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Single-Parent Families
Stephen D. Sugarman

What do the former First Lady Jackie Kennedy, Princess Diana, the movie
star Susan Sarandon, and the TV, character Murphy Brown have in com-

cating for their minor children, This chapter concerns public policy and
the single-parent family, a family type dominated by single mothers
Because these four women age fitting subjects for Lifestyles of the Rich
and Famons, they are a far cry from what most people have in mind when
the phrase “single mother” is used. Many picture, say, 4 nincteen-year-
old h.igh school dropour living on welfare in public hmising. Hence, just
mentioning these four prominent women vividly demonstrates the d,iveb
sity of single mothers. These four also illustrate the major catcgorics of

single mothers—the widowed mother, the divorced or separated mother
- . . ?
and the single woman who bears her child outside of marriage. (Women

in this last category are often misleadingly called “never married” even .

though anme

S-approximately one-foiifeth of the women who are unmarried ar
the birth of their child had been married at an earlier time.!)

One further distinction should also be made here, The usual picrure
of the single mother is of 4 woman living alone with her children—Jackie
I(cqn‘edy, Princess Diana, and Murphy Brown. Bur those we call “co-
habitants” are also single mothers as a legal matter, even though their
children are living in two-adult households. Indeed )Where the woman
like Susan Sarandon, is cohabiting with the father of ilCI‘ child (Tim Rob:

.bms), although the mother is single, from the child’s perspective it js an
Intact family,
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As with single mothers generally, these four prominent women arouse
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Jackie Kennedy surely gained the maximum empathy of our foursome

~when her husband-was murdered in her presence: Evenrthose women who

are widowed in less horrifying ways have long been viewed 25 victims of
cruel fate and strongly deserving of community compassion.

Not too long ago, having been divorced was by itself thought to dis-
qualify those seeking public office or other positions of public promi-
nence. That no longer holds, as. Ronald. Reagan’s presideney made clear.
As a result, once Prince Charles and Princess Diana split up, she proba-
bly appeared to most Americans as facing the challenging task confronting
many divorced women of having to balance the pursuit of her career with
raising children on her own. Yet, despite Diana’s wealth and fame, her
marital breakup brought to the fore our society’s general uneasiness about
how well children fare in these settings, as well as our uncertainty.about
the appropriate roles of divorced fathers as providers of both cash and
care,

TrSwedenitoday; Stisan and Tim’s family structure is commonplace.
There, a very large number of men and women live together and have
children together, but do not go through the formalities of marriage—
or at least have not done so at the time their first child is borm. Lately,
in America as well, the cohabitation category, long ignored by the cen-
sus, is rapidly growing. This is not to say that most- Americans; unlike the
Swedes; accept-cohabitation as though it were mariiage. Tndeed, Ameri-
can public policy, as we will see, treats cohabitation very differently from
marriage. '

Perhaps because Murphy Brown is a fictional character, this has al-
lowed those who are on the rampage against unmarried women who bear
children to be candid about their feelings without having to be so openly
nasty to a “real” person. Yet Murphy Brown is an awkward icon. To be
sure, she flouted the conventional morality of an earlier era. She had sex
outside of marriage and then decided to keep and raise her child once
she discovered she had unintentionally become pregnant. Although many
people in our society still rail against sex other than between married cou-
ples, sex outside of marriage has become such a widespread phenomenon

~tiarivisgenerally no lofiger a stigma. And while it would be easy to chas-

tise Murphy Brown for carelessly getting pregnant, as Jane Mauldon’s
chapter explains, this also is so commonplace that it is barely remarkable
any more. Indeed, Murphy Brown might have come in for more censure
had she, as a single woman, deliberately become pregnant.

As for deciding to raise her child on her own, this &y stself does not
arousc great public outcry. After all, it is not as though widowed moth-
ers who make that decision are castigated for choosing not to remarry.
As for the unmarried birth mother, shotgun weddings are seen to be less
promising than they once were; abortion, while still a right, is hardly
thought to be a duty; and while giving a child up for adoption is often
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commendable, today this is seen primarify as the route for women who

selves.

<. An short, the strongest objection by those who have assailed Murphy---
Brown is that she is a bad role model—in particular, that she is a bad role

model for poor women who, unlike her, cannot provide for their children
on their own, but go ahead and have them anyway, planning to turn to
the state for financial and other assistance. In many quarters those single
mothers are doubly condemned. First, they are seen to be prving money
out of the rest of us by trading on our natural sympathy for their inno-
cent children; yet this is said to leave taxpayers both unhappy because
they have less money to spend on their own children and with the dis-
tasteful feeling that society is condoning, even promoting, the initial ir-
responsible and seff-indulgent behavior by these poor single mothers,
Then, these low-income women are rebuked as high-frequency failures as
parents—for example, when their children disproportionately drop out of,
or are disruptive at, school or turn to criminal behavior. Of course, not
- everyoreisapproves of Murplty Brown or even those poor women wito
choose to have children on their own knowing that they will have to turn
to the state for assistance. Many people believe that every American
woman (at least if she is emotionally fit) ought to be able to be a mother
if she wants to be.

These various types of single mothers are significant because they raise
. different issues, and, in turn, they have yiclded very different policy solu-
tions and proposals for reform. But before we turn to policy questions,
some general demographic information is presented that, among other
things, shows single-parent families to differ significantly from some com-
mon myths about them. The policy discussion that follows begins with a
historical overview that demonstrates how American policies have changed
sharply in the past century, Next the focus shifts to the conflicting ideo-
logical outlooks on single-parent families reflected in the thinking of con-
servatives and liberals today, This clash of views is then applied to some
current policy initiatives most importantly, the bipartisan-reform of wel-
fare that occurred during the Clinton presidency. The chapter concludes
with a call to refocus public attention on the needs of the children in
~sifgle-parent-familics: - ' '

Single-Parent Family Demographics: Myths and Realities

Father-Headed Single-Parent Families

In the first place, not all single-parent families are headed by women. In
1970, three-quarters of a million children living in single-parent families
lived with their father (about 10 percent of such families); by 2000, more
than two million children lived in father-headed single-parent families (an
increase to approximately 15 percent).?
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These families are not the subject of much policy attention, however,

First; most of themmrare headed by divorced {or separated) men; a few are
widowers. It is rare, however, that the father of a child born outside of

- —marriage wilt-gairphysical control of that child, and this takes custodial
- fathers largely outside the most controversial category of single-parents.

Furthermore, single fathers caring for their children tend to be financially
self-supporting and therefore generally beyond the purview of welfare re-
formers. Finally, they tend to remarry fairly quickly and hence remain
heads of single-parent families for only ‘a short time.” In £, the main
public policy controversy involving these men today concerns divorce cus-
tody law—in what circumstances should fathers be able to beconie heads
of single-parent families in the first place? This topic is discussed in the
chapter by Judith Wallerstein.

Noncustodial fathers are quite another matter—whether divorced
from or never married to the mothers of their children. As we will sce,
they are the subject of a great deal of public attention and concern.

