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in the United States about twenty years ago: women who support them-

selves and their families were becoming the majority of the poor.! Why
the emphasis on women who support themselves? Along with their husbands and
children, many married women were and are pootr. However, the poverty of women
who maintain families by themselves is directly related to the economic status of
women. Diana Pearce, who coined the term and conceptualized the feminization
of poverty, referred to women who are poor in their own right.2

In studying the feminization of poverty I concentrate on single mothers,
one of the groups of women who support themselves. The reason is that lone
mothers are not only burdened by women’s disadvantages in the workplace and
their disproportionate share of labor in the home but by the related phenomenon
of single parenthood, itself overwhelmingly female and much more likely to be
associated with poverty than single fatherhood.3 Despite the emphasis here on
women of working age, it is important to bear in mind that the poverty of elderly
persons is even more feminized. Indeed, nearly three-fourths of the elderly poor
are women. 4 Their inequality in the labor force and in the home is often the cause
of their poverty in old age.

About a decade ago, my colleagues and I studied the feminization of pov-
erty in the United States and asked whether this phenomenon also existed in
other industrial nations.> Among other things, this comparative study helped us

’ I Y he feminization of poverty refers to a troubling trend that was identified
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to understand and conceptualize the phenomenon more clearly. In this article, I
determine whether the feminization of poverty persists in the United States, nearly
a decade later, or whether it has stabilized or reversed itself. I begin by presenting
our conceptual framework and identifying the factors that contribute to the femi-
nization of poverty. I also summarize the results of our comparative study. As part
of this update on the feminization of poverty in the United States, I point to
recent developments in social policy that are likely to influence the future of
women’s poverty.

Conceptualizing the Feminization of Poverty

Feminization of poverty among families is related to two sets of factors: (1) higher
poverty rates among families supported by single women than among married-
couple families or those supported by single males, and (2) the proportion of all
families that are maintained by single women. In 1960, the first of these factors
was present but not the second. About one-fifth (20 percent) of all families with
children were poor in 1960, compared to almost three-fifths (56 percent) of single-
mother families.® Yet the latter were just over one-fourth of all poor families with
children. Despite having very high rates of poverty, single-mother families were
only a minority of poor families.

U.S. poverty became feminized in the years that followed because more
single women were supporting families and because their poverty rates continued
to be much higher than those of married-couple families. As a result of demo-
graphic changes, more women were subjected to the substantial and persisting
risk of poverty that comes from supporting a family by themselves. Rates of di-
vorce, separation, and nonmarriage of parents all rose substantially after 1960.
Whereas single-mother families were about 10 percent of all families with chil-
dren in 1960, they had become twice as numerous (21 percent) in little more
than a quarter century (1987).7 As a result of high rates of poverty and the in-
crease in their numbers, single-mother families were 60 percent of all poor fami-
lies, compared to less than 30 percent in 1960.8 Moreover, the poverty of all
families maintained by women, with and without children, had become femi-
nized.? Historians of women’s poverty have written of the tendency of women to
predominate among the poor in earlier centuries.!? Perhaps, then, we might more
precisely refer to the refeminization of poverty.

Paradoxically, these findings regarding the feminization of poverty in the
United States did not mean that women and their families were worse off than in
the recent past. In fact, the resurgence of American feminism and of progress
toward women’s equality was concurrent with the feminization of American pov-
erty.1! At the very time when women had been emancipating themselves from
unpaid domestic work and fighting once again for equal rights, families main-
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tained by women had become the majority of poor families.12 Although poverty
had become feminized, the poverty rates of families supported by single women
had actually fallen.!3 By the 1980s, in addition, the gap between men’s and women’s
earnings had begun to narrow.!4 Nonetheless, single-mother families were nearly
six times as likely to be poor as married-couple families.!>

Understanding the feminization of poverty requires an analysis of why
women who support families by themselves have high risks of poverty and why
the number of women supporting families, particularly those who are single moth-
ers, has increased. With regard to poverty, we need to look at labor market fac-

tors—whether or not !
.. In fact, the resurgence of American
women work outside

the home, how fully feminism and of progress toward
they are employed, and  women’s equality was concurrent with

how much they earn. o o s .
Since two-thirds of poor the feminization of American poverty.

single-mother families are black or Hispanic, it is important as well to look at the
role of racial and ethnic discrimination as well as gender in the poverty of these
women. In order to get a better sense of trends and prospects, moreover, we need
to give some attention to the status of public policies such as affirmative action
which are designed to reduce the inequality of women and minorities in the labor
force. Furthermore, attention must be paid to other government policies that are
designed to compensate for single parenthood and for low earnings. In addition
to analyzing these sources of poverty that are present today as well as a decade
ago, I will examine the demographic factor, that is, the great increase in divorce,
desertion, and nonmarriage of parents. Particularly in the case of poor women,
especially minority women, these are often related to economic conditions.

