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Family Disruption and Economic Hardship: 
The Short-Run Picture for Children 

INTRODUCTION 

This report analyzes the effect of family disruption on 
the economic well-being of children. Because of the 
high incidence of divorce and increase in the proportion 
of births to unmarried women, more children are spend­
ing at least a portion of childhood living with only one 
parent. The achievements of children in their adult lives 
are affected by family structure and income during 
childhood. 1 Therefore, understanding how family disrup­
tion affects the economic status of children is important 
in understanding the current well-being of children and 
the long-run impact of changing family patterns. 

This study augments existing research on the rela­
tionship between family structure and the economic 
well-being of children by focusing on the immediate 
repercussions of a parental departure from the house­
hold. Three questions are addressed: What happens to 
household income at the time a father leaves the 
household and in subsequent months? To what extent 
is the income loss associated with the departure of a 
father alleviated by either public assistance or child 
support payments from the absent parent? What changes 
occur in the labor force participation of the mother? 

Data from the 1984 Panel of the Survey of Income 
and Program Participation (SIPP) are used to address 
these questions. The SIPP is designed to provide detailed 
information on short-term changes in the income and 
program participation of persons and households in the 
United States. The first interviews for the 1984 Panel 
were conducted between October 1983 and January 
1984. Each sample household was visited seven more 
times at 4-month intervals. The eighth interview was 
conducted between February and May of 1986. Infor­
mation was obtained on all members of sampled house­
holds. Household members 15 years or older and 
children who remained with a household member 15 
years or older were followed to new addresses if they 
moved during the period. 

At each interview, respondents reported on house­
hold composition, earnings, other cash and noncash 

'For example, daughters living in single-parent families at some 
point during adolescence are more likely to become household heads 
and to go on welfare ihan those in two-parent families. See Sara 
Mclanahan and Karen Booth, "Mother-Only Families: Problems, 
Prospects, and Politics," Journal of Marriage and the Family, Vol. 51 
(August 1989), pp. 557-580. See also, Martha S. Hill and Greg J. 
Duncan, "Parental Family Income and the Socioeconomic Attainment 
of Children," Social Science Research, Vol. 16 (1987), pp.39-73. 

income received, and program participation for each of 
the four months preceding the interview. For each 
household member, reports of economic status for a 
32-month period were obtained. With these data, it is 
possible to construct a highly detailed picture of the 
economic situation of a household at any time during 
the observation period. 

For this investigation into children's economic well­
being, the sample includes those children under the age 
of 15 at the time of the first interview and for whom 32 
months of data on household income and family com­
position exist. Information on the marital status, employ­
ment, earnings, income, and welfare recipiency of the 
child's parents for the 32-month period are linked to 
each child's record.2 Longitudinal panel weights are 
used to make population estimates and to compensate 
for panel attrition. 

HIGHLIGHTS 
(Numbers in parentheses denote 90-percent confidence intervals of 
the estimates.) 

• During the 1984 SIPP Panel, 71.1 (± 1.6) percent of 
children lived continuously with the same two parents. 
A small but important subgroup of children, 5.6 (±0.6) 
percent, lived with two parents at the beginning of the 
survey but had a father who left the household during 
the subsequent 28 months of observation. 

• On average, the economic well-being of children 
improved over the course of the panel. Average 
monthly family income increased from $2,453 (±$70) 
to $2,622 (±$55). Per capita income increased from 
$575 (±$15) to $61 O (±$12) and the ratio of family 
income to needs increased from 2.51 (±0.07) to 2.67 
(±0.06). The percentage in poverty dropped from 
21.4 (±1.5) to 18.8 (±1.1) percent. 

• At the time of the last, or eighth, interview, children 
who had remained with the same two parents through­
out the panel had monthly family income which aver­
aged $3,060 (±$70), compared with $1,815 (±$210) 

2 1nterviewers were instructed to identify the mother, if she was a 
household member, otherwise the father as the "parent" of the child. 
That parent's identification number was then placed on the child's 
record. Using this key, the identified parent at the first interview was 
located and linked to the child. If that parent was married and living 
with a spouse at the first interview, a similar key on the parent's record 
identifying the spouse was used to locate the child's other parent if 
present in the household. 
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among children whose father had left the household, 
$1, 176 (±$74) among children who had lived with 
their mother only throughout the panel, and $2,506 
(±$291) among children whose mother had remar­
ried or reconciled during the course of the panel. 
Children who lived with their mother only were the 
most economically disadvantaged at both the begin­
ning and the end of the survey. 