Unmarried as Compared to Divorced and Widowed

Turming back to familics headed by single mothers, one myth is that they
are predominantly women who have never been married to the father of
their child. Yer there are actually more divorced (and separated) single
mothers: For example; in 2000, 55 percent of single ‘mothers were di-
vorced o separatéd, and another 4 percent were widowed. 3 Moreover,
because of the predominance of widowed and divorced mothers, large
numbers of women become single mothers, not at their child’s birth, but
later on in their child’s fife, often not untit the child is a teenager. Hence,
among the children in single-parent families, living one’s entire childhood
apart from one’s father is by no means the norm.

Cobabitants

Cohabitants with children in their houschold are a complicated cate-
gory, and, in turn, they complicate the data.* As noted earlier, although
the women in these families are decidedly single mothers in a leeal sense,

in many respects these couples resemble married couples. 5o, many of
these households are better described as two-parent, not single-parent,
families. Some demographers have recently suggested that “cohabita-
tion operates primarily as a precursor or a transitional stage to marriage
among, whites, but more as an alternative form of marriage among
blacks.”®

In any case, these cohabiting houscholds come in several varieties.
One first thinks of two biological parents not married to cach other but
living with their child—as exemplified by Susan Saradon and Tim Rob-
bins and the Swedish model. Cohabiting mothers in this situation still of-

ten show up in U.S. surveys as though they were &%§R§WWAIW}%?{ZIT 4
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living on their own, because survey instruments tend to categorize re-

Single-Pavent Families ' 19

their wages from work nearly meaningiess. Although these women would

—-spondents-only-as-married or singlc.

A second variety of cohabiting households inchidés a single mother

~with-her-child who is now living with, but not married to, a man who is

not the child’s father, These women are drawn out of the ranks of the
never married, the divorced, and the widowed; they, too, are frequently
counted in surveys as living on their own. Moreover, in this second cat-
egory especially, it is often quite unclear to outsiders whether the man is
a de facto spouse and stepparent, a casual boyfriend, or something in be-
tween,

Yet a third category of cohabiting households contains a homosex-
ual couple {more often two women) in which one of the partners is the
legal (usually biological) parent and the other is formally a stranger (al-
though some lesbian couples of late have successfully become dual moth-

crs through adoption). These families are discussed in the chapter by Ju-- -

ditlt Stacey.

Working and Not

Although the myth is that single mothers (especially never-married wel-
fare moms) spend their time lounging around the house, watching TV,
doing drugs, and/or entertaining men, this is a wild exaggeration. A large
proportion-is-in the paid labor force. Official data from 1999 show that
~inore thar two-thirds of alf women with children are in the labor force.
Married women’s rates are about 62 percent where the youngest child is
under six and about 77 percent where the youngest child is six or more.
Within the ranks of single mothers, divorced women work more than
married women, whereas never-married women are less likely to report
working.®

Single mothers often feel compelled to worlk full time even when their
children are very young, although the official data again show a differ-
ence between divorced and never-married women., According to 1999
figures, of those women with a child under age six, 60 percent of di-
vorced women and 41 percent of nevet-married women worked Sull time;
this was higher than the rate for married women, 39 percent of whom

weére working full time.”

A decade ago, fewer than 10 percent of single mothers who were
receiving welfare officially acknowledged carning wages.? Rescarch by
Kathryn Edin suggests that, in fact, a high proportion of them was actu:
ally employed at least part time.? They tended to work for cash in the
underground {and sometimes illegal) economy. According to Edin’s find-
ings, they did not typically do so to be able to buy drugs or booze, but
rather in order to keep their households from utter destitution or ro avoid
having to live in intolerably dangerous public housing projects. They kept
this work a secret from the welfare authorities because if the authorities
knew they would so cut back those women’s welfare benefits as to make

be viewed by the welfare system as “cheaters,” they tended to remain tiv-
ing in tairly impoverished circumstances. As Edin Juts.it, they felt com-

. pelled to break the law by the skimpiness of the welfare benefits-they re-

ceived. As we will see later in this chapter, welfare reform of the 1990s
has changed this picture somewhat.

Poor and Nonpoor

Even with the receipt of government assistance, more than a quarter of
family households headed by single mothers officially live below the
poverty level (as compared with less than 5 percent of families headed by
a married couple).1® Although this is a distressingly high number, to the
extent that the myth is that single mothers are poor and on welfare, the
myth is false. A substantial share of single’ mothers provides a reasonable
level of material goods for their children, and well more than half of all

single mothers are not on welfare_TIn 1998 _fop SXTMPIC, aboul 30 per-

cent of female-headed houscholds with related children under age eigh-
teen received means-tested cash assistance, 11

Those who escape poverty for their families have tended to do so pri-
marily through earnings and secondarily through child support and gov-
crnment benefits (or through a combination of these sources)——aithough
typically not by receiving welfare, In 1998, -nonpoor single-mothers-re-
ceived about 81 percent of their income from carnings, 6 percent from
child support and alimony, and 7 percent from Social Security, pensions,
unemployment compensation and the like, but only 5 percent from wel-
fare, food stamps, and housing assistance.!? It is not surprising, then, that,
m 1998, the poverty rate for single-parent families with children under
age eighteen was 43 percent before the recetpt of means-tested cash trans-
fers and 37 percent after their receipt, a relatively modest reduction in-
deed.!3 A different, and often more promising, route out of poverty for
single mothers and their children is through marriage and thereby into a
new family structure. These stepfamilies are discussed in the chapter by
Mary Ann Mason.

White and Nonwhite

The myth is that single mothers primarily come from racial and ethnic
minoritics. While it is true thar these groups are disproportionately rep-
resented given their share of the population, in fact, these days more sin-
gle mothers are white than any other group. For example, in 1999, 40
percent of nonmarital births were to whites, 33 percent to blacks, and 25
percent to Hispanics.!* On a cumulative basis, as of 2000 there were 6.2
million white, mother-headed family groups (including white Hispanics}
as compared with three million black, mother-headed family groups (in-
cluding black Hispanics)—even though 32 percent of all black farnily
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ing young servants to those people wh c Hely i
deen IA{tL) theii fiomes, rarmsf) ani busjr?estsoe?(,?t\tgset:tsizgigig 1?:1:(;2 ;hﬂ;"
the social work profession that was then just getting underway, the ‘X?h'(t)-
—House Conference pushed instead for the adoptiéh of Mothe};;"' Pensi‘olnc
plans. Soon' enacted, at least on paper, in most of the states, this new a S
proach envisaged cash Payments to single (primarily widov,ved) motheis
who were certified by social workers as capable of providing decent par-

groups were headed by mothers and only 10 percent of all white family

. groups were headed by mothers. !5

Change over Time

The demography of single-parenting has changed a lot over the twenti-
cth century. There are many mote single parents today than there were