The U.S.: First in Feminization of Poverty

Examining labor market, social welfare, and demographic data in six other indus-
trialized countries helped to sharpen and confirm this conceptualization of the
feminization of poverty. In addition to the United States, the countries in the
comparative study were Canada, France, Japan, Poland, Sweden, and the former
Soviet Union. Although we found that women were at risk of poverty in all these
countries, the trend was most advanced in the United States. Compared to the
other countries, all of which had fewer economic resources, U.S. poverty rates
were high.16 So, too, were rates of divorce, separation, nonmarriage of parents,
and single parenthood.

Using standardized poverty measures, researchers at the Center for Policy
Research at Syracuse University found that in the mid-eighties, single-parent house-
holds had poverty rates of 53.3 percent in the United States, compared to 48.4
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percent in Canada, 15.8 percent in France, and 5.5 percent in Sweden.!”

Two of the countries in the comparative study, Sweden and Japan, es-
caped the feminization of poverty but for very different reasons. Because Sweden
had low rates of poverty for both single-parent and married-couple families (5.5
percent and 4.5 percent), it seemed meaningless to speak about feminization of
poverty. Sweden, it should be emphasized, had relatively high rates of single moth-
erhood (about 20 percent) but had broken the link between this family composi-
tion and poverty that we in the United States tend to take for granted.!8 Japan,
on the other hand, avoided the trend not by low rates of poverty, but by very low
rates of divorce and single parenthood. The few Japanese women who supported
their families alone were quite disadvantaged economically, indeed more than
their U.S. counterparts, but there were very few Japanese women in that eco-
nomically vulnerable position. Indeed, few Japanese women with families were
willing to risk economic independence.!?

Since we considered it preferable to reduce poverty rather than to pre-
serve marriage at the cost of women’s continuing inequality, perhaps even abuse,
we focused on the Swedish model. For Sweden demography was not destiny.
What policies, we inquired, had enabled Sweden to break the link between single
parenthood and poverty?

Together, Swedish labor market and social welfare policies had kept pov-
erty rates low. For many years Sweden had pursued full employment and wage
solidarity policies that placed women in a more favorable market position than
their counterparts in other countries. The labor market position of Swedish women
itself is not only the result of economic but of social welfare policies as well. The
Swedish welfare state provided many employment opportunities for women and
the near-universal, subsidized child care that made it possible for so many Swed-
ish women, including the mothers of very young children, to enter the labor
market.20 The labor force participation rates of Swedish women were among the
highest in the world. Solidarity wage policies contributed to another advantage of
Swedish women, one of the narrowest male-female wage gaps in the world.2!
Nonetheless, despite these favorable labor market conditions, 29 percent of Swedish
single parents would have been poor without government income transfers or the
benefits of the Swedish welfare state.22 Jobs for all at decent wages clearly made it
easier to finance the Swedish welfare state since more people were working and
paying taxes and fewer needed compensation for unemployment or low pay. Swed-
ish single parents were in a much more favorable market position than their coun-
terparts in other wealthy Western nations who, on average, would have had pov-
erty rates of over 50 percent had they lacked government income support.23 The
exit from poverty—and the way to modest comfort, as well—was, for many
women, generous government income support, notably government-guaranteed
child support, family allowances, universal health benefits and, as we have already
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mentioned, subsidized child care. The Swedish system is characterized by a large
proportion of universal benefits or non-income-tested benefits and is much less
dependent on what Americans call welfare and Europeans refer to as social assis-
tance. Yet, at the time of our study, about 40 percent of Swedish single mothers
were acquiring at least part of their incomes from social assistance provided by
municipal governments.2 Government income transfers from both federal and
municipal levels of government reduced the poverty of Swedish single-parent fami-
lies by 81 percent. The comparable figure for the United States, which also did
much less well by women in the labor market than Sweden, was about 5 per-
cent.2> Sweden was not alone in high rates of poverty reduction through social
welfare: the figure for the Netherlands was 90 percent; for the UK, 75 percent;
for France, 59 percent; and for Germany, 34 percent.

Sweden was a full-employment state and a welfare state, and the benefits
of both contributed to women's escape from poverty. From these data we may
infer that if women are to be free of the control of individual men and of poverty,
they need the state. U.S. writers have thought in terms of a trend from individual
to state patriarchy, but those reflecting on a more generous and benign treatment
of women by government have referred to a partnership between women and the
state.26

Perhaps owing to the demise of a socialist challenge or viable alternatives
to capitalism, some Europeans have, in recent years, been attracted to an Ameri-
can model that promises lower taxes and leaner government budgets. Even though
the failure of governments to buffer their citizens against the insecurities of the
world economy may tear at the social fabric, some Europeans speak enviously of
the American approach. However, countries like Sweden, France, and Germany
would have to make very substantial reductions in social welfare to sink to the
American level, and there is some indication that popular resistance in some of
these countries will not permit them to cut programs with strong constituent
support.2’

