single mother households in urban and
rural areas.

The proportion of minority single mothers is much

higher in central cities than elsewhere; rural mothers are older on
average than mothers elsewhere.

Suburban single mothers are better

educated than any of the other residence groups.

In all four

residence areas, the most common marital status is divorced; the
next most common status varies by residence area, with never married
second in central cities, separated second in suburbs and small
towns, and widowed second in rural areas.

Over two-thirds of single mother households consist of only a
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mother and her minor children.

Data presented here help in our

understanding of the role played by extra adults in the single
mother household.

In about one-fifth of all single mother

households there are two or more adults earning income.

The single

mother herself is employed in over two-thirds of all cases.

Labor

force participation levels are greatest in suburban households and
lowest in central city households, with small towns and rural
households in between.

Poverty status also varies among families living in urban and
rural areas.

The highest percent poor occurs among central city

families, followed by small town and rural families.

Suburban

single mother families have the lowest proportion poor, although
still much higher than the national al,erage percent poor for all
families.

As has been found in prior research, poverty status varies by
demographic charscteristics of the single mother and her family.
White mothers are much less likely to be poor than are nonwhite
mothers.

Higher education levels as well as older age groups are

associated with lower levels of poverty.

Divorced and widowed

mothers are less likely to be poor than others.

And mothers who

live with another adult are less likely to be poor than mothers
living with only minor children.

The employment of single mothers

is associated with dramatically lower proportions poor, even more so
when mothers are employed full time.

Earned income from employment

of other adults in the household is also associated with lower
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poverty levels.

Multivariate analysis confirms the differences between
households in rural and urban areas with the finding that rural
single mother fAmilies (small town and rural) are as poor or poorer
than those in urban areas (central city and suburb) when controlling
for mother's race, education, marital status and age.

This analysis

also confirms that the differences between mothers in urban and
rural areas in terms of their race, education, marital status and
age remain when controlling for effects of other variables.
Extra adults living in the single mother household and earnings
from these extra adults are both associated with decreased poverty
levels.

These relationships remain strong when controlling for

race, education, marital status and age of the mother.
Patterns of poverty across the rural-urban continuum do net
remain clear in multivariate analysis of labor force participation.
For example, in households with one adult earner, highest poverty
levels are found in small towns, followed by rural areas, but when
two or more adults are earning income, highest poverty levels in
small towns are followed by central cities as second highest.

When

employment of only the single mother is examined, poverty levels are
more consistent:

highest in small towns, followed by central cities

and then rural areas and suburbs.

Among households with an extra

adult earning income, poverty levels are highest in central cities,
followed by small towns.

This result suggests that the presence of

extra adult earners operates differently than the employment of the

72

single mother in reduction of family poverty.

In central cities,

the extra earner may be more likely to be a nonrelative whose
earnings do not impact the family poverty status, or to be earning a
relatively small amount.

In small towns the employed mother clearly

has a more difficult time in earning an abovepoverty wage.

In

rural areas, her returns on employment are more clearly beneficial
to her family.

Discussion

A finding of strong associations between employment and poverty
status is aot new, nor is it surprising.

The more significant

finding is that many single mothers remain poor, even when employed
part time, or even when other members of their households are
employed.

This serves to underline the irequities that many women

experience in the labor market.

As long as many women are paid less

than men for comparable work, as long as certain occupations are
more likely to be held by women and others more likely to be held by
men, women will continue to be less able than men to support a
family above the poverty level.

The fact that so many single

mothers choose employment in the face of these odds demonstrates a
strong will to support a family under adverse circumstances.

The absent father clearly has an obligation also to contribute
to the support of his children.

Until recently, this has been a

small proportion of the income in most single mother families.

several states experimenting with methods of collecting and

With
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distributing fathers' contributions, it is expected that there will
be more regular child support available to single mothers in the
future.

The need for a comprehensive federal family policy has been
strongly stated by Sidel (1986) and several others.

It seems clear

that the most workable policies would provide equal access to
programs for all families.

Instead of using the poverty threshold

as an arbitrary cutoff point for eligibility, program benefits would
decline as family income increased.

This creates a continuing

incentive to improve family income through training and employment.
Family policies should recognize the differences between
two-parent lnd single-parent househoius; when the tasks of
child-rearing and homemaking are all the responsibility of one
person, they can be overwhelming.

Trying to maintain employment

along with arrangements for childcare, taking care of health needs
of well and ill children, and managing a household on a small budget
can be virtually impossible.

Many single mothers have sporadic

employment records due to these many competing demands.
A national child care policy making low-cost, good quality child
care available to families with lower incomes would extend the
single mother's ability to earn a living.

Currently, many single

mothers cannot afford to work because the high cost of child care,
along with transportation and other costs of employment, uses up a
substantial part of income earned.

An effective child care policy

would provide more incentive for employment.
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The federal Family Support Act of 1988 takes several steps
toward implementing some of these policy provisions.

It requires

states to automatically withhold child support payments from
noncustodial parents, along with a requirement for a computerized
tracking system.

Several major provisions of the Act will help

reform the welfare system, particularly eliminating work
disincentives by providing child care and Medicaid benefits for one
year to families leaving welfare for employment (U.S. House of
Representatives, 1989).

The Act also mandates increasing

AFDC-recipient participation in education and job training programs,

emphasizing participation of families most likely to be long-term
welfare recipients.

The major provisions of the Act will be phased

in during 1990.

