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Single Motherhood, Employment, or Social Assistance: Why Are U.S. Women Poorer Than Women in

Other Affluent Nations?

Despite its reputation as the richest country in the world, in the U.S. women are more likely to
livein poverty than women in other affluent nations. Because women primarily receive income from
their families, the labor market and the welfare state, below | use cross-national, quantitative data to
assess how women'’ s participation in these institutions affects their poverty statusin the U.S. and eight
other Western nations (Australia, Canada, Finland, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, and
U.K.). Themain question | addressiswhy U.S. women’s and mothers poverty rates are higher than
those of their Western counterparts.

I begin with the theoretical framework and past research that inform my research questions.
Then | describe the data.and methods | use to analyze women’s poverty in the U.S. and eight other
Western nations. Logistic regression decomposition analyses and calculations of poverty rates based on
different measures of income assess how family status, market income, and social assistance payments
affect poverty. | conclude by discussing policies that could reduce the high rates of poverty of U.S.
women, mothers, and their children.

The Family, Market, State and Women'’s Poverty: Theory and Past Research

When considering how the family, market and state affect women’s and mothers’ economic
outcomes, it iscrucia to consider the intersections among these three institutions. Below | discuss each
in turn, focusing on how these institutions interact to benefit or disadvantage women.

Women' s family status, particularly their marital and parental status, unquestionably affects their
economic well-being. Regardless of marital status, women who are mothers fare worse economically
than female non-mothers (Folbre, 1987). To be sure, married and cohabiting women benefit from the
wages of a partner, while most single women do not. Y et due to increases in women’s economic status in

recent decades, single non-elderly women without children can often form non-poor households
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independent of men. Parenthood, however, continues to lower women'’s earnings (Budig and England,
2001; Folbre, 1987, 1994; Waldfogel, 1997).> Women typically perform more caregiving work in the
home than their male partners (O’ Connor, 1996). Because they spend more time taking care of children
and/or elderly relatives than men, women often reduce their hours of paid work, which lowers their
incomes and reduces their pension payments later in life (Folbre, 1987). Mothers also may be less
productive on the job, given the demands of childrearing, and they may face employer discrimination
because they have children (Budig and England, 2001).

Caregiving demands are typically more burdensome for single mothers, many of whom are sole
earners and caregivers for their families and thus “time poor”. Many single mothers are also financially
poor, given that many work part-time due to caregiving demands, and in some countries, many single
mothers lack income support from male partners.®> Increasesin divorce and out-of-wedlock childbearing
made single motherhood increasingly common in the 1980s and 1990s (M cLanahan and Kelly, 1999).
Given the lack of subsidized childcare and paid leave policiesin the English-speaking countries—
particularly the U.S.—low-income single mothers with young children are especially hard-pressed to
afford childcare and remain attached to the labor market. All of these factors suggest that it is not gender
per se, but motherhood that elevates women’s poverty rates (see Folbre, 1987).

Research suggests that single motherhood continues to be a primary cause of U.S. women's
persistently high poverty rates (McLanahan et al., 1989; McLanahan and Kelly, 1999). As discussed
below, U.S. women have higher rates of single motherhood than women in other Western nations (when
those in cohabiting couples are not considered single) (Christopher et al., 2001). In almost all Western
countries, single mothers have higher poverty rates than other citizens, though welfare states in most
countries substantially reduce single mothers' poverty rates (McFate et a., 1995).*

Labor markets and welfare states are other important sources of income. Regarding the former,
we must consider women'’s labor force participation rates, their hours of employment and their wages.

All three of these factors determine their market income. Like their Western counterparts, U.S. women's
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labor force participation rates, hours of employment, and wages have generally increased over the past
few decades (though a considerable sex gap in pay remains) (Bernhardt et a., 1995; Gornick, 1999;
Reskin and Padavic, 1994). These trends by themselves should reduce poverty rates among women.

But gender inequalitiesin labor markets persist. As stated above, women’s caregiving
responsibilities reduce their employment hours and pay. Further, jobsfilled primarily by men pay higher
wages than jobs filled primarily by women, even when these jobs are comparable on a number of
characteristics (England, 1992). Many typically “female” jobs are service sector jobs with low pay and
little, if any, room for advancement (Reskin and Padavic, 1994). Across Western countries, women work
in low-wage jobs. Kilkey and Bradshaw (1999) find that about 30-40% of Canadian and U.S. employed
single motherslive in poverty despite their earnings, while about 20% of Australian employed single
mothers are in poverty.