Scholars disagree about the extent to which European welfare states are
being cut back. Paul Pierson, for example, holds that welfare-state reduction is a
problematic process, even if some of the groups that advocated it, such as labor
parties and working-class movements, have lost strength.28 One reason is that
beneficiaries form strong interest groups that resist the dismantling of the pro-
grams on which they depend. Pierson’s case for welfare-state resilience rests heavily
on his claims that even in Britain, with a strong, Conservative regime that was no
friend of the welfare state, program reduction was minimal. There are other scholars
who report substantial declines over time in the United Kingdom as well as in
other European countries, though changes still fall far short of dismantling the
welfare state.2? In any case, the dismantling process could be ongoing and cumu-
lative. It took nearly thirty years, from the relatively repressive but largely
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unimplemented measures to cut back Aid to Families with Dependent Children
(AFDC) in 1967 to the 1996 passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act, which repealed AFDC and replaced it with a
program significantly named Temporary Assistance to Needy Families. In nine-
teenth-century England, several decades of debate and ideological realignment
preceded the passage of legislation that was also labeled “reform” and that denied
all aid outside the workhouse to the able-bodied poor. In short, it is difficult to
predict the future of the welfare state in either Europe or the United States.

U.S. Poverty Remains Feminized

There has been little change in the poverty level of single-mother families in the
United States during the last decade. Poverty rates for single-mother families were
about the same in 1993 as they were in 1987 (46 percent), but in the last three
years, which were unusually good ones from the perspective of unemployment,
their poverty rates have fallen (to 42 percent in 1996, the last year for which
figures are available).30 This is a drop in poverty rates of about 8 percent, but the
fact remains that over two-fifths of all single-mother families are poor. The pov-
erty rates of black single-mother families have decreased by 14 percent since 1987
but are still over 50 percent. While the situation for black women and their fami-
lies has improved, the poverty of Hispanic single mothers has risen, and in 1996,
60 percent of these women and their children were poor. The poverty rates of
married-couple families are about the same as a decade ago (in the 8 percent range),
although they climbed somewhat higher in the recession years of the early 1990s.

Whereas poverty rates of single mothers fell somewhat in recent years, their
numbers increased. While families headed by a single female with offspring un-
der eighteen years of age were just over one-fifth of all families with children in
1987 (21 percent) by 1996 they had become nearly one-fourth (24 percent).
Thus, although the poverty rates of lone mothers fell absolutely and in relation to
the poverty of married-couple families, family poverty is at least as feminized now
as it was a decade earlier. Three-fifths of poor households with children (60 per-
cent) were single-mother families in 1987, compared to 61 percent in 1996. Pov-
erty rates were also constant for all families, with and without children (54 per-
cent in 1996 and 52 percent in 1987). To conclude, poverty remains feminized as
we near the millennium, just as it was in the 1980s. The trend has more or less
stabilized, neither increasing nor decreasing. Thus while poverty continues to be
feminized in the United States, its feminization appears to have slowed and per-
haps even ceased.

Sources of Women’s Poverty

Women who support themselves and their families face disadvantages related to
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both family composition and gender. First, let us examine deficiencies related to
single parenthood, which is largely a female status. Since income rises with the
number of wage earners, families maintained by a single adult are at a disadvan-
tage compared to married-couple families. To illustrate, the median income for
families with no wage earners was $13,320 in 1996 (below the four-person pov-
erty standard of $16,036), compared to $27,895 for one-earner families, and
almost double that, $55,547, for families with two or more earners.3! Clearly,
two-parent families have the advantage; both parents are employed in more than
three-fifths (64 percent) of them, and only 3 percent are without an employed
parent.32 Poverty rates for families with just one member in the labor force were
over seven times more than that of families with two or more members in the
workforce (15 percent versus 2 percent).33 It should also be noted that having
more than one adult earner in a family is an excellent form of unemployment
insurance, and it is a form of protection in which families maintained by single
persons are deficient.

Among single-parent families, those maintained by women are not only
much more numerous but at greater economic disadvantage. One reason is the
difference in labor force participation rates of the two sexes. Although women,
especially those with young children, are much more likely to be in the labor
force today than twenty years ago, the fact remains that in all age groups between
twenty and sixty-four, men have higher rates of participation than women, and
these differences are larger during the peak child-rearing ages of twenty-five through
forty-four.34 These differences are reflected in the labor force activity of single
mothers and fathers. Whereas nearly one-third of single mothers are not in the
labor force, the figure for male single parents is less than half that or 12 percent.35

Among single mothers, those who have never married have lower rates of
labor force participation (53 percent in 1992) than those who are married with
spouses absent (64 percent), widowed (61 percent), or divorced (80 percent).36
Not working can be related to child care responsibilities, lack of adequate, afford-
able child care or other family care responsibilities. Poor mothers, in particular,
are handicapped by child care expenses; they pay 25 percent of family income for
child care, compared to 6 percent for the non-poor.3” The high costs of child care
may be a reason for the lower employment of never-married single mothers who
tend to be younger and to have younger children than other single mothers.38
Being less well-educated than formerly married single mothers, they may be less
able to command wages that would offset child care costs or provide an escape
from poverty.39 Black and Hispanic single mothers are much more likely never to
have married than their white counterparts—49 percent and 39 percent respec-
tively, compared to 23 percent.0 That is one reason why the poverty risk is greater
for black and Hispanic single mothers than for white.4!