several generations ago, both in absolute numbers and, more importantly, enting in their . i
in terms of the percentage of all children (or all parents) affected. pockegts_lfi‘ . .(.)‘.V.ﬂ.h(.)l.]?es ].f they only had a fittle more money in their
In 1900, the typical single parent was a widow. Male deaths through ; Mothers® Pensions, the precursor to Aid to Famil .
industrial and railway accidents were very visible. By contrast, divorce was Children (AFDQ), reflected both the ps choloo- alrm 1cs wlt_h DCPefldﬁllt
then scarce (although desertion was a problem). And becoming a single best for the children to be raised in tic};r ow gﬁ:a perspective thaf' It was
mother by becoming pregnant outside of marriage was not very common, cal outlook that it was appropriate for the mﬂthomes and the sociologi-
especially because so many who got pregnant promptly married the fa- - raise them (perhaps ¢ aking in other familics ? c(;s to stay at home and
ther.'® Now, especially since the 1960s, all that is changed. Divorce is = | leaving their children to join the regular _C_S-dalulﬂ; ¥ or se\;r:)ng? _bl?_t..}?..‘_?t
more frequent. “Illegitimacy” and cohabitation are also more prevalent see, this benign attitude toward tl%c 1p§ie ta C;r forct?). f"xs we will
than in earlier periods. For example, of women born between 1940 and single parents, which was reinforced hvp;z,, M:lnﬂg pulihfwsifgst-anc‘e to
I3 1 I TR I 1 [ . c o o R TR - ! Iz goontion =L . ;
777, Ui“y 35 l:wcrccm Ladl Hved willl a pariner ol the oppoesite sex Dy age at the urgimg of President Franklin D, JROOSCveltr’and r;aiﬁ: Jf)\adul iiyéb
twenty-five; of those born between 1960 and 1964, 37 percent had done through the 1960s. has substantial] ained ar least
s0.1” Moreover, the stigma of bearing a child outside of marriage and /or ’ Y evaporated.
what some still call “living in sin” is much reduced.
Nonetheless, along with these changing characteristics of the single- Divorcees
parent family has come a change in public empathy, Earlier there wasvery . L Much earlier in the 1900s, while widows were_pitied. magi
woowidespread compassion for single parents and their children when single = broadly frowned upon. I&bﬁéthelcss 11: Wasc'.p red,-marital-breakup was
parents were mainly widows and divorcees, especially in the pre-no-fault that some spouses acted in intolcrabie ways 1111§rc§31nlgly acknowlcdgled
era, when divorce usually was tiggered (formally at least) by the misbe- allowing their spouses to divorce them Adult et should be censured by
havior of the husband. Today, at least in some quarters, single mothers - sertion were the main categories of 11;121(:(:(: :L'gl, Spouslgl abuse, and de-
are loathed—as those receiving welfare who have borne their children out- most of it seemed to be engaged in by hus lf ad e ;\namal conduct, and
side of marriage or who are suspected of bringing about the end of their by, however, the divorce [aw rcquirem)itnr Ofaﬂ s. As the dcc.ades rolled
marriages through their own sclfishness. As of 1996, the last full year that spouse and innocence on the part of the co Sin:F? ongdoing by. o
AFDC (“welfare”} was in effect, about 60 percent of those receiving wel- | the attitudes of many couples themselves E;n . 2'mlllmg e roon il fic
fare had children cutside of marriage as compared with but a trivial share War 11, and accelerating in the 1960s 1l;»1 pecially starting after World
in the 1930s and less than 30 percent as late as 196918 70 ize that their marriages had simply brbliixc?\l::aﬁzugiz; ‘Elnz;: to reaz
¢ oth wante

out. il di : i
ut. Until divorce la\y ci::anged to reflect this new outlook, couples were
prompted to engage in fraudulent charades {often invelving-thetstand
retendi 2 i isfi
pretending to engage in adultery) so as to satisty domestic relations law

Changing Policies toward Single Parents

Widows J udg;s i fale di
O-rault div - : : .-

In 1909, President Theodore Roosevelt convened a historic first White - rapidly followed g;c(itllli‘;‘vs?:tsctsg]ngfsd r;ncti(s:ilfomm o e an.d ey
House Contference on Children, which identified the poverty of widowed reform allow couples amicably to obtairﬁ, a div “?atf'e L’ not OHI'Y dld' this
mothers and their children as a central policy problem. Then, if states and one of them adjudicated as the Wrdngdoer bu;f:ic‘c without having 'Clth(:r
localities provided any assistance at all, it was too often through the squalid mitted any dissatisfied spouse to terminate ;] o I oSt states, 1t per-
conditions of the “poor house” into which single-parent families might Whether no-fault divorce actually caused an inclc ma.miﬁc u'mlaterally.
move—something of a counterpart to today’s shelters for homeless fam- or merely coincided with (indeed, grew out of) trﬁase n i ¢ divorce rate
tlics. The poor house itself was the successor to an carlier system in which divorce is unclear.22 What js cicz:r, however. is thcatSPZirj c)l:‘]cge C:zzl:lid dfor

; oday

j ‘SpCI”lt(‘ rn()th(-‘l‘s fdl 2 l Cir < l]cll(,l C Q0 3 o
l 1 ¢ j'{'c( t E) ¥ (l y g te 1 h y Or
2 i thelr h 2l O thers ? y
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ing to the great increase in single parenting.?® As we will see, that state
of affairs, in turn, has recently generated something of a backlash move-

Stngle-Parent Families 23

At the end of the century, however, a policy backlash emerged. Between
1967 and 1997, the proportion of African-American children born outside

ment,onc thatseeks o reiniroduce legal barsiers to divorce i families
with minor children. R T T

Hiegitimacy

Public policies toward illegitimacy (and, in turn, toward both abortion
and teen pregnancy) have also changed significantly during the 1900s. At
an earlier time, children born outside of marriage were pejoratively la-
beled “bastards™ and denied inheritance and other rights connected to
their fathers, although their biological fathers did generally have the le-
gal duty to support them ** If a single woman became pregnant, a stan-
dard solution was to promptly marry the child’s father, perhaps pretend-
ing that the pregnancy arosc during marriage afier all. Adoption was

available to. some, who would be encouraged to go away before-their

regnancies began to “show,” only to return childless afterwards as
2 > ¥

criminal punishment and subjected the woman to grave risks to her life
and health,

Rather suddenly, a little more than two-thirds of the way through
the twenticth century, policies in these arcas turned around dramatically.
For those who wanted it, abortion became legal. More important for our
purposes; remaining unmarried and then keeping a child born out-of-
“wedlock became much more acceptable. For example, instead of expelling
pregnant teens, schools adopted special programs for them. Fewer women
gave up their newborns for adoption—for example, 19 percent of white,
unmarricd birth mothers did so in the 1960s, but only 3 percent did so
in the 1980s.2° The courts forced states to give many legal rights to ille-
gitimates that had previously been cnjoyed only by legitimates;2¢ and
many legistatures voluntarily expanded the inheritance rights and other
entitlements of out-of-wedlock children. Soon, unmarried pregnant
women far less often married the biological father during the course of
the pregnancy—a drop of from 52 percent to 27 percent between 1960
and 1980.%7

Women who had children outside of marriage were no longer casually -

labeled unsuitable mothers and, as noted previously, soon became the largest
category of single mothers receiving welfare. In terms of public acceptabil-
ity, something of a high-water mark may have been reached in the early
1970s with the conversion of welfare into a “right™ by the federal courts,
the elimination of welfare’s “suitable home™ requirement, and the end to
one-year waiting periods for newcomers secking welfare. 28 This ignited an
explosion of the welfare rolls,?? and for the first time in many states, African-
American women gained reasonably secure access to benefits. At that time
Republican President Richard Nixon proposed turning AFDC from a com-
plex state-federal program into a uniform national scheme.

of marriage skyrocketed from around 25 percent to nearly 70 percent; and
_ the rate for white children was viewed by some as_poised for a similar tra-

<o Jectory—and in-any case has grown from 8 percent thirty years-ago to around

22 percent today.*" Now, curbing illegitimacy, or at least unmarried teen
pregnancy, scems to be near the top of many politicians’ lists.