U.S. women are in need of wages that pay above the poverty line, because they livein a highly
“liberal” welfare state® in which social transfer payments for single mothers pay well below the poverty
line (Blank, 1997). Interms of the generosity of social transfers for single mothers and the availability of
state services (i.e. childcare and paid leave) for working women, the U.S. lags behind other “liberal”
welfare states (Australia, Canada, and the U.K.) (Meyers et d., forthcoming; O’ Connor et al., 1999).
Whilewomen in “liberal” welfare states have benefited from employment policies, these policies are
based on the notion of gender sameness—that femal e workers should be like male workers—in the
context of welfare states that are not attuned to the needs of working women (O’ Connor et al., 1999).

In other Western countries, welfare states use two main strategies to reduce poverty among non-
elderly mothers: social transfers for caregivers of young children, or social transfers combined with state
supports for women’s labor force participation (McFate et a., 1995; Sainsbury, 1996). Lewis (1992) and
Sainsbury (1994, 1996) discuss the “male breadwinner” (and female caretaker) model of social policy—
most evident in the Netherlands and Germany—in which mothers with young children often eschew paid

work.” In the Netherlands, single mothers receive generous socia transfers and have low rates of labor
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force participation. 1n Germany social transfers are a so generous, though more single mothers engage in
paid work (Kilkey and Bradshaw, 1999).

In contrast, the French and Scandinavian welfare states are based on the “individual” model of
social policy—similar to the “ parent-worker” model discussed by some social scientists (Lewis and
Hobson, 1997; Sainsbury, 1996). In these nations mothers, like all citizens, receive social transfers, and
the state provides employment services like subsidized childcare and paid leave that serve asincentives
for paid work (Gornick et al., 1998; Sainsbury, 1996). Many socia scientists praise the “individual” or
“parent-worker” welfare states, as they increase labor force participation among mothers, and
substantially reduce poverty among women and mothers (McFate et a., 1995; Meyerset a.,
forthcoming).

Some past research has considered how the family, market and state affect sex gaps in poverty.
Casper et al. (1994) find that Western nations generally use one of three strategies to keep sex gapsin
poverty low: high levels of social transfers (the Netherlands), high levels of female labor force
participation (Sweden) or high rates of marriage (| taly).8 With more direct measures of the effects of the
labor market and social transfers on women’s poverty, Christopher et al. (2001) find that the U.S. welfare
state, along with those of Australia, Canada, France and Germany, do very little to reduce sex gapsin
poverty. With simulations of poverty rates based on the market incomes of women and men, they find
that U.S. wage inequality exacerbates the sex gap in poverty, though gender inequality in market income
in other countries (Australia, France, and the Netherlands) is more severe than in the U.S. Their findings
also suggest that higher rates of single motherhood increase women’ s poverty in Western nations.

Thus, the literature reviewed above suggests that increases in single motherhood should increase
women’ s poverty, increases in employment—provided jobs pay well—should decrease women's poverty,
and some welfare states significantly reduce women'’s poverty through social assistance programs and/or
employment supports that increase their earnings.

Research Questions



To thisliterature, | add afocus on the poverty rates of mothers and single mothers, because the
literature reviewed above suggests that it is not gender per se, but motherhood that lowers women's
economic status. | also provide a more precise comparative analysis of how single motherhood affects
the high poverty rate of U.S. women, more detailed measures of how different kinds of 1abor force
participation affect poverty rates, and analyses using recent data for nine Western countries. In addition,
my results have timely policy implications given the recent U.S. welfare reform and its pending
reauthorization. While | discuss men’s relationship to the family, market and state, | focus on how these
institutions contribute to the comparatively high poverty rates of U.S. women and mothers.

| begin by presenting the poverty rates of women, mothers, single mothers, and men. Next | ask
to what extent the higher prevalence of single motherhood increases poverty among U.S. women. | go on
tolook at U.S. employed mothers’ poverty rates and then discuss the extent to which social assistance
programs reduce poverty rates. Before presenting my results, | discuss the data and methods | use in my
analyses.

Data, Measures, and Methods

To address these issues, | use the Luxembourg Income Study (L1S). The LISis aconsortium of
data sets that includes surveys from 25 industrialized countries. It provides comprehensive information
on household income sources. All data sets include nationally representative samples of the population
in each country. My sampleincludes: Australia (1994), Canada (1994), Finland (1995), France (1994),
Germany (1994), the Netherlands (1994), Sweden (1995), the United Kingdom (1995), and the United
States (1994). | select these countries because they have complete information on marital and parental
status, employment, and social transfers and taxes.