The need to perform work in the home, personal characteristics such as
educational credentials and gender norms regarding employment may all influ-
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ence labor force participation, but there is another factor that affects both men
and women: the chronic lack of jobs, particularly in ghetto areas, even in times of
relatively low unemployment. The chronic unemployment and underemploy-
ment of both men and women, particularly in the areas where African Americans
remain heavily concentrated, are, we will show, important factors in the great
increase of single parents as well as their poverty.42

Differences in labor force participation are not the only reasons why the
poverty of single mothers is more than twice that of single fathers. A look at the
median earnings of women and men suggests another. In 1996, the median in-
come of female, year-round, full-time workers was $24,935, compared to $33,538
for men or about 74 percent.43 Black and Hispanic women earn 66 percent and
57 percent, respectively, of the wages of white men.44 Since 1979, the male-fe-
male wage gap has narrowed, partly because women’s education and tenure in the
labor market increased, but the closing of this gap has slowed considerably in the
1990s. Moreover, women have gained very little in real earnings while men’s earn-
ings have continued to decline. Indeed, the narrowing of the gap in recent years
has been due more to the fall in men’s wages than to the rise in women's.45 To cite
only the full-time earnings gap, moreover, is to underestimate gender differences
in earnings. Seventy-one percent of men who worked in 1996 were year-round,
full-time workers, but, owing to the factors that women’s full-time participation
in the labor force, that was the case for only 55 percent of women workers. If the
earnings of all male and female workers are compared, the differences are much
greater. In 1996, all women workers had only 62 percent the earnings of male
workers.46 Single-mother families with one member in the labor force have nearly
twice the poverty rate of comparable single-father families (27 percent compared
to 14 percent in 1996).47

There are other important reasons why women’s earnings are lower than
men’s. Many women work in occupations that are largely female and are compen-
sated at lower rates of pay than occupations that are predominantly male. Women
have made advances in the high-paying professions but account for only about
one-fourth of physicians and lawyers, compared to two-thirds of social workers
and nearly all registered nurses.48 Occupational segregation declined substan-
tially over the past two decades, although the decrease slowed between 1985 and
1995.49 In the mid-nineties, 57 percent of employed women were in administra-
tive support (stenographers, clerks, payroll clerks, etc.), sales, and service occupa-
tions, compared to 28 percent of men.>? Service, technical, sales, and administra-
tive support were occupations that employed over half the working poor in 1996.51
In 1997, median weekly pay was $313 for service occupations and $419 for ad-
ministrative support, both occupations in which women were about three-fourths
of the workers. By contrast, workers in transportation and material moving occu-
pations earned $498, and precision production, draft, and repair workers earned
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$548 weekly; men were over 90 percent of the workers in these occupations.52 In
all occupations, whether male-or female-dominated, women's median weekly earn-
ings were less than those of men.

Women also predominate in a type of employment arrangement that of-
ten leaves workers with less pay, less job security, and fewer fringe benefits. Con-
tingent employment is a term that refers to jobs that are other than a standard
eight-hour day, five-day week arrangement, that are expected to last for limited
periods, or that have no explicit or implicit commitment for long-term employ-
ment.>3 Women are two-thirds of part-time workers, and they are more likely
than men to be contingent workers.54

Although differences in education, training, and experience—themselves
related to racism and sexism—contribute to differences in labor-market outcomes,
discrimination continues to be a factor. According to one study, 56 percent of the
difference in earnings between white males and females cannot be explained by
differences in qualifications, and is therefore attributed to discrimination.55 A
study conducted by the Urban Institute found that when white and black appli-
cants who were carefully matched for qualifications applied for entry-level jobs in
manufacturing, hotels, restaurants, retail sales, and office work, young white men
were offered jobs 45 percent more often than their black counterparts, and young
Hispanics fluent in English were even less likely than blacks to be hired.56 In
reviewing its civil service positions, the State of Minnesota found that female-
dominated jobs were consistently paid less than comparable male-dominated jobs.
For example, radio communications supervisors (likely to be male) and typing
pool supervisors (likely to be female) were judged to have comparable skills and
responsibilities, yet the communications supervisors got $460 a month, or $5,500
a year, more in pay.>’

Within sex and racial groups, education raises income and reduces the
risk of poverty, but women and minorities have lower incomes and higher risks of
poverty than men or whites, even when educational attainment is held constant.
For example, among full-time, year-round workers in 1996, males had median
incomes substantially higher than females in all educational categories—for ex-
ample, $20,153 versus $15,156 for persons with less than a ninth grade educa-
tion and $32,521 versus $21,893 for high school graduates.8 In 1992, black
women with high school diplomas had poverty rates higher than whites of both
sexes with less than a high school education, and among college graduates, black
and Hispanic men and women had poverty rates at least twice those of white men
and women.>?