Child Suppore

It has been Jong understood that fathers have a moral obligation to pro-
vide for the financial support of their minor children, In the absent par-
ent context, this means paying “child support.” For most of the twenti-
eth century, however, a substantial proportion of men failed to pay the
support they might have paid.?! The default rate by divorced fathers has
long been very bigh, and in out-of-wedlock births the father’s paternity
often was not even legally determined. (Stepfathers with no legal duties

& v relisble a. PSSR Y. VI V. SEVIONE SRV
- ewre frequently amore relisble sourse-of suppeors i Morcoverin TIbaY

states, even if noncustodial fathers paid all they owed, this was judged to
be a pittance when compared with the child’s reasonablc needs. Deceased
fathers were no more reliable, frequently dying with estates of trivial value
and without life insurance.

Through the 1930s, AFDC and its predecessors were the main pub-

. lic_response to. these. failures—providing . means-tested.-cash.-benefits. to

poor children (and their mothers) deprived of the support of a bread-
winner. In 1939, however, special privileged treacment was afforded wid-
ows and their children. The Social Security system was expanded so that,
upon the death of the working father, “survivor” benefits would be paid
to the children and their caretaker mother based upon the father’s past
wages. 3 This, in cffect, created publicly funded life insurance for most
widows and their children, with the result that today hardly any widowed
mothers find it necessary to apply for welfare.

No comparable “child support insurance” was provided, however, so
that divorced and never-married poor mothers have had to continue to
turn to the socially less favored means-tested welfare programs instcad of

Social Secusity, Qn-behalf-of-these-families;—the-effort;much-entarged
since the mid-1970s, has been to increase the amount of child support
an absent father owes and to beef up child support enforcement efforts. 3
Notwithstanding those reforms, it is still estimated that more than ten
billion doilars of child support annually goes uncollected, and many cus-
todial mothers are unable to collect any support for their children.?®

Cobabitation

It appears that American society generally is becoming more accepting of
cohabitation, even if it remains frowned upon in many circles. (Clearly,
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same-sex cohabitation continues to be highly controversial.) So far as pub-
lic policy is concerned, however, marriage still makes a significant differ-

Sy
T3

T 1l - P
ce—or-cxample; when children are involved and the cohabitants split

up, the woman who keeps the children (as is typically the case) contin-

~uesto-be disadvantaged as compared with the woman who had married.
Although she is entitled to support for her child, only in very special cir-
cumstances can she gain financial support for herself from her former part-
ner. 5o, too, upon the death of her partner who was the father of her
children, while her children can claim Social Security benefits, she does
not qualify for the caretaker Social Security benefits that a legal widow
would have obtained 36

Conflicting Conservative and Liberal Perspectives

The conservative critique of single-parent families has partly been a fi-

nancial one. The typical rhetorical question has becn: Why have taxpay:

ers who work hard for their money had to turn it over to single mothers

who are not being forced to work and, in many cases, should not have

had their children in the first place? This complaint was focused on poor
single parents claiming welfare—and more particularly on those mothers
rather than the men who impregnate them.

A second aspect of the conservative critique, however, is cast more
generally. It asserts that single parent families are inferior families. These
claims tend to fly under the heading “Dan Quayle was right,” a reference

- to the foriner vice president’s much publicized attack on Murphy Brown. 37
This “family values” claim has stirred up a hornets’ nest of controversy.38

The underlying theory starts with the notion that when there is no
father around, the child loses the parenting benefits that the father would
have provided; indeed, some argue that “fatherlessness” is an inherently
pathological condition that inevitably leads to deep psychological
wounds.*” In any event, with the mother now overburdened by having
to raise the child on her own, the quality of her parenting is also thought
to erode. Children in these families are seen as deprived of proper role
models—no working father who embodies and imposes something of the
work ethic; instead, all too often, a mother who is permitted to remain
a long-term dependent on the state. A further inference is that the child

often loses community support because the single mother moves more
frequently. In addition, when single parenting arises from a marital
breakup, it is surmised that the child suffers from the conflict surround-
ing the dissolution,

Indeed, when simple correlations are made, being a child in a single-
parent family is associated with worse outcomes than being a child in a
two-parent family.*® Moreover, not only are these outcomes worse for
the child (such as lower educational atrainment, being more likely to be-
come a teen parent, being more likely ro be unemployed), they are also
worse for society (such as, more likely to be on welfare as an adult).4!
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In the face of this evidence, what has infuriated many conservatives
is that several public policies conld be constmed as actually encouraging

single parenting. These include casy access to-divorce and to welfare and

.the coddling of pregnant school girls, as well as the fact-that, by contrast,

poor two-parent families generally have not qualified for welfire

A grave problem with resting the conservative case on simple correla-
rions, however, is that single-parent families are simply not a random sam-
ple of all families, Theretfore, just because children in single-parent fami-

lies are in certain respects comparatively worse_off, that in. no.way proves

that they are worse off fecause they are part of single-parent families.
For example, poorer married couples break up at a greater rate than
do richer couples. Hence to compare children of divorced familics with
children of all still-married families is the wrong comparison, At the least
we would want to compare them with a subsct of poorer still-married
families in order to try o get at how they might be doing had their par-
ents remained married. Bur, then, of course, when we start thinking like
that it is easy to appreciate that even among couples who are in the same

CCGTTOTITC SHTAtion, HiUSe Wilo DFeak Gp arc 1ol JUST HKC TIOSE Wi §tay
married. So to compare even these two sets may misleadingly suggest how
children of the divorced would have fared had their parents not divorced.
Itis simple to imagine, for example, that were their parents to have stayed
together, the children would have suffered from severe spousal conflict,
from abuse (physical, sexual, or emotional), and so on. In other words,
the--actual children- who-are in single-parent families -might-have- been
worse off, or no better off, had their actual parents remained married—
even if other children whose parents choose to stay married havereal ad-
vantages.*? In the same vein, even before they have children there are
many differences, on average, between those women who go on to bear
children outside of marriage and those who bear children when married;
so, for example, perhaps children of married women with similarly low
education, income, and work cxperience also have worse outcomes than
the average child,

Sorting through all of this is a very difficult task. Nevertheless, a few
vears ago Sara McLanahan and Gary Sandefur*? carried out some highly
sophisticated statistical analysis designed to get at these more difficult ques-

tions—They concluded- that; evernrafier adjostirgfor-imitidifferernices in

race, parents’ education, family size, and residential location, there are in-
deed significantly worse outcomes for children in single-parent families of
all sorts, as compared with those living with two biological parents. They
also found that these outcome differences do not importantly vary as be-
tween single-parent familics created by divorce and those created by a
nonmarital birth (although outcomes arc less bad for children of widows).