In order to generalize my results to those who are not likely to bein school or retired, my
analysesinclude adults age 25-60. | refer to “parents’ as those who live with children age 18 or under. If

women or men have older children or children not living in their household, they are not considered
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“parents’. In the analyses below | include only women and men who are heads of households or their
partners (spouses or cohabiting partners); | always count single mothers as heads of households.’
Regarding marital status, those who are married or cohabiting are considered non-single; “single” refers
to those who are never married, divorced, or widowed.™

Measures

| use poverty as an economic indicator. With this measure | assume that money incomeisthe
central resource used to obtain goods and services, and hence many kinds of social participation. Of
course there are important resources that money cannot buy, such as safety, health, or large social
networks; money is not the only determinant of well-being. But because money isso liquid, it isavery
important determinant of a person’slife chances. Moreover, equal participation in society is perhaps
more important for women, who historically have not been granted equal citizenship with men (see
O’ Connor, 1993). Thus, poverty is an especially important indicator with respect to women’s economic
outcomes.

The measure of poverty | use here concerns whether families have adequate material resources
relative to othersin their nation. 1n most measures below, poverty is measured by having a disposable
family income of less than 50% of the median income of one's country.™ Disposable income is after-tax
income and includes any socia transfers or tax credits afamily receives. In one analysis| measure
poverty by one’s own market income rather than one’ s disposable family income.

Likethe U.S. poverty line, | adjust household income for the number of personsliving in the
household. To do this, | use an equivalence scale. Equivalence scales are widely used to determine what
level of income afamily of one size needs to attain the same standard of living as different-sized families.
In the analyses below, | divide family income by a commonly used equivalence scale, the square root of
family size. (Seethe Appendix for details on my choice of equivalence scale.)

Methods

| use several different methodsto analyze data: logistic regression analyses and regression
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decomposition techniques to assess how family status affects poverty; the calculation of employment
rates and poverty rates based on one’s own market income to assess how employment affects poverty;
and the comparison of poverty rates before and after social transfers and taxes are included in income to
assess how social assistance programs affect poverty. Regarding the former, because the dependent
variable in my analyses (poverty) is dichotomous, the logistic distribution is the appropriate functional
form. | run alogistic regression analysis for U.S. women. | report the results of this analysis, along with
U.S. women’s means on these variables, in Appendix Table 1. | use aregression decomposition
technique to simulate U.S. women’ s hypothetical poverty ratesif they had the same rates of single
motherhood as women in other nations. (Recall that U.S. women have the highest rate of single
motherhood.) The regression decomposition technique first uses U.S. women’s means and the
coefficients from their logistic regression equations of poverty to predict U.S. women'’s actual poverty
rate. Then, | substitute the rate of single motherhood found in the other eight nations for that of the U.S.
rate (one nation at atime), keeping the means and the coefficients for all other variables the same. The
hypothetical poverty rates that result indicate what U.S. women'’s poverty rates would be if they had the
rate of single motherhood found in the other eight nations. In Table 2, | show the extent to which U.S.
women’s hypothetical poverty rates are lower than their actual poverty rates.

The methods used to examine labor force participation rates and poverty rates according to
employment status are straightforward cal culations of means, described in greater detail below. | also
consider how social assistance programs affect poverty rates. Social assistance programs include any
social transfer payments received by families, means-tested or non-means-tested: unemployment
compensation, child or family allowances, sick pay, disability pay, maternity pay, and near-cash benefits
like food stamps and housing benefits. Taxes must also be included as social assistance, because in many
countries the tax system redistributes income with tax credits to families (like the Earned Income Tax
Creditinthe U.S.). Socia retirement benefits are also considered social transfers, though few peoplein

this sample receive them due to the age cutoff of 60. The analyses concerning the effects of social
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assistance programs on poverty rates compare poverty rates based on two different measures of income:
pre-tax, pre-transfer income and post-tax, post-transfer (or disposable) income. The difference between
these two poverty rates shows the extent to which social assistance programs (or socia transfers and tax
credits) reduce poverty.