• For children who experienced the loss of their father 
from the household during the panel, economic dis­
advantage pre-existed the parental loss. At the time 
of the first interview, the monthly family income of 
children who would subsequently experience their 
parent's marital separation was only 82.8 (±7.4) 
percent that of children who remained in stable, 
two-parent families. Among the former group, 21 
(± 7.4) percent were in poverty at the time of the first 
interview compared with 12 ( + 1.3) percent of the 
latter group. Fathers who would eventually depart 
were much less likely to work full time, all weeks of 
the reporting period for the first interview than were 
fathers who lived with their children throughout the 
survey. 

• There were also significant economic differences at 
the time of the first interview between two subgroups 
of children in mother only families. Those who would 
remain in mother only families throughout the panel 
were less likely to receive child support payments and 
more likely to receive food stamps and benefit from 
AFDC payments at the time of the first interview than 
were the group of children whose mother remarried or 
reconciled with an absent spouse before the end of 
the panel. At the first interview, the differences in 
recipiency between the former and the latter group 
were the following: 21.6 (±3.2) versus 34.6 ( +9.6) 
percent received child support, 50.3 (+3.4) versus 
36.1 (±6.5) percent received food stamps, and 39.9 
(±3.2) versus 29.0 (±7.6) percent relied on AFDC 
payments. 

• The estimates of income loss associated with a 
father's departure were the following: monthly family 
income declined from $2,435 (±$182) to $1,543 
(±$216), or by 37 percent; per capita income declined 
from $549 (±$51) to $436 (±$58), or by 21 percent; 
the ratio of family income to needs declined from 2.4 
(±0.2) to 1.8 ( +0.3), or by 26 percent; and the 
percentage in poverty increased from 18.8 (±5.5) to 
35.5 (±7.0) percent. 

• The percentage of children with mothers who worked 
full-time, all weeks of the reporting period increased 
from 33.4 (±6.0) to 41.2 (±7.7) percent following the 
loss of a father from the household and the percent­
age not working at all declined from 43.4 (+7.4) to 
31.0 (±6.4) percent. However, the percentage not 
working al all returned to the pre-separation level by 
the fourth time period after the marital disruption. 

• The proportion receiving child support increased from 
15.7 (±4.7) before the disruption to 43.5 (±5.9) 
percent during the first time period after the father left 
the household. The percentage of these children 
whose mother's relied in part on AFDC increased 
from 9.0 (±3.9) to 18.2 (±6.3) percent just after the 
separation and the percentage receiving food stamps 
increased from 9.5 (±3.9) to 26.6 (±6.1) percent. 

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF CHILDREN 

As shown in table A, at the beginning of the 1984 
SIPP Panel, 77.9 percent of all children were living with 
both parents; 19.3 percent with their mother but not 
their father; 1.6 percent with their father but not their 
mother; and 1.2 percent lived with neither parent. It 
should be noted that "parent" in the SIPP, as in the 
Current Population Survey (CPS), includes step- and 
adoptive, as well as biological, parents. Table A also 
shows children's experience of parental loss (or gain) in 
subsequent months. By the end of the SIPP Panel, 28 
months after the initial interview, 71.1 percent of all 
children had lived in stable, two-parent families through­
out the observation period. 

An additional 24.4 percent of all children lived in a 
household in which their mother was always present but 
which did not always include a father: 16.2 percent lived 
with their mother only throughout the panel, 5.6 percent 
witnessed the departure of their father from the house­
hold during the course of the panel, and 2. 7 percent 
began the panel living with their mother only but subse­
quently experienced their mother's remarriage or recon­
ciliation with an absent spouse. A small proportion of 
children (2. 7 percent) lived continuously with their father 
but had an absent mother during all or part of the panel 
and 1.8 percent spent some portion of the panel living in 
a household which included neither parent. 