Equalization Measures

Three types of policies serve to equalize the treatment of men, women, and mi-
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norities in the labor market. First, there are anti-discrimination measures, such as
the Equal Pay Act of 1963 and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which
bans racial, sexual, and other forms of discrimination in training, hiring, com-
pensation, and promotion. Proving discrimination and gaining redress is a long
and difficult process that seldom leads to penalties sufficient to discourage the
offenders, much less other employers who also discriminate. The Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), which was established to enforce Title
VII, lacks the resources to bring to court any more than a fraction of the thou-
sands of complaints that are filed with it every year, and its influence was cur-
tailed during the Reagan/Bush Administrations when its policy was to concen-
trate on individual suits rather than on class action, that has the potential for
inflicting substantial financial losses on offenders and for discouraging racism
and sexism in other employers. Individuals who claim to be the victims of dis-
crimination can sue in federal court, but there are many barriers to redress.5% The
fact that so much occupational segregation and wage discrimination exists more
than thirty years after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 strongly sug-
gests that anti-discrimination laws are not equal to the problem. Indeed, the Of-
fice of Federal Contract Compliance (OFCCP), the federal agency that visits
government contractors to inquire about their compliance with nondiscrimina-
tion requirements, found that 75 percent of the employers it checked were in
substantial non-compliance with these laws.6!

Affirmative action or special efforts to move women and minorities into
occupations traditionally monopolized by men and to positions of authority within
all occupations is a second equalization policy. Affirmative action has come under
serious attack since the 1980s. Intended as a temporary expedient to overcome
centuries of exclusion and their lingering consequences, early termination of af-
firmative action was one form of abortion championed by conservatives. Histo-
rian Eric Foner has compared the present post—Civil Rights period to the post—
Reconstruction era, when initiatives to overcome the oppression of blacks were
also seen as favoritism.62 Since the early 1980s, the Supreme Court has inter-
preted affirmative action suits in the narrowest terms. In 1996, voters in the State
of California approved Governor Pete Wilson's executive order dismantling affir-
mative action programs under his authority. Some black intellectuals have op-
posed the strategy by claiming that it benefits the more advantaged members of
minority groups and that it harms those who are helped by implying they could
not have achieved their positions without favoritism,%3 despite the fact that very
few reverse-discrimination cases have been brought and a high proportion of those
brought have lacked merit.%4 Moreover, I am aware of no studies that have shown
that workplace efficiency or effectiveness suffered as a result of affirmative action.
Nonetheless, public opinion is not supportive of preferences for women and mi-
norities in hiring and promotion, even where there has been job discrimination

170 The Brown Journal of World Affairs



Feminization of Poverty: Here to Stay?

in the past.%5 Interestingly, the idea of affirmative action in favor of persons who
are economically disadvantaged seems to be more acceptable, and since women
and minorities are disproportionately represented among the poor, they would
benefit from such an approach.®¢ Economist Barbara Bergmann, who has co-
gently summarized the case for affirmative action, believes that a program for the
disadvantaged would be “a poor and inadequate substitute for affirmative action,
which acts specifically to end segregation by race and sex;” it could allow busi-
nesses that have never hired a woman or a black person for a higher-status posi-
tion to fulfill their obligations by hiring some white men who have grown up in
poverty.67

Whereas affirmative action is an effort to desegregate the work force, com-
parable worth or pay equity attempts to alter the reward structure of a segregated
work force, that is, to raise pay in female-dominated occupations. The approach is
to use comparable standards, such as education, experience, and responsibility to
determine pay for men’s and women’s different occupations in the same work-
place. By 1989, twenty states had implemented some reforms aimed at increasing
the wages of employees in female-dominated job classes, although not all these
states considered their adjustments to have been motivated by pay equity con-
cerns.%8 For the sixteen states from which it was able to collect data, the Institute
for Women'’s Policy Research found that the total spent on pay equity adjustments
was more than $527 million (1990 dollars) through 1992, and that 335,000 workers
received pay increases averaging $1,400. The progress in pay equity has been
attributed to the growing political power of women, and the rise of public-sector
unions which have recruited more women and blacks and played an important
role in the efforts to gain compensation for unequal pay.5? The National Committee
on Pay Equity reports several recent initiatives at the state and federal levels.”0

Compensating for Labor Market Disadvantages

For many women, income from employment is too small to support a family.
Indeed, the same low income that keeps a married-couple family from want or
that contributes to its modest comfort becomes a path to poverty when a woman
supports a family. Current trends in both the labor market and equalization poli-
cies give no reason to believe that the earnings of many single women will be
sufficient to keep their families above the poverty line. Two types of government
policies, one to facilitate child support collection and the other to provide income
support directly, compensate for the economic disadvantages of gender and single
parenthood.