Notice that these comparisons do not yet take income differences into
account. This is especially tricky to deal with because income differences
exist among families before family disruption and income declines are
caused by the creation of a single-parent family, McLanahan and Sande-
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fur’s analysis shows that about half of the lower outcome differences for
children in single-parent families is accounted for by income differences,
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liberals see them as failing to address the actual needs of children and
families and uvntairly sagmatzing those victims whe are not to blame for

———and-that mest-ef that-is accounted for by the loss of income that oeeurs

by becoming a single-parent family (and only a little because of preexist-

- ingrincome differences). Put differently, they find that the single most im-
portant factor accounting for the lower measured well-being of children
in one-parent families is the loss of income suffered by the custodial par-
ent upon becoming a single parent whether by divorce, death, or non-
marital birth. While this is clearly not the same thing as saying that
single parents are worse parents, for their children it is nonetheless a neg-
ative outcome.

A second important factor in explaining worse outcomes for children,
according to McLanahan and Sandefur, is what they call residential mo-
bility. Children living in single-parent familics tend to move around more
(and especially at the time the single family is created) and this, on bal-

ance, also appears to be harmful to children. This is probably so because-

it means the loss of what McLanahan and Sandefur call “community
capital”—the community friendship and support networks that come along
with living for a long period in the same place. Again, although the women
who, for reasons of economic necessity, have to move their children to a
new home following divorce can hardly be termed bad parents metrely for
making the move, their children may nonetheless suffer as a consequence.
Finally, although they could not fully adjust, for example, for the
greater predivoree conflict among couples who do divorce and those who
~~do'not; McLanahan and Sandefur conclude that a significant share of the
remaining difference in children’s outcomes is accounted for by differ-
ences more closely intertwined with family structure itself—for example,
less contact with the biological father and less intense supervision by the
{relatively more burdened) custodial mother in single-parent families as
compared with two-biological-parent families. Tt is not at all clear, how-
ever, whether this factor leads to a little loss in children’s well-being in a
large number of single-parent families or a farge loss in only a few of
them. The latter is more consistent with the conventional liberal outlook
that many single parents can do as good a job of child rearing, and some
do a better job, than do couples.

Moreover, liberals tend to see the focus on nontraditional family struc-

ture as starting at altogether the wrong end of things. When they look
out across American familics today, they are foremost struck by the stag-
geringly high rate of child poverty (especially in single-parent families)—
probably the highest child poverty rate of all industrialized nations** in a
country that prides itself on being the most powerful and in many re-
spects the richest in the world.

When liberals start to look for explanations for this appalling situa-
tion, they first fasten, not on changing family structure, but on jobless-
ness and pervasive racism. Therefore, instead of faulting our current poli-
cies as responsible for promoting the breakdown of the rraditional family,

their circumstances. So, while conservatives might draw on McLanahan
and Sandefur’s findings to point to the desirability of men and women

.. staying together for the sake of the kids, liberals are more. likely. to ask

why more is not being done collectively to get more income into the
bands of single-parent families. Given McLanahan and Sandefur’s find-
ings, more income could help reduce outcome differences for chil‘dren
not only directly but also indirectly by reducing the need fo_r new single
parents to move out of the neighborhood. - .
Furthermore, among many liberals, there is a celebration of diversity
of family forms and hence a rejection of the conventional family structure
(married couple, husband emploved, wife at home) as the social ideal o
which everyone should aspire. From this perspective, there is consider-
able long-term social benefit to be gained from dislodging what many see
as the implicit patriarchy of the rradiional nuclear family even if) during
the transitional period, there might be some modest cost to children raised

ples). This outlook may also cause liberals to discount the significance of
McLanahan and Sandefur’s findings. For example, the 50 percent greater
high school dropout rate they found for children in single-parent fami-
lies as compared with children living with two biological parents may feel
rather different when it is understood that we are talking about a 19 per-
cent dropout rate as compared with a 13 percent rate. So_while_liberals
are not likely to say that it is unimportant to have six more children grad-
uate out of every one hundred who attend school, still when puat this way
they may conclude that the worse outcome for children in single-parent
famnilies is really rather modest,

The bortom line is, as explored in the following section, these very
different outlooks on today’s American families makes one expect that it
would be extremely difficult for liberals and conservatives to reach any
sort of genuine agreement on the direction of family policy toward chil-
dren living with a single parent.

Child Support

In the past few years, much policy reform has been directed toward get-
ting noncustodial parents to put ‘more money into the hands of single-
parent families. Put more simply, the goal has been to force absent fa-
thers (often termed “deadbeat dads™) to transfer more of their income
to their children and the children’s mothers. One reason for these policy
changes 1s that they are among the few solutions on which most liberals
and conservatives can agree.
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Congress has on several recent occasions prodded states to change
their child support regimes in a number of ways, The sizc of th

custodial parent’s support obligation has been considerably. increased in -
most states. At the same time, the calculation of the sum is now largelye.

- deterniined by formula, instead of being left to the discretion of a local
judge in the course of adjudicating a divorce or paternity determination.
On the collection side, most of the effort has been directed toward mak-
ing the process routine, especially through the automatic withholding of
support obligations from wages and the direct payment of such obliga-
tions over to the custodial parent (or to the welfare authorities if the
mother is on welfare).

Nonctheless, child support enthusiasts are by no means satisfied. Al-
though inflation of late has been very low, in the past even moderate in-
flation has quickly undermined the value of child support awards, neces-
sitating difficult courtroom battles over modifications. Hence efforts are
underway to-establish a regime of automatic modification based upon
changing costs of living. On another front, too many noncustodial fathers

remain unidentified, at leasr formally. In response, somc states have posted”

officials in hospital nurseries on the theory that when unmarried men come
in 16 see their newborns they can be coaxed into admitting paternity on
the spot,

An important part of the child support shortfall occurs in the welfare
population, There, however, increased support collection generally will
benefit the taxpayers, not children in single-parent families. This is be-

" cause welfare recipients have had to assign their child support rights to
the government and have been entitled to keep only fifty dollars 2 month
from what is collected. This helps explain why fathers of children on wel-
fare are not so eager to pay the child support as they might otherwise be.
Indeed, a fair proportion of these absent fathers now secretly and infor-
mally pay support directly to the mothers of their children,*® because, if
the welfare department managed to capture those funds, the outcome
would be the enrichment of the public fisc at the expense of poor chil-
dren. While redirecting those funds from mothers to-the welfare depart-
ment would strike a blow against what now qualifies as fraud, the resuft
would nonetheless be the further impoverishment of children,

Morcover, one has to be reafistic about collecting increased child sup-

port from absent fathers. Many of them have new familics and new chil-
dren to support. While some people might find it irresponsible for them
to have taken on these new obligations, the practical reality is that we are
often talking abour shifting money from one set of children to another. In
other cases, the nonpaying father is unemployed. Should he be forced to
tind work, or be placed in a public service job, so that income could be si-
phoned oft to satisfy his child support obligation? Some are urging this very
solution.*® Yet, what is to happen when the men fail to comply with their
work obligations? Are we going to imprison thousands of these dads?®”
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In any event, child support policy largely strikes at the single-parent fan;
i ' er-ar i teIre
1515 atter-thefact Y S e AP ' ’E?”d
from fathering children or abandoning their families if they knew they face

~gubstantialy and-nearly-certain; collection of child support obhgamons.. Other

carrent policy initiatives are more openly “prevention” oriented.