At the beginning of the panel, the vast majority of 
White children (84.1 percent) were living with two par­
ents whereas one-half of Black children (50.9 percent) 
lived with their mother only. Primarily because so many 
more Black than White children were in single-parent 
households at the start of the panel, only 37.2 percent 
of Black children, compared with 77 .2 percent of White 
children resided in stable, two-parent families through­
out the panel. Among Hispanic children, the comparable 
figure was 66.9 percent. 

THE MEASUREMENT OF INCOME 

Four measures of income are used in this report to 
assess the economic-well being of children. The first 
two measures, family and household income, differ in 
that household income aggregates income of all per­
sons residing with the child in a given month, whereas 
family income excludes income from persons not related 
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Table A. Children's Household Living Arrangements at the Beginning of and During 
the 1984 SIPP Panel, by Race 

(Numbers in thousands) 

Living arrangements 

BEGINNING OF PANEL 

Total children ...................................... 
Percent. ......................................... 

Two parents ........................................... 
Mother only ............................................ 
Father only ............................................ 
Neither parent. ......................................... 

EXPERIENCE DURING PANEL 

Total children ...................................... 
Percent. ......................................... 

Always two parents present. ............................. 
Mother always present, father absent all or part of panel .... 

Father leaves household .............................. 
Always mother only ................................... 
"Father" enters household ............................ 

Father always present, mother absent all or part of panel ... 
Neither parent present all or part of panel ................. 

1 Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race. 

to the child. The next two measures, per capita income 
and the ratio of income to the poverty threshold, referred 
to in the tables as income/needs, are two frequently 
used measures which adjust for differences in house­
hold size and family composition. 

The per capita measure relates household income to 
the number of persons living in the household in a given 
month and adjusts for changes in the number of per­
sons residing together from one month to the next. 
However, no adjustment for the relatively higher fixed 
costs of smaller households is made. 

The income/needs measure relates family income to 
the poverty threshold appropriate to the size and age 
composition of the child's family in a given month. This 
measure is the only one which incorporates an adjust­
ment for the economies of scale realized by larger 
families. An income/needs measure of 1.00 indicates 
that the family has just enough income to cover its 
financial needs with needs estimated at 1I12 the annual 
poverty threshold for a family of that size and composi­
tion. A ratio less than one indicates that the family 
income of the child is not sufficient to maintain a 
minimally adequate standard of living if "minimally ade­
quate" is defined as 1I12 of the annual poverty thresh­
old. Ratios in excess of 1.00 provide an indication of 
how much a family's income exceeds the minimally 
adequate level. 

The mean monthly income amounts shown in the 
tables are calculated by averaging the monthly income 
amounts for the 4-month reference period of each 
interview. Four-month averages smooth income fluctu­
ation within an interview reference period and are used 
rather than monthly income amounts so as not to 
exaggerate change between interviews. This strategy 
compensates to some extent for the "seam bias", that 

Total White Black Hispanic' 

51,862 42, 171 7,943 4,943 
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

77.9 84.1 43.7 72.8 
19.3 13.7 50.9 25.0 

1.6 1.6 1.4 1.2 
1.2 0.6 4.1 0.9 

51,862 42, 171 7,943 4,943 
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

71.1 77.2 37.2 66.9 
24.4 19.0 55.3 29.2 

5.6 5.6 5.5 4.3 
16.2 10.8 46.4 22.4 
2.7 2.6 3.4 2.6 
2.7 2.7 2.1 2.5 
1.8 1.1 5.4 1.4 

is, the known fact that reported monthly income amounts 
vary less from month-to-month within an interview ref­
erence period than for the two months which span the 
reference period of one interview to the next. 

The family, household, and per capita dollar amounts 
throughout this report are all adjusted to January-April 
1986 average dollars, using the monthly Consumer 
Price Index to correct for inflation during the course of 
the panel. The poverty threshold which forms the denom­
inator of the income/needs ratio is also adjusted upward 
over the period by the Consumer Price Index (CPI). 
Hence, the percent change estimates reflect, to the 
extent possible, real increase (or decrease) in income 
over the period. 