Child Support

In theory, child support compensates for a formidable risk to income security—
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the loss of a major family breadwinner.”! One assertion that I need not back up
with figures—although I will do so anyway—is that many single parents get little
or no money from noncustodial parents to make up for this loss. Of the 9.9
million families eligible for support in 1991, only 56 percent even had a support
award, and of these families, only half or 28 percent of the total received every-
thing that was due to them.”2 There are large differences among single-parent
families with respect to child support. For example, only 17 percent of children
in families of never-married parents receive child-support payments, compared
to 52 percent with divorced parents.”> Much less likely to have married than their
white counterparts, black and Hispanic single mothers are also less likely to get
child support.74

After reviewing statistics on child support, the Ways and Means Commit-
tee of the U.S. House of Representatives, which has jurisdiction over the federal
child support program, concluded: “...the performance of the Nation’s child sup-
port system is modest and ...few if any of the measures of national performance
have improved in nearly two decades.... Both the likelihood of having an award
and of being legally entitled to a payment have actually declined slightly.””>

Jointly funded federal-state child support agencies are supposed to help
collect child support, both for families on public assistance and others who ask
for help. However, some child support was collected in only 19 percent of all state
agency cases in 1995, the last fiscal year for which there are nationally reported
data.”6 The Children’s Defense Fund, which finds the present record of child-
support collection “disheartening,” is hopeful that changes in the 1996 welfare
law which required states to change their procedures (e.g., streamline the process
for establishing paternity, and set up registries of newly-hired employees to track
down missing noncustodial parents and begin wage witholding quickly) will in-
crease child support.”’

While many fathers at all income levels default on child support, some of
these men are hard pressed. Indeed, as I will point out below, their poor economic
prospects have something to do with their absence from the home. For example,
the Committee on Ways and Means points out that AFDC benefit payments,
themselves low, usually exceed child support awards or the amount that noncus-
todial parents are considered able to pay.”® Support for the view that some non-
custodial fathers are unable to pay or able to pay very little comes from the record
of Sweden’s program of “advance maintenance.” This is a policy of paying through
government funds an amount thought necessary for a child’s support and collect-
ing the amount of child support from noncustodial parents that they are consid-
ered able to pay. The program is available in France, Germany, and the Nether-
lands, in addition to Sweden. Although the Swedish government recovers over 80
percent of support obligations, these collections meet only somewhat over one-
third of the amounts paid out as advance maintenance. As Marguerite Rosenthal
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observes, “the maintenance advance is really serving as a supplementary grant to
the custodial parent and her children.””? The difference between this approach
and the U.S. grant to single parents with income deficiencies—Aid to Families
with Dependent Children or its successor, Temporary Assistance to Needy Fami-
lies—is profound. The former treats the government grant as child support and
the latter, as welfare.

Social Welfare
Deficient labor market rewards and ineffective child support measures do not
exhaust the failure of U.S. policy to provide security for the most vulnerable of its
families. Social policy analysts refer to pre-transfer and post-transfer poverty, the
former meaning market income or earnings, private pensions, and private in-
come transfers such as parental child support. The latter refers to income after
taxes and government benefits are paid. Whereas other industrial countries re-
duce the pre-transfer poverty of lone-parent families by 42 percent on average,
the figure for the United States is 12 percent. Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Hun-
gary, the Netherlands, Norway, Slovakia, and Sweden reduce the poverty of these
families by 60 percent or more.80
Poverty reduction measures that benefit lone parents but are not exclu-

sively designed for them include assistance in paying for essential goods and ser-
vices, protection against risks to income security such as unemployment insur-
ance, and compensating for the costs and income losses of parenthood. In-kind
benefits to pay for essential goods, such as food stamps, medicaid, and housing
subsidies, are not counted as cash income or included in estimates of poverty but
certainly mitigate its effects, their often stigmatizing attributes notwithstanding.
Food stamps contributed to the decline in hunger in the United States in earlier
decades and continue to be available to poor families with children who are U.S.
citizens (or legal immigrants who were receiving these benefits before the passage
of the new welfare law in 1996). Although millions of Americans are without
health coverage, progress in providing medical care to lower-income children,
including those well above the poverty line, has been significant in recent years.
By contrast, the housing picture has worsened, increasingly burdening already
meager incomes and leaving little money for other purposes. Declining govern-
ment support for low-income housing has contributed to the shortage of afford-
able housing, and as a result four of five poor-renter households with incomes
below the poverty line face housing costs that exceed 30 percent of their incomes,
and more than three of five spend at least half their incomes on rent and utili-
ties.81

Benefits that compensate families for the extra costs and income losses of
bearing and rearing children include family allowances, paid parental leaves, and,
in the United States, the Earned Income Credit (EIC), which supplements the
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incomes of working-poor families with children. The United States, unlike many
other countries, has neither family or children’s allowances nor paid parental leaves
to cover maternity and the care of very young children. Germany, for example,
provides paid child-raising allowances for six months for families with less than
$56,183 a year ($42,137 for single parents) and from the seventh to twenty-
fourth month for two-parent and single-parent families with less than $13,484
and $12,922, respectively. The amount, $4,045 a year, though a supplement to
the income of a major breadwinner, cannot support a family by itself and is there-
fore insufficient for single mothers. France provides non-means-tested children ‘s
allowances to all families with two or more children, regardless of income. Re-
cently Canada has changed from a policy of providing allowances to all children
to one of grants that are means-tested but still reach 85 percent of Canadian
families with children.82 In the last decade, the United States has improved its
support to lower-income families with children whose parents are gainfully em-
ployed. The Earned Income Credit has been increased substantially under both
Bush and Clinton administrations in times generally unfavorable to low-income
programs. Without the credit the number of persons in poverty in 1996 would
have been nearly four million greater.83 On the other hand, the credit has done
little more than offset the declining value of the minimum wage.84 Moreover,
since poverty rates for families with children have remained constant after im-
provements in the EIC, it may be more accurate to say that the EIC has prevented
poverty from rising still further.85