Divorce Law

Among.those who. have concluded that it often would bc:-be-ttm: fc_)r the
children for the parents to stay together, rather tha{} SPEIF up, it is n_o‘t
surprising that no-fault divorce has become a target fgr reform. The pic-
turc these critics present is that some parents selfishly da-vorc.e even though
they realize they are putting themselves ahead of thcu‘. chlldre-n aer are
likely to harm their children as a result—or clse they blithely fhvoruz_ un-
aware of the harm they will do to their children, The goa_l_(?f_ the critics,
they say, is to make divorce more difficult in hopes of helping the chil-

dren. 8

The problem, however, arses in deciding exactly how‘to changn? di-
vorce law. The most sweeping proposal is simply to bar dl\f'orcc entirely
to those with minor children. This solution, however, carries costs thillt
most people would find unacceptable. Suppose one spouse (stereotypi-
cally the father) is guilty of domestic violence against the chllldren and{ or
the other spouse. It seems-unimaginable today that; in such circumstances,

o wistild Trsise thigt thie victim sponse rémain el To e sure, the

divorce ban advocates might concede that she would be entitlc.ct‘to a l_(?—
gal separation and /or a protecuve order keepmg. him away from the chal-
dren. But, at that point, to continue to prevent divorce scems grgtmtously
masty. Since keeping the parents together for the sake of the children has
been abandoned in this case, the only real consequence of the bz.lr.would
be to prevent the victim spouse from remarrying—and perhaps giving the
children a stable new family relationship. So, too, SUppOsE oie spouse
abandons the family. What good is possibly served by df:nymg the'othe'r
spousc a divorce and thercby keeping her from }"cmalfrymgwcspccmlly if
the alternative is for the abandoned spouse to live with, but not marry,
her new love?

T'hese examples make clear that a complete ban on divorce by thosc
with minor childeen is unsound and unlikely to be adopted. They ano
demonstrate that even to enact a strong presumption against divorce Wth
special exceptions will inevitably embroil the spouses and thc_ courts in
wrangles over individnal fault, a prospect that makes most of thf)sc fa-
miliar with the operation of pre-no-fault divorce law shudde’r. After all,
if you made an exception for physical abandonment, Woul.dn t you have
to make an exception for emotional abandonment, especially if it were
combined with extramarital love affairs? And if you made an exception
for physical abuse, why not for emotional abuse?
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This prospect has caused some of those who want to make divorce
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educationally and psychologically oriented. Some of them are discussed
in the chapter by Carolvn and Philip Cowan.

law tougher to retrear to the seemingly simple idea that onlyunilateral

divorce would be banned. If one spouse-objected; the-other could not

.. force a divorce on the one who wanted to remain married. These criticy
clim that American faw secms to have jumped directly from fault-based
divorce to unifateral divorce, when it might have stopped in between by
allowing divorce only by mutual consent,?

Proponents argue that requiring both parents to agree will put an ex-
tra roadblock in front of indiscriminate sacrificing of the child’s interest.
They seem to have in mind the father who gets tired of marriage and
family and selfishly wants out-—perhaps because he has a new “girlfiiend.”
Bur, if s0, how useful is it really to give his wife a veto? If, as a result, he
resentfully stays in the marriage, will this actually be good for the chil-
dren? Alternatively, what is to prevent him from simply moving out with-
out obtaining a divorce, perhaps taking up housekeeping with another
woman? Again the rule really only means that he cannot remarry. Fur-
thermore, this regime is already the law now in the State of New York,

and-yrer e
thing would be so much better if only the more liberal states tightened
up their rules to match New York’s.

A final restrictive approach would imposc a substantial waiting pe-
riod {say, two or more years) before one parent could obtain a unilat-
eral divorce and/or insist on marrtage counseling before filing for di-

.yorce. Although some have argued that cither of these measures would
benetfit the children, here again there is reason to be skeptical. A long
waiting period could cause people to file for divorce even more quickly
than they now do, or, in any event, simply to treat the rule as a time-
hurdle to remarriage. Offering willing parents marriage counseling is
probably a good idea, and legislatures might consider making this a
mandatory benefit in all health insurance plans {as part of the coverage
of mental health services generally). But coerced counseling is likely to
have a low payoff,

This analysis suggests thar tegal change intended to make divorce
more difficult to obtain would largely be a symbolic matter and is not a
very promising way actually to help children avoid harms that may come

from-diverce P

ree—Perhaps more promising, then, are incentive approaches de-

signed to help cooperative parents who are at risk of divorce to stabilize
their marriage. These could inctude financial support provided through
the tax law. For example, in the late 1990s, Republicans pushed through
a umversal child tax credit of $500 a year, although many Democrats op-
posed this on the ground that it means spending too much money on
families who do not need help. They would rather spend the money
through an expansion of the Farned Income Tax Credit, which is better
tailored to low-income families. Other reformers would prefer to direct
the financial rewards to voung familics who are first-time home buyers.
Yet other intervention strategies designed to help maintain marriages are

A different prevention strategy is to try to discourage women from be-

coming single unwed mothers at the outset. From the rl}eionc on: h:;rf
these days, this Is widely undcrstgod to be a prol?lenll o 1 tlccz;zf ni ini,
nancy,” and liberals and conservatives do seem united in their ¢ (i\; e
tion to reduce its incidence. However, as the‘ chapte.r by Iam:’ aul »
shows, it is important to keep in mind that minors (girls uf{l(:ici dag_{:tlz1 E{iim
teen) actually account for a rather small share of mothers of ¢ nildre Lo
out-of wedlock. To be sure, hardly anyone w01-11d argue that 1th15‘ csn'_
able for a young woman (or for her child) to give bsr_th wben sﬂe; ;hn,
der age sixteen (although births to femalés. Fh.at young remain, statis L}j
rather unusual events). Moreover, recenit research shows that a'very sig
nificant share of young teen pregnancies involve men who are by no means

£owo fiffeen-vear

e-certainly don’t hear no-fault divorce critics arguing that every-

“apepoons T o o pregiant gl Tois ot shmply acase of svo hiltee

oiiss ftrc;_cl)laing arOugd”Band tzljle girl carclessly gctEing pregnant; rather, 2(1)1;
too often, the father is an adult male,-bﬂ chc§ for a large pr?pgruqarc—
these very young women, we are, candidly, talklpg about scxu:i e;) se E)A L
vention. Yet given the staggering amoun_t.of child and spousal abuse g,(,;:
erally in our society, it is, alas, not surprising that we also are not very