Results

Asseenin Table 1, women living in the Anglo-Saxon countries and Germany have poverty rates
above 10%, and U.S. women have the highest rate (15%). Dutch and French women have more moderate
rates (6-7%), and Finnish and Swedish women have the lowest rates (below 3%). The same trends hold
for mothers, though in most countries their poverty rates are slightly higher than al women’'s. The
exceptions are Finland and Sweden, where mothers' poverty rates are the same as or lower than those of
all women. U.S. mothers are the most impoverished; nearly one out of five U.S. motherslivesin poverty.

(Table 1 about here)

In al countries, the poverty rates of single mothers are higher than those of all women or of
mothers. Single mothers are the most impoverished in the U.S., where 45% of them live in poverty. In
Germany, Canada, Australia, and the U.K ., 32-41% of single mothers live in poverty. French single
mothers have a more moderate poverty rate (13%), and Finnish and Swedish single mothers have low
poverty rates (around 5%). Asregards men’s poverty, “Anglo-Saxon” and German men have the highest
rates, Finnish and Swedish men the lowest. In all nations except the latter two, men’s poverty rates are
lower than women's.

In order to assess the causes of U.S. women’s and mothers' high poverty rates, | first examine
single motherhood (recall that thisincludes never married, divorced, or widowed women). From
analyses not presented here, | find that the proportion of all U.S. women who are single mothersis 14%,
which is higher than all other nations. In other countries, slightly lower percentages of women are single
mothers—13% in France, 10% in Sweden and U.K.—and around 5-8% in the other nations. As stated

above, single mothers have higher poverty rates than other family types; so, to what extent does the high

9



rate of single motherhood increase poverty among U.S. women?

(Table 2 about here)

Table 2 shows the percentage by which U.S. women’ s poverty rates would decrease if they had
the lower rate of single motherhood found in the eight other nations. As stated above, regression
decomposition analyses use the U.S. women'’ slogistic regression equation and means (presented in
Appendix Table 1) to predict U.S. women'’s actual poverty rate. Then | substitute the rates of single
motherhood of the women in the eight other nations (one nation at atime) into the U.S. equation and
simulate U.S. women’s hypothetical poverty rates. Table 2 shows the percentage by which these
hypothetical poverty rates are lower than U.S. women's actual poverty rate. We see that women in the
four countries with the lowest rates of single motherhood—Australia, Finland, Germany, and the
Netherlands—have rates of single motherhood that would reduce the U.S. women's poverty rate by 11-
15%, or by about 2 percentage points. Having the lower rate of single motherhood of Canadian mothers
would reduce U.S. women'’s poverty by 11%, or by about 1.5 percentage points. Having the Swedish,
U.K., and French rates of single motherhood would only dightly reduce U.S. women'’s poverty rate. The
main finding from Table 2, then, is that lowering the prevalence of U.S. single motherhood to equal its
prevalence in other Western countries would not reduce U.S. women'’s poverty by a substantial amount.
That is, even when having the lower rates of single motherhood of their Western counterparts, U.S.
women’ s poverty rates remain quite high.

Thus, we must look to other sourcesto explain U.S. women'’s high poverty rate: the labor market
and the welfare state. Regarding the former, in Table 3 | present the employment rates (full- or part-
time) and full-time employment rates (35 hours or more per week) for mothers, single mothers, women
and men. U.S. mothers have relatively high rates of employment, lower only than Finland and Sweden,
and they have the highest rates of full-time employment (along with Canadian mothers). A similar
pattern results with respect to single mothers. Though U.S. single mothers’ employment rates fall behind

those of Scandinavian and French single mothers, U.S. single mothers have the highest full-time
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employment rates (60%)." In contrast, Dutch and U.K. single mothers have quite low employment rates,
particularly for full-time employment.

(Table 3 about here)

Table 3 shows that the comparatively high poverty rates among U.S. women, mothers and single
mothers are not due to low employment rates or high rates of part-time employment. In fact, U.S.
women, mothers and single mothers have relatively high employment rates and among the highest full-
time employment rates when compared to women in other countries.

Y et high employment rates will not ameliorate poverty if jobs do not pay well. Table 4 addresses
the crucial issue of the extent to which earnings pull people out of poverty. Note that these poverty rates
are based on the market income of each individual only, so do not include measures of other family
income or any welfare state income. | calculate poverty rates this way to show whether or not an
individual’s job, or market income only, would pull his or her family out of poverty.”®* In other words,
these analyses show the extent to which jobs pay poverty wages.