Data presented here provide evidence that, when it comes to
employment, single mother families in small towns are different from
families in other areas, i.e., families with employed members are
more likely to be pour in small towns than in other areas.

A prior

analysis of average earnings among single mothers employed full time
showed that small town mothers' earnings were low because of lower

pay rates in =all towns than elsewhere, and not because of
differing occupational structures (Cautley and Slesinger, 1988).
Traditional.cy, national employment and ware policies have not

addressed urban-rural or geographic differences.

Most efforts at

addressing such wage and employment inequities have focused on rural
economic development programs, along with education an4 training
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programs.

There is a need for further research on rural labor

markets, including research on the impact of the "rural renaissance".
Further research is also needed into the relationship of
household composition to employment and poverty status.

How does

household income of sinvle mothers living with adult children differ
from income of mothers living with other adult relatives, or from
mothers with unmarried partners?

What are the patterns of income

distribution when other adults are present?

How do employment and

income patterns vary when the single mother is not the head of
household?

Additional research on employment of single mothers is

also needed.

How do part time and full time employment patterns

occur, and how do they differ from those of married mothers?

Why

are some mothers with marginal job skills in the labor market while
others are not?
grouping?

How do employment patterns vary among occupational

How do employment patterns differ between low-wage and

high-wage areas?

In addition, comparisons of single mothers to

married couples with children in urban and rural areas would provide
information on whether the urban-rural differences found here are
universal or specific to single mother households.

This research has helped define important differences between
single mother households in urban and rural areas.

It is hoped

that, as or understanding of these households increases, our
ability to design effective family policies will also increase.
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FOOTNOTES

1.

The "married spouse absent" category is a small, yet complex

group of women.

They include wives separated from their husbands

because of military service or employment, along with wives whose
husbands are institutionalized in prisons, long-term care hospitals,
and the like.

The category can also include wives deserted by their

husbands who are not willing to label themselves as separated.

In

some research, this marital status category is omitted from analysis
because of the complexity involved.

2.

Multiple classification results are presented as whole percents

without decimals, unlike other results in this paper.
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APPENDIX A

Sampling, Weighting, and Data Extract

The first step in creating this data set was to stratify the
entire 1980 Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) C Sample into urban
and rural components, while also eliminating vacant housing units
and residents of group quarters.

(Urban is used here to mean

Urbanized Area, as defined by the Bureau of the Census; rural is
Outside Urbanized Area.)

This resulted in a data set of

approximately 805,000 useable cases.

The next step was to draw a random sample of all female headed
households.

Because an adequate sample of rural households is

essential to this analysis, 20 percent of all rural female headed
households were randomly sampled, while 10 percent of all such urban
households were sampled.

The results were 7,594 rural and 18,725

urban female headed households, a total of 26,319 cases.
Two weights were then calculated, in order to return the samples
to their actual population proportions.

A "mean weight" was

calculated first and then used to calculate two "adjusted weights,"
which are applied to the random sample.

The "mean weight" is

calculated to increase the entire sample to 20 percent, without
regard for urban/rural status.

It is calculated as'
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(2 * 18,725) + 7,594 = 45,044

45,044 / (18,725 + 7,594) = 1.71146
The mean weight is 1.71146.

The adjusted weights are calculated

from the relative proportions of the urban and rural samples:
urban weight = 2/1.71146 = 1.1686
rural weight = 1/1.71146 = 0.5843
The resulting weighted sample sizes are:
urban sample:
rural sample:

18,725 * 1.1686 = 21,882.035 cases
7,594 * 0.5843 =

4,437.174 cases

= 26,319.209 cases

total sample

Note that the weighted sample has the same number of cases as the
unweighted sample.

In addition, the proportions of urban and rural

cases in the weighted sample are identical to their proportions in
the total population.

In the next step, all family households with female householder,
no husband present, were extracted from the data set.
unweighted number of cases was. 9,651.

The

This extract was merged with

a special PUhS C Sample data file, used to obtain several additional
variables pertaining to ages of children.

The final step was to extract households with one or more own
children under age 18.

The final sample size is 5,712 unweighted

cases or 5,796 weighted cases.

Tests have been performed that have

empirically determined that the weighting procedure developed for
the initial PUMS sample is equally valid for this and other extracts
from that sample.

L

1
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APPENDIX B

Nonrelatives and Poverty Status

There are 575 households (9.9 percent) in this sample which
include one or more persons not related to the single mother head of
household.

The vast majority of these unrelated people are adults,

defined as age 18 or older -- 554 households include one or more
adult nonrelatives.

Poverty status is computed separately for these

nonrelatives, so they do not necessarily share the same economic
position as the single mother and her children.
is coded dichotomously -- poor and nonpoor

When poverty status

43 percent (n=239) of

the households with an unrelated adult have a different poverty
status for the unrelated person than for the single mother and her
family.

Of these 239 households, almost two-thirds (n=152) include

a nonpoor unrelated adult living with a poor single mother.

In the

remaining 86 households, the single mother is nonpoor while the
unrelated adult is poor.

There appear to be no differences between

rural and urban areas in these trends.

To summarize, 2.6 percent of households in this sample include a
nonrelated adult who is not poor and living with a poor family.
Another 1.5 percent of households include a poor nonrelated adult
living with a nonpoor family, and 5.4 percent of households include
a nonrelated adult whose dichotomous poverty status is the same as
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that of the single mother and her family.

Overall, 9.6 percent of

households in this survey include a nonrelated adult.

About 20

households (0.4 percent of sample) include a nonrelated child.
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