: ; - _young.teen. to.gct pregnant.
.. feetive-at preventing-the-abuse that causes-a-young.teen.1o. get-preg

Some have pushed for a return to statutory rape Pr.oscctmons;—g:
which the girl’s youth makes her legally mcapabie pf gsvm.g.fonse.n.. t_,.
sexual relations. In the 1970s and 1980s most district atto.imys seein 0
have abandoned bringing these cases. There has be§11 a rene_we-d ll(ﬁp(:
since the mid-1990s that threatening the predators with the c.rmm;a :1w
could discourage their reckless procrcadon.‘ To that end, Flom‘da‘, orS Ltl.;(_
ample, passed tougher statutory rape laws for cases wher; th‘cxc lsramini_
stantial gap in the ages of the parties, and Gcorgm passe ;t: (?ngtftc ot
musm prison sentences for statutory rape. It is casy to b.c ent .;sms 1'ma o
this idea if you do not have to worry about funding it, 01’51 yoqii 1 i ne
that the mere threat of prosecution would alter the men’s conduct dra

niaticatly:Bue-once “W"C"’“p"l'Ct'i:i“i’e—‘L"}T?“i’\‘:‘Sﬁ'g‘*n_—aS—pﬂfEiﬁ‘g?l-&I;gf:—ﬂ:lf}li{:ilf;@-f in-
appropriate fathers in prison, the idea becomes .mut,hdtiss; att E v . b
Again, therefore, it might be more prodquc t01 ea Iv;fl > ;()) of

lem through positive measures rather than with threats. If t (;sczi yt ) t%
men faced better job prospects, they would alslo be better candida C;s o
marry adult women closer to their own age. With these twcz morcf lcz; -
able outlets for displaying their masculinity, perhaps many fewer o t‘l.

would be drawn to the idea of preying on underage girls to demonstrate
thelrl\;fcl):iléglcless, many policymakers will dcspair_at the pr(;spcch f)f (:ij
fectively controlling the conduct of men and so will return their focus
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young women. As Jane Mauldon’s chapter emphasizes, one promising
strategy is to provide young women with betrer access to sex education,
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| : i ikely to
£ 3 ¢ s approach is also unlikely
night basketball” programs suggest that this app

“win bipartisan support.

contraception, and abortion. These tdeas, however, begin to divide Iib-

erals and conservatives. Obviously, many conseivaiives find abortion {and

Welfare Rf_zﬁ)?'m _

-..Sometimes contraception) immoral; and often they argue (even in the face
of evidence to the contrary) that, in practice, this strategy will only in-
crease premarital sex, something they also ©ppose on moral and /or prag-
matic grounds. In any event, information alone is unlikely to affect the
behavior of those young women who, however misguided, want to get
pregnant to demonstrate their love for the guy—or for that matter the
conduct of the guy who wants to give her a baby to prove he loves her,

One possible way to change young women’s preferences is to bribe
them not to get pregnant. Planned Parenthood, a private organization,
has actually experimented with programs like this, and some say they
work——not so much becausc of the financial reward given to teenage girls
who do not get pregnant, but because of the peer pressures that arise
from many teens being in the program together, say, through their

school.?! Bur widespread implementation of such a scheme would be .

LT damt
ey

trieky-business, If you were not extremely careful about whom you
bribed, you would end up spending most of the money on those who
were not really at risk of pregnancy in the first place, Moreover, conser-
vative ideology generally resists the idea paying people to do what con-
servatives believe they have the moral duty to do anyway.

If it is not easy to gain consensus in favor of public policies of these
. 501t8, .what about solutions that take harsher stance against pregnant
young teens? Schools could return to their prior practices of threatening
to expel pregnant tecns. Poor teenagers could be told thar if they got
pregnant, they would under no circumstances be given money to move
out of their home (as welfare traditionally allowed them to do). The state
could make clear that Very young women who had babies would be
deemed unfit parents and have their children taken away and adopted or,
I necessary, raised in orphanages. If a package of these provisions worked
completely to stop young teens from getting pregnant, it might be a pop-
ular solution. But that is an implausible outcome, Even 1 50 percent re-
duction in the pregnancy rare would be heralded by most policy analysts

as a dazzling success, The upshot, however, is that the social costs of im- b

b Yats

postig-thepermltes-on those who would remain undeterred would be

educated, perhaps abused at home, and poorer—and the children they
bear would, in turn, also suffer, Or else the public would face huge new
expenses for foster and institutional care of children removed from their
mothers. Maybe we couid distract teens from sex by offering to them
other enjoyable activities during those parts of the day when they other-
wise tend to go unsupervised. But exactly what those distractions should
be is not altogether clear, and anyway conservative antipathy toward new
spending as well as conservative sneering at analogously motivated “mid-
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been for AFDC recipients. Earnings just supplement child support, and
for those widows on Social Security substantial part-time employment is

possible before benefits are reduced. By Contrast, as noted carlier, in AFDC

most of one’s wages had simply gone back to the government to reduce

. one’s welfare check,

Without coercion, society might get many more single women vol-

untarily to enter the paid labor force if it were more advantageous to
work. For example, if all regular jobs carried health insurance, and if the
collective support we provide for public schools were extended o include
preschools and day care for working parents, then not only would many
of those single parents who always have worked be better off, but also
many others would find work far more attractive. So, too, if the rules
abour combining welfare and wages were more like the rules for com-
bining child support or Social Security and wages, more single mothers
would probably choose to work at least part time. But all these reforms
would also cost money at a time when all politicians, and especially con-
servatives, seem to be trying to reduce federal public spending.

It is also true that a significant share of women who have been re-. .

-eelving-welfare are not abie-bodied and available for work in the way that
might be hoped. Some are mentally disabled, others have very low edu-
cational atrainment and no work experience, still others are abusers of
drugs and alcohol, and so on. This does not mean that most mothers
who have been on welfare cannot work, but it does mean that if all wel-
fare recipients were all cut free to scek work themselves, many would find

.it.impossible to obtain jobs on their own,

What President Clinton’s advisors discovered, therefore, is that if we
are going to force single mothers to work, we are going to have to cre-
ate a lot of jobs for them, often public service jobs, Bur any jobs strategy
that true liberals are likely to endorse will involve much higher adminis-
trative costs, new child care costs, education and training costs, and sub-
stantial wage subsidies. That means lots more public spending than sim-
ply sending a monthly check to these mothers. But for conservatives,
“ending welfare as we know jt” was decidedly not meant to impose new
financial burdens on the taxpayers. As a result, it looked as though it was
not going to be easy to achieve a political consensus on getting most poor
single mothers into the workforce.

Of-course;siniply cutting off all welfare would cause some women
to take paid jobs (and make some welfare mothers now sccretly working
live on those wages and not the combination of carnings and welfare),
Bur just as we saw with proposals for harsh treatment of teen parents, the
anguish comes when we think about those who are not going to succeed
in the private jobs market, As always, we need to be realistic, and not
overly optimistic, about the behavioral responses we are likely to achieve
through policy reforms.