(Table 4 about here)

Regarding mothers, we see that in all countries except Finland and Sweden, over 50% of
employed mothers earn poverty wages. As expected, mothers who work full-time are more likely to
escape poverty with their own earnings. Canadian, U.S., and French mothers who work full-time have
the highest market income poverty rates, around 42-48%, while U.K. and Swedish mothers who work
full-time have the lowest market income poverty rates, around 17-28%. We see asimilar pattern among
single mothers, who when employed either full- or part-time, have market income poverty rates hovering
around 50-60% in the U.K. and France. Only athird of single mothersin Finland and Sweden earn
poverty wages. U.S. single mothers who are employed full-time are the most likely to earn poverty
wages, followed by French, Canadian, and Dutch single mothers. Overal, U.S. mothers and single
mothers who are employed full-time have earnings that would |eave a comparatively high percentage of

them in poverty.
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Among al women, we see that about one-third to one-half of employed women in all countries
earn poverty wages. Fewer women are in market income poverty when they work full-time. Dutch,
U.K., and Swedish women are quite likely to escape market income poverty when they work full-time,
though in the former two countries, women'’ s full-time employment rates are quite low. It isalso
interesting to note that U.S. women who work full-time have market income poverty rates that are over
10 percentage points lower than those of U.S. mothers who work full-time. Inall countries, the majority
of men who are employed full- or part-time earn above-poverty wages; fewer than 25% of men who work
full-time earn poverty wages. Generally, men’s employment prevents poverty to a greater extent than
women'’s; thisis certainly truein the U.S.

Thus, compared to their Western counterparts, U.S. mothers and women who work full-time are
among the least likely to hold jobs that pull them out of poverty. Thus, it is not the lower prevalence of
paid work, but lower wages that increase U.S. mothers’ and women'’s poverty rates vis-a-vis their
Western counterparts. In all other countries (except Canada), full-time employment is more likely to pay
above-poverty wages.

(Table 5 about here)

Lastly, the welfare state is an important source of income for mothers in some countries. Women
and mothers who live in generous welfare states may have low poverty rates regardless of |abor force
participation. Table 5 examines the extent to which social transfers and taxes reduce poverty among
different groups. As stated above, this table shows the difference between poverty rates based on pre-
tax/transfer income and those based on post-tax/transfer income—or the extent to which social transfer
and tax systems reduce poverty rates. Regarding mothers, we see that transfers and taxes in Sweden,
Finland, and France are the most effective in reducing mothers’ poverty rates. “Anglo-Saxon” countries
(except for the U.S.) reduce poverty more moderately with taxes and transfers, and Germany and the U.S.
reduce mothers' poverty the least, by 29% and 13% respectively. A similar pattern holds for single

mothers. The Swedish and Finnish tax and transfers systems reduce poverty the most (by over 80%), and
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the Dutch and French tax and transfer systems are quite effective in reducing single mothers' poverty
rates. Againthe German and U.S. tax and transfer systems are the least effective in reducing single
mothers’ poverty. Similar patterns emerge when we consider the effectiveness of social transfer and tax
programs in reducing women's and men’s poverty rates; the U.S. social transfer and tax system is by far
the least effective in reducing poverty.

(Table 6 about here)

Table 6 summarizes the findings of Tables 4 and 5, showing how different states reduce mothers
and single mothers' poverty, with respect to full-time employment and their social transfer and tax
systems. The U.S. isan outlier, because compared to other nations, full-time employment and the social
transfer and tax system are generally the least effective in reducing mothers' and single mothers' poverty
rates. Compared to the U.S., in Canada full-time employment is less effective in reducing mothers
poverty, but is more effective in reducing single mothers’ poverty. Canada has a slightly more effective
social transfer and tax system, and that of France is much more effective; but none of these three
countries substantially reduces mothers' poverty through full-time employment. In Australia, the
Netherlands, and Germany, full-time employment and social assistance moderately reduce poverty. The
sameistruein the U.K., though full-time employment there is more effective in reducing mothers
poverty (but recall that low proportions of U.K. mothers and single mothers work full-time). Mothers
and single mothers in Sweden and Finland benefit the most from employment and social
transfers/taxes—both quite effectively lower poverty rates.