The measurement of income available to a child's 
family or household in the SIPP is more accurate than 
that provided by the March CPS, the most commonly 
used data source for assessing economic well-being. In 
the SIPP, income of household or family members who 
actually live with the child in a given month is counted 
and included in the family and household income mea­
sures for the child. That is, the SIPP monthly family and 
household income measures reflect the actual house­
hold composition for that month and month-to-month 
changes in household composition are incorporated in 
month-to-month changes in income of the household or 
family. In CPS, income in the previous year for house­
hold and family members residing together in March of 
the following year is used to determine family and 
household income. Hence, in the CPS, the family income 
of children would include the income of members in the 
household in March whether or not they actually resided 
with the child in the preceding year. Conversely, the 
income of members who may have lived with the child 
and provided income during the preceding year but who 
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were not still living in the household in March of the 
following year is not included. 

CHANGES IN CHILDREN'S ECONOMIC 
WELL-BEING 

Table B shows change between the beginning and 
end of the 1984 SIPP panel in the average monthly 
income available to children. On average, children expe­
rienced real income improvement over the course of the 
panel. On each measure of income, the estimate of 
income growth was between 6 and 7 percent and there 
was a 12 percent decline in the percentage of children 
in families with income below the poverty threshold. 

Children who lived in stable, two-parent families had 
income equal to or greater than all other groups of 
children at the beginning of the survey and remained the 
most economically advantaged group by the end of the 
survey. During the panel, mean monthly family income 
increased from $2,834 to $3,060, an increase of 8 
percent, and the ratio of family income to the poverty 
threshold increased from 2.87 to 3.06 for these chil­
dren,. 

The family economic situation either deteriorated or 
did not change substantially for most of the other 
groups of children. The one exception was the group of 
children who lived only with their mother at the first 
interview but whose mother either remarried or recon­
ciled with their father. Family income more than doubled 

for these children, from $1, 164 to $2,506, and the 
income needs ratio increased from 1.4 to 2.6, a 90-
percent increase. 

During the panel, those who saw their father move 
out of the household had family income which dropped 
from $2,346 a month at the time of the first interview to 
$1,815 a month by the last interview, a decrease of 23 
percent. Per capita income and the income/needs ratio, 
the two measures which adjusted for the decrease in 
household size after the father's departure, showed less 
of a decline over the period. Per capita income decreased 
by $45 a month, or 8.5 percent. Family income was 
about 2 1 /3 times needs, on average, at the start of the 
panel but declined to around 2 times needs by the last 
interview, a decline of almost 13 percent. 

The relatively large group of children who lived with 
their mother only throughout the panel experienced 
some improvement in average well-being as measured 
by per capita income and the income/needs ratio but no 
significant decline in the percentage in poverty. At the 
eighth interview, 53 percent of children in homes which 
included only their mother throughout the panel were in 
poverty, compared with 38 percent of children who 
spent some time with neither parent, 31 percent who 
experienced their father's departure from the house­
hold, 18 percent who "gained" a father, 13 percent who 
lived with their father only for all or part of the panel, and 
1 O percent who remained in two-parent families. 

Table C depicts change in the economic well-being of 
children in the various family situations relative to those 
children living with two-parents throughout the panel. 

Table B. Change in Average Monthly Income (Constant Dollars) Between First and Eighth Interviews, by 
Living Arrangements during the Panel 

Mother always present 

Income 
Father Neither 

Total Always two Father Mother "Father" always parent 
children parents leaves Only enters present present 

Mean family income: 
First interview ....................... $2,453 $2,834 $2,346 $1, 132 $1,164 $2,434 $1,615 
Eighth interview ...................... 2,622 3,060 1,815 1,176 2,506 2,320 1,466 
Percent change ...................... 6.9 8.0 -22.6 3.8 115.4 -4.7 -9.3 

Mean household income: 
First interview ....................... 2,488 2,847 2,359 1,197 1,428 2,508 1,855 
Eighth interview ...................... 2,645 3,073 1,821 1,247 2,421 2,356 1,625 
Percent change ...................... 6.3 7.9 -22.8 4.2 69.6 -6.1 -12.4 