From its inception in 1935 until its repeal, the major U.S. program for
poor, dependent children, AFDC, has been largely for single mothers and their
families (89 percent in its last year).86 The program was always stigmatized and
inadequate in its benefits, and these declined 37 percent in real value in the last
twenty years of the program’s existence.8” In January 1996, combined benefits of
AFDC and Food Stamps fell below the official U.S. poverty level ($12,320 for a
family of three) in all fifty states, and the median state provided combined ben-
efits equal to 65 percent of a poverty level that has itself been considered inad-
equate.88 The program established in place of AFDC, Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families (TANF), is not an entitlement, meaning that state welfare de-
partments are not obligated to provide benefits to all families who qualify.3? TANF
is the major item in a welfare law that is expected to reduce funding for low-
income programs by nearly $55 billion in a four-year period.?0 Whereas the age
of the youngest child in the family was the only time limit on the receipt of
AFDC, the new law cuts off TANF benefits after five years, regardless of whether
jobs are available for those who are dropped from the rolls. The new law also has
strict work requirements, frequently forcing recipients to enroll in unfair “workfare”
programs in which they are obliged to work off their benefits under conditions
that violate labor laws and leave them no more money than their meager welfare
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allowances.?! Already offsetting very little of the poverty of single mothers, the
United States has enacted new welfare-“reform” policies that will reduce the anti-
poverty effects of social welfare programs still further.

Although blacks were somewhat over one-third (36.4 percent) of the
AFDC caseload, welfare was long perceived as a program for blacks.?2 In my
earlier work on the feminization of poverty, when blacks and Hispanics were
together 56 percent of the caseload, I wrote that “the racism that has so long
infected American social life plays an important role in the inadequacy of the
American social welfare system and in the willingness of a society with such abun-
dant resources to neglect so many of its women and children.”3 Racism has also
played a role in the repeal of the program which, for all its shortcomings, was an
entitlement and a last resort for the nation’s poorest families.

In other countries, there are less stigmatizing programs that benefit single-
mother families. I have already noted that France, Germany, the Netherlands,
and Sweden have advance maintenance programs that assure child support to
single-parent families. France has a relatively generous but time-limited, means-
tested allowance for single parents with a child under three years of age.4

The Magnitude of Single Parenthood

If labor market equalization and social policies seem unlikely to decrease the pov-
erty of women who support families, what about the other major ingredient in
the feminization of poverty: the number of women who are supporting families
on their own? Single motherhood continues to increase, although it grew 16 per-
cent between 1985 and 1995, compared to 26 percent in the preceding decade.?
Single parenthood is more common in the United States than most other coun-
tries, but this family composition has become more widespread in all the indus-
trialized countries in Europe and North America.?® The increased rates of di-
vorce, separation, and nonmarriage are related to social conditions and values
associated with industrial societies, especially in the United States—individual-
ism and the right to personal fulfillment, women’s liberation, increased employ-
ment and earnings of women, and widespread recognition and condemnation of
family violence. Efforts to reduce single motherhood, short of restoring women’s
total economic dependence on men, would seem futile and, in any case, outside
the legitimate realm of the state.

Feminist writers have argued that stigmatizing programs for divorced,
separated, and never-married mothers are intended to punish them for deviating
from the family ethic or prescribed roles for women.” By contrast, widows and
their children are often covered by the socially acceptable Survivors’ Insurance
program. However, widows are a very small proportion (4 percent ) of single
mothers, whereas never-married women are nearly two-fifths (38 percent) and
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divorced or separated women, nearly three-fifths (58 percent).?® Since 1985,
moreover, the numbers of never-married and divorced or separated mothers have
increased, the former by nearly 70 percent, while widowhood has declined still
further.

It is true that AFDC and TANF are punitive and stigmatizing compared
to the Survivors’ Insurance program for “respectable” widows, but not compared
to what has been available to married-couple families who have little or no in-
come. Until the growth of the Earned Income Credit, the latter had been cov-
ered, if atall, by state general assistance which was nearly always more demeaning
and inadequate than AFDC. Indeed, it has been widely claimed that because
AFDC went almost entirely to single-mother families it was an incentive to single
parenthood. It
In European countries with much more might have been