Thus, with respect to different kinds of welfare states, we see that the “individual” or “parent-
worker” welfare states are the most effective in reducing poverty via employment and social assistance.
The exception is France, often considered a “ parent-worker” welfare state with its substantial provision
of subsidized child care and paid leaves; here full-time employment often pays poverty wages to mothers
and single mothers. The “Anglo-Saxon” countries (with the exception of the U.S.) reduce poverty

moderately with social transfers, but they differ on whether full-time employment pays above-poverty
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wages—this occursto a greater extent in the U.K. The “male breadwinner” welfare states are those in
which both full-time employment and the social transfer/tax system moderately reduce mothers' poverty.
Thisis somewhat surprising, as we might expect the social transfer and tax systemsto be more effective
in Germany and the Netherlands, where mothers and particularly single mothers have not been “ pushed”
into the labor market to the extent of mothers and single mothers elsewhere.

Discussion

Above | pinpoint three potential causes of U.S. women’s high poverty rates: the comparatively
high rate of single motherhood, the preponderance of jobs (even full-time jobs) that pay poverty wages,
and the shortcomings of social assistance programs. Regarding single motherhood, | show that lowering
the U.S. rates of single motherhood to equal those of their Western counterparts would only slightly
reduce U.S. women’s poverty (Table 2). U.S. women would still have the highest poverty ratesif, for
example, they had the low rate of single motherhood found in the Netherlands. While single motherhood
may have detrimental effects on families (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1996), it is not the primary cause of
U.S. women’'s comparatively high poverty rates. Thus, effortsto reduce U.S. women'’s poverty should
not call for increased marriage among low-income women—a current focus of some conservative
politicians. Strategies that promote increases in marriage aso ignore the fact that for various valid
reasons, some women choose to avoid marriage. Instead of focusing on single motherhood, efforts to
reduce U.S. women’s poverty should confront gender inegualities in the labor market and the
shortcomings of U.S. social assistance programs.

Generally, it is not low employment rates, but the preponderance of poverty-wage jobs that
exacerbates U.S. women'’s poverty. Compared to their Western counterparts, U.S. women, mothers and
single mothers who work full-time are among the least likely to work in jobs the pay wages above the
poverty line (Table4). And U.S. men do not share U.S. women’s concentration in poverty-wage jobs.
This suggeststhat in lower-tier jobs, gender inequality in wages remains a serious problem. Because

women are over-represented in caregiving and other service sector jobs that often pay low wages, federal
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increases in the minimum wage and local “living wage” ordinances could ameliorate poverty among
working women. Increased unionization of typically female jobsin the service sector could aso bolster
women’swages. |n addition, education and job training programs that encourage women’ s entrance into
traditionally male occupations could decrease women'’s poverty rates. Y et more fundamental changesto
the U.S. labor market may be necessary to combat gender inequality. For example, comparable worth
policies promote structural change in aU.S. labor market that continues to pay higher wagesto “male
jobs’ than comparable “female jobs’. In sum, my results suggest that any attempts to reduce U.S.
women’ s high poverty rates must deal with the substantial numbers of them that earn poverty wages.
The stinginess of the U.S. welfare state is not surprising. Astypicaly found in cross-national
research, U.S. social assistance programs are the least effective in pulling citizens out of poverty (Table
5). Herel find that nations that have generous social assistance programs in addition to employment
supports (or the “individual” or “parent-worker” welfare states) most effectively reduce mothers' and
single poverty rates. Given the current political climate, increasesin U.S. socia assistance programs do
not look likely. Y et, the current stress on employment among welfare recipients has the potential to
create awindow of opportunity for employment support programs like subsidized childcare,
comprehensive job training programs, and transportation subsidies. Given that U.S. custodial mothers
and single mothers are more likely than non-mothers to work in jobs that pay below the poverty line,
employment policies targeted towards mothers are crucial in reducing gender inequality in labor markets.
In conclusion, amain cause of U.S. women'’s high poverty ratesis that U.S. jobs often do not pay
wages high enough to pull them and their families out of poverty. Thisis particularly troubling in a
“liberal” welfare state that fosters market dependence. Further cutbacksin U.S. social assistance could
be debilitating to women who cannot or do not work outside of the home and could deepen the poverty of
those who remain in poverty despite being employed. For these reasons, and to document the effects of
the recent welfare reform, further research on U.S. mothers' positionsin the labor market and welfare