To be sure, some of these women and their children could be taken
care of by their extended families (frequently to the detriment of the other
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children in those families). Perhaps a few would be deterred from having

children in the first place, and a few others would wind up-helding their

marriages together. Private charity could make up some of the remaining

-.gap,.but hardly ali.of it..But what-about the rese -

In the face of these difficulties, the 1996 wélfare féform law elimi-
nated the federal entittement to welfare and kicked the prf)blexn back to
the states. Under the compromise, no longer would the federal govern-
ment match state welfare spending according to a formula, Instead, the

states were given great freedom to design their own welfare programs. To

finance them, they have been awarded an annual lump sum (a sqcalied
block grant) from Washington to which they must, at least during the
carly years, add some of their own money. In principle, unde}‘ the nc\iv
welfare policy few recipients are supposed to be allowed to remain on cash
assistance for more than two years at a time or five years in a lifetime.
Through 2001, the 1996 welfare reform scheme (rcrl_a_mt_;d___’lfz?Nlji
for Temporary Assistance for Needy Families) was far more successful an
far less harmful than its critics predicted.52 First, by the start of 2000 the

weliare taseload IRtonwide nad, astoundingly, declined by more than 50
percent. This sharp decline, combined with the block grant federal fundc;
ing, was a financial bonanza for many governors. Ovcre.lll., states W(l)fl‘ll:l
up with much more money to support cach fam}ly remaining on welfare,
and most have used that increased cash to proyldc income .51‘1ppit:mcnts,
child care, job search, and other services to assist tl?.oit?fafl}lje's.“.Se;ond,
more single mothers-report being employed; both aniong those who re-
main on TANF and among those low wage earners who.h.a\f“em lcf“t.‘(or
never enterced) welfare altogether: and these moﬂ.wrs are repo-rtmg hlgner
carnings than in the past. Thied, as of 1999, child poverty rates nation-
wide declined back to 1979 levels. Fourth, at [cast some d}lld outcome
studics have shown improvements in the well-being o.f f:hﬂdr(:ﬁ f)f the
poor, although other study resuits are much less promising, and in any
case, it is difficult to connect such changes to 'v\fcifare reform per se.

On the other hand, there are some disturbing trends as well. Many
of those mothers who have left welfare do not seem to be t:t‘npioyed, or
only hold jobs temporarily, and in other cases wind up financially no ‘Efet—
ter off than they were before welfare reform. Moreover, the proportion

of ~families livirg ~atone-haif the poverty level or below (i, “dcclp
poverty”} has alarmingly increased. Furthermore, by t.he. t:nfj of 2001, ?11 y
a few families on TANF were beginning to reach their hfegmfi 5-year im-
its on federal support, and it remains uncgtain how well 111d1.v1dua1 T.tat.cs
will support single mothers and their children after many hit th.atblmit.
Finally, of course, the years between 1996 and 2000 were cconomlg 9?111
times, and many analysts are extremely fearful ablout how poor families
will fare as the nation moves toward or into recession at the end _Of 2001.

Of course, no one wants American cities and towns? to 1'ook like those
third world places that are filled with children begging in the streets.
While this scems a highly unlikely prospect in the short run, the longer
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run outcome s ess clear. TANF comes up for reauthorization in 2002,

b 7
Single-Parent Families 3

ive i 1 i ity educadon
not all American youths live in decent housing, obtain a quality ed R

Although there will be some sticky issues ro work out, as of theendof

2001, i does not look as though this reauthosization-will oceaston fiir-
ther welfare reform as a high priority issue. But one should not -blithely
assume that there will be no welfare erisis fater in the decade.

Refocusing the Policy Perspective

When it comes to single-parent families, much of our current policy fo-
cus is on parents: whether they divorce, whethey they pay child support,
whether they have children ouside of marriage, whether they work, and
0 on. Supposc instead that policy attention were aimed at the childven
in single-parent families. For example, as we have seen, if a child’s bread-
winner parent dies, the government ordinarily assures that child far bet-
ter financial security than it does if that child’s breadwinner parent is sim-
ply absent from the home: Social Security steps in to satisty the deccased
parent’s obligation to have provided life insurance but not the absent par-
ent’s duty to provide child support.

Comparable treatment for the latter group implies some sort of pub-
licly funded “chiid support insurance” scheme. Plans of this sort (includ-
ing those that would expand Social Security in exactly this way) have in
fact been proposed, most notably by Irwin Garfinkel, although so far ar
least they have not won widespread endorsement.? This sort of scheme

~ could assure all children living in single-parent families of equal financial
SUPPOTt=—say, up to the poverty level. Or, like Social Security and privare
child support obligations, the benefits could be related to the absent
parent’s past wages. In either case, carnings by the custodial parent could
supplement, rather than replace, the child support benefit.,

* Such a plan could be firanced by general revenues or Social Security
payroll taxes. But it might also be funded, at least in substantial part, by
absent parents, thereby. making the plan one that guarantees that a suit-
able level of child support will actually be provided and hiakes up the
shortfall when the collection effort fails. Were this second approach

adopted, not only should it dramatically reduce our sense of the cost of
the plan but alse it should

Id offset any tendency that the plan might oth-
crwise have to increase divorce,

It is important to emphasize that a plan like this would much improve
the lot of many children who in the past have been dependent on welfare
and large numbers of children with working-class and even middle-class
mothers whose absent fathers now default on their child support obliga-
tions. It must be conceded, however, that in view of the direction of
recent welfare retorm, the prospects at present arc not favorable for any
new initiative to provide cash for children In single-parent families.

A ditferent child-centered approach, therefore, is ro try to provide all
children with essential goods by means other than providing cash. Qught

1 £ 1.1 - . y - : L ol LS is
ceive adequate food, have access o decent falthy care; and 5o Utlll. um.t
iy i i i e Crit-

not the place to detail the many alternative mechanisms by which thes

“ical items mitglit be délivered. Whart needs emphasizing, however; is that 3.3)I
i . REIES 4 . - ,

 program guaranteeing these sorts of things to all children would have vastly
progt: 3 g

disproportionate benefits to cfhiidren nt?w l:;lgf gds:llzil)cégiﬁg;fgziif
rer, if we can keep the focus on the n : !
xg ifc:tc;::imration, pcrlljaps we can escape ideological ba.tfles; gvccr.ilst“;cz;c
thiness of these children’s parcits. This is perhaps-a 11;:'1;(; 1&;& L one
that may be enhanced when the thmg dclwered. to ic chi ls i Ogthe et
than money: witness the greater public :‘md legislative popu ;.r t}éonda e
eral food stamps program and federal a.1d to elementary ;1;1‘1‘ se © ranl;y
ucation as compared with the now-decimated fedcra.i wle alel pr giar TC. .
The many policy reforms discussed -hcre arc_unl]kge ¥ 10 ;a:; doi i
pacts on people like Jackie Kem_ledy, Princess DlaniEl { }lsa;:-ldi o Wh; 1
Murphy Brown. But ordinary single mothers (and their chi
in analogous situations have a great deal at stake.
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