generous benefits for single parents, both 2nticipated that
declining benefit

single motherhood and teenage pregnancy ... in AFDC
are less frequent than in the United States. would be a de-
creasing incen-
tive to single motherhood, but in the last two decades, when AFDC benefits fell
37 percent, single motherhood rose by 46 percent.? In European countries with
much more generous benefits for single parents, both single motherhood and
teenage pregnancy are less frequent than in the United States.!% New welfare
policies, accompanied by an animus against single motherhood, particularly out-
of-wedlock pregnancy, are more punitive toward single mothers than they have
been since the 1960s.191 A lifetime limit and strict work requirements during
receipt of benefits make single parenthood more insecure economically and could
thus make poor women more dependent on spouses, providing those men are
employed or able to support them. The new policy is intended to push more
women into the labor market, a policy that, by increasing the number of job
seekers but not the number of jobs, is likely to increase unemployment and keep
wages from rising. Thus, the new policies serve both capital and patriarchy.
Will new policies prevent a form of single parenthood that could and
should be reduced by social policies? There is a single parenthood born of pov-
erty, the result of limited employment opportunities and low earnings of both
women and men. Such economic deprivation can strain marriages or prevent
them from forming in the first place. Since the 1950s, observers have been point-
ing to increasing unemployment rates of blacks, partly stemming from their ex-
clusion from the white-collar occupations where job growth was concentrated.102
The consequences of declining labor market conditions on black men and their
families were also recognized. For example, psychologist Kenneth Clark pointed
out that the black husband who finds himself unable to function well as a hus-
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band and father because he cannot be an effective breadwinner may simply with-
draw from the family.193 According to an executive assistant to Secretary of Labor
Willard Wirtz, black unemployment in the 1960s was “cataclysmic, chronic, and
malignant.”104

Under Willard Wirtzs leadership the Labor Department documented
“subemployment”—unemployment, very low wages, involuntary part-time em-
ployment, and dropping out of the labor force from discouragement. In Novem-
ber 1966, when national unemployment was 3.4 percent, considerably below the
recent rates that have been considered low, the Department of Labor found that
in ten urban slum areas, the rate was nearly 10 percent, and subemployment
averaged 30 percent.10

In the 1980s, sociologist William Julius Wilson attributed the high rates
of single and unmarried parenthood among blacks to unemployment which, in
turn, reduced the number of marriageable men.1%6 The research of Wilson and
his colleagues showed that between 1960 and 1980 the number of employed
black males per 100 females of the same age and race declined significantly in
three of four regions of the country, whereas the marriageability of white males
declined only slightly. This research, however, overlooked poor employment pros-
pects for young women, particularly blacks.197 Nonmarriage, divorce, separa-
tion, and desertion would seem less likely if women as well as men were stably
employed and could contribute a second income to a family.108

While current unemployment rates are lower than they have been in sev-
eral decades, the official national statistics conceal much real joblessness and sub-
stantially higher unemployment among youth and minorities. In 1997, when the
unemployment rate was at its lowest in twenty-seven years, 6.7 million workers
were officially counted as unemployed, but there were, in addition, 2.8 million
part-time workers who wanted full-time work and 4.9 million non-job seekers
who wanted a job, a total of 14.4 million people, double the number counted in
the official figures.199 In 1998, unemployment rates for black men and women
were more than double those of white men and women. Youth unemployment
(16-19 years) was more than triple the overall rate (16 percent), and that of black
teenagers was double that.110

A better gauge of available work than the unemployment rates is the num-
ber of job vacancies per job applicant, and surveys even in areas with relatively
low unemployment rates show three to five job seckers for every job. In ghettos
the ratio of job seekers to jobs is much higher.111 Work requirements are punitive
when there are not enough jobs and, as long lines for decent jobs so frequently tell
us, unnecessary when there are enough jobs.112 Real welfare reform would begin
by assuring decent jobs for all men and women and might well discourage the
single parenthood born of poverty. Not surprisingly, civil rights organizations
have long considered “full and fair employment” true welfare reform.!13
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Feminization of Poverty in the Future

Poverty will remain feminized and, more important, too high, until the United
States changes its social and economic policies and priorities. A policy of full
employment would be the best insurance against poverty. Income support would
still be necessary to deal with the economic costs of parenthood, the single par-
enthood that persists when its purely economic causes are removed, and the in-
evitable risks to income security such as disability, as well as to supplement earned
income as long as wages remain too low to support families. Even with full em-
ployment, Sweden paid for all but the last of these, which was obviated by its
wage solidarity policies. Sustained full employment is likely to increase wages,
which declined for men and failed to rise sufficiently for women during two
decades of loose labor markets.

The U.S. economy has functioned optimally during brief periods of very
low unemployment, but, with the exception of war times, economic and political
elites have preferred and achieved relatively loose labor markets that drive down
wages and reduce the power of workers. Unemployment also serves to undermine
and break families. The United States is far wealthier than other nations that
provide more economic security to their people. 114 If maintaining substantial
amounts of unemployment is U.S. economic policy, then that should be openly
acknowledged and the victims of unemployment compensated rather than casti-
gated for alleged unwillingness to work. The United States could well afford to
prevent the poverty that results from unemployment, but the nation would be
richer, healthier, and less wasteful of its potential resources with full employment
as the centerpiece of its policies. With welfare “reform” we are left with neither an
entitlement to work nor an entitlement to welfare, and consequently with the
prospect of greater poverty among women and their families. Without either full
employment at decent wages or adequate income support, we can expect that
poverty will remain high in the world’s wealthiest nation and that it will continue
to be the special burden of women. @
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