stateiscrucidl.
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Appendix
To adjust family income for household size, | use an equivalence scale that divides family income by the
square root of family size. Cross-national research typically uses a parametric equivalence scale to adjust
for family size. Research by Buhmann et al. (1988) suggests using a single parameter related to
household size in the following equation: EI=D/S’, where El isthe equivalent income, D isthe family's
disposableincome, and Sisfamily size raised to the power of “€”, the elasticity (Burkhauser et al. 1996).
When eis equal to 1, no economies of scale exist, ignoring sharing among family members. In this case,
equivalent income becomes per capitaincome. At the other extreme, when “€” isequal to 0, the
differences in needs between large families and smaller ones are ignored, erroneously implying that a
household of four, for example, can live as well on the same income as a family of one. Most
international work chooses the midpoint between these two extremes, an “€” between .50 to .55, with .50
deemed the "International Experts scale” (Burkhauser et a. 1996). Because of this, | usean “e” of .50,

which in turn divides disposable family income by the square root of family size.
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Footnotes
! A complete discussion of poverty in the U.S. would consider race and ethnicity. Due to a number of
historical and structural inequalities, U.S. minorities, and particularly single mothers of color, continue to
have poverty rates agreat deal higher than those of whites. Regrettably, the comparative analyses below
do not include race/ethnicity: the U.S. istoo distinctive in these respects to allow meaningful
comparisons with other Western nations. However, see Christopher (2001) for a discussion of how race
and ethnicity affect mothers' poverty ratesin the U.S. over time.
% Budig and England (2001) find that after controlling for a number of factors such as education, job
experience and race/ethnicity, mothers face a wage penalty of 5% per child.
® Whilein many Western countries, the state pays child support when fathers do not, thisis not truein the
U.S. (See Christopher et a., (2001) for adiscussion of child support policies across Western nations.) In
the early 1990s, only 57% of divorced U.S. mothers received any child support, and less than 35% of
separated and never-married mothers received child support (Scoon-Rodgers and Lester, 1995, cited in
Spain and Bianchi, 1996).
* For example, in the mid-1980s, the social transfer and tax system in the U.S. brought fewer than 5% of
single mothers out of poverty; socia transfers and taxes in the Netherlands and Sweden pulled over 75%
of single mothers out of poverty, and those in Germany and France pulled about 34-53% of single
mothers out of poverty (McFate et al., 1995).
® In France, Germany, and the Netherlands, about 10% of employed single mothers are poor, while only
about 5% of employed Swedish and Finnish single mothers live in poverty (Kilkey and Bradshaw 1999).
®«| iberal” welfare states are characterized by the market provision, rather than state provision, of
income and services (such as childcare, and in the U.S. case, hedlthcare). Thus, in “liberal” states
citizens are quite reliant on the market for their well-being.

" More recently, these nations begin to expect single mothers with young children to work for pay; for
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example, changesin Dutch social policy in the late 1990s encourage employment for Dutch single
mothers (Bussemaker et al. 1997). But the data here are from the mid-1990s, so we should not see the
effects of these changes in the analyses below.

8 However, their findings regarding social transfers are speculative because they do not directly measure
them in their analyses.

% exclude adults living in households who are neither the head nor partner of the head, such as the live-
in parent of amarried couple. These “other adults’ could have avariety of effects on household income
(i.e. they may contribute substantially or not at all), so it is unclear how one might measure their income.
Because | exclude these other adults, only the person who identifies himself or herself as the head in gay
and leshian partnershipsisincluded in my analyses. While | would prefer to include gay and lesbian
cohabiting partners as married/cohabiting couples, only one country in my sample (the Netherlands)
identifies gay and leshian couples; all other countries report them as single individuals.

1% consider cohabiting couples as “married” here, thus assuming they share household resources. While
thisis not true for all cohabiting couples, | think it is a better assumption than the alternative—treating
cohabiting couples as single individuals who do not share any resources.

" Thisis arelative measure of poverty rather than an absol ute measure of poverty. In cross-national
research arelative measure of poverty is often preferred, as it compares citizens in each country to each
other, rather than creating an international (absolute) poverty line for several countries that may differ
markedly in their provision of social services.

2 Though other research suggests that Finnish women and single mothers have high rates of full-time
employment (Forssen and Hakovirta, forthcoming).

13 Like other measures of poverty presented above, these poverty rates use an equivalence scale to adjust

for family size.
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Table 1: Poverty Rates® among Women, Mothers
Single Mothers, and Men

Single

Women Mothers mothers Men
Australia 94 11.2 12.2 37.8 9.3
Canada 94 10.8 12.3 38.3 8.6
Finland 95 2.7 2.7 51 3.7
France 94 6.1 6.5 12.9 55
Germany 94 11.3 13.7 40.9 9.5
Holland 94 6.9 7.6 20.4 6.0
Sweden 95 2.1 1.8 4.4 3.7
UK 95 10.4 14.2 31.6 9.2
uso4 14.9 18.2 454 10.7

& Poverty status indicates that one’ s disposable family incomeis less
than 50% of the median disposable family incomein one's country.



Table 2: Resultsof A Logistic Regression
Decomposition® Showing the Percentage by

Which Other Countries Lower Rates of of Single
Motherhood Would Reduce US Women's

Poverty Rates

Austraia 13.9
Canada 11.1
Finland 13.1
France 14
Germany 13.8
Holland 15.3
Sweden 6.3
UK 53

4The logistic regression decompositions create hypothetical poverty ratesthat U.S.
women would have if they had the lower rate of single motherhood found in the

nations above. The numbers presented here show to what extent these hypothetical U.S.
women’ s poverty rates are lower than the actual poverty rate of U.S. women.



Table 3: Employment Rates' and Full-Time Employment Rates

AS CN FI. FR GE NL SW UK US

Mothers
Employed 572 655 800 66.1 559 537 834 620 679
Full-time 26.4 520 * 412 237 77 306 180 519
Single Mothers
Employed 449 549 786 691 567 324 759 452 66.3
Full-time 265 492 * 482 331 111 283 156 599
All women
Employed 60.2 665 779 653 613 578 825 670 708
Full-time 354 559 = 425 355 230 358 293 577
All men
Employed 856 806 819 855 844 759 856 814 884
Full-time 816 665 * 725 826 672 585 595 88.2

*Employment refers to those who engage in any employment (including self-employment), full-
or part-time. Full-time employment includes those who report working 35 or more hours

per week.

*|n the Finnish data, employment cannot be broken down into hours worked per week.



Table 4: Poverty Rates based on Own Market Income, by Employment Status

AS CN FI* FR GE NL SW UK US

MOTHERS:|Employed* 571 557 372 573 591 624 459 64.7 549
Full-time* 325 478 424 373 308 280 173 444

SINGLE M OM S{Employed 495 413 327 509 480 462 333 611 469
Full-time 26.3 36.8 383 359 325 111 96 422

ALL WOMEN:Employed 429 447 304 488 41.8 361 30.0 495 432
Full-time 221 371 317 217 120 158 83 328

ALL MEN:Employed 242 235 284 329 162 119 161 264 230
Full-time 221 245 237 152 96 109 19 214

*Employment refers to any full- or part-time employment; full-time employment refersto 35 or
more hours per week. Employment cannot be broken down into hours worked per week in the
Finnish data.



Table5: The Percentage Reduction in Poverty Rates Due To the

Receipt of Social Transfers and Tax Benefits

AS CN FI FR GE NL SW UK US
Mothers 433 385 792 692 286 534 89.8 493 133
SingleMothers 442 314 863 63.7 28.0 732 891 569 140
Women 446 39.7 794 735 383 621 876 532 149
Men 40.0 399 747 706 345 583 782 486 108




Table 6: The Extent to Which Full-Time Employment and Social Transfer/Tax Systems
Reduce Mothers And Single Mothers Poverty Rates

Full-Time Employment:

Low Moderate High
Social us
Transfers/ Low
Taxes: AS, GE,
Moderate CN NL UK
High FR SW, FI*

*Thisrefersto the effects of socia transfers and taxes
only, not full-time employment, for Finland; though any
employment (part- or full-time) reduces poverty quite
effectively in Finland.



Appendix Table 1: The Logistic Regression of US
Women's Poverty on Selected Independent Variables
And Their Means on These Variables

Coefficient OddsRatio Mean

I ntercept -3.39

Single female 2.17 8.74 137
parent

Single female 1.54 4.69 142
nonparent

Married female 0.10 1.11 439
parent

Age -0.01 0.99 41.0
Number of kids 0.31 1.37 1.08

Age of youngest -0.04 0.96 4.01

kid
Ed1l 2.99 19.92 .042
Ed 2a 2.47 11.85 .081
Ed 2b 1.41 4.08 347
Ed3 0.84 2.32 .288

Note: Bold coefficients are significant at the p<.05 level.
Ed. 1 refersto having a primary education only; Ed 2a
low-tier secondary education; Ed 2b higher-tier secondary
education; Ed 3 a post-secondary education. The reference
category is college degree or higher. The reference category
for the marital status variable is married female non-parents.