Mean per capita income: 
First interview ....................... 575 649 530 305 395 619 447 
Eighth interview ...................... 610 689 485 328 591 611 443 
Percent change ...................... 6.1 6.2 -8.4 7.5 49.7 -1.3 -1.0 

Mean income/needs ratio: 
First interview ....................... 2.51 2.87 2.35 1.22 1.39 2.58 1.72 
Eighth interview ...................... 2.67 3.06 2.05 1.30 2.63 2.55 1.72 
Percent change ...................... 6.5 6.6 -12.6 5.9 89.8 -1.3 0.0 

Percent with income/needs ratio less 
than 1.00: 
First interview ....................... 21.4 12.1 21.3 56.2 47.9 20.5 39.7 
Eighth interview ...................... 18.8 9.7 31.0 53.3 18.2 13.2 38.2 
Percent change ...................... -12.3 -19.8 45.6 -4.9 -62.0 -35.4 -3.9 

Number (in thousands) ................. 51,862 36,867 2,884 8,390 1,402 1,372 948 



Focusing on the largest subgroup of children in single 
parent families, those living with their mother only 
throughout the panel, the relative income available to 
these children, by any of the measures, was less than 
one-half that of children in two-parent families. At both 
the beginning and the end of the panel, household and 
family income were only about 40 percent, per capita 
income 47 percent, and the income/needs ratio 43 
percent that of children in stable, two-parent families. 
Because the decline in poverty was significant for 
children in two-parent families but not for those in 
mother-only families, the poverty rate for children living 
with their mother only increased from 4.6 to 5.5 times 
that of children in stable, two-parent situations between 

· the beginning and the end of the panel. In sum, the 
average income of children in mother only families did 
not deteriorate relative to children in stable, two-parent 
families but there did appear to be an increase in 
income disparity between low-income children in the 
two family situations. 

Table C makes clear that the economic hardship for 
children who experience the departure of their father 
from the household resulted from two different factors. 
One was the loss of income earned by the absent 
parent; the other was that children who made the 
transition into single-parent households were less well­
off to begin with than their counterparts who did not 
make the transition. 

At the first interview, children in two-parent families 
who subsequently experienced the departure of their 
father from the household had levels of economic 
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well-being that were only 82-83 percent those of chil­
dren who remained in stable, two-parent situations. By 
the end of the panel, the household and family income 
of these children had dropped to 59 percent that for 
children in stable, two-parent families. 

The measures which adjusted for change in family 
composition did not show as great a decline but per 
capita income was 70 percent and the income/needs 
ratio 67 percent that of children in two-parent families by 
the eighth interview. Roughly one-half of the gap in 
income/needs ratio between children who remained in 
two-parent situations and those who did not resulted 
from the departure of the father; the other one-half 
existed before the father left the household. 

Measures of income which include all household 
members suggest an income advantage for children 
who subsequently moved from a single-parent to a 
two-parent situation, compared with children who remained 
with their mother only throughout the panel. At the first 
interview, monthly household income was $231 higher, 
and per capita income $90 higher, on average, for 
children whose mother would eventually be observed to 
remarry or reconcile than for those with a mother who 
remained a single parent throughout the panel. How­
ever, family income of these two groups of children was 
similar at the time of the first interview. 

Because the family income measure excludes income 
from persons in the household who are unrelated to the 
child, the suggestion is that children living with single 
mothers who eventually remarry more often benefit 
from income from nonfamily members than do children 
with mothers who remain single parents for relatively 

Table C. Ratio of Income of Children In One- or No-Parent Situations to Income, for Children Who Live 
with Two Parents Throughout the Panel at the First and Eighth Interviews 

Mother always present 

Income 
Father Neither 

Always two Father Mother "Father" always parent 
parents leaves only enters present present 

Mean family income: 
First interview ............................ $2,834 0.828 0.400 0.411 0.859 0.570 
Eighth interview .......................... $3,060 0.593 0.384 0.819 0.758 0.479 

Mean household income: 
First interview ............................ $2,847 0.829 0.420 0.504 0.881 0.652 
Eighth interview .......................... $3,073 0.593 0.406 0.788 0.767 0.529 

Mean per capita income: 
First interview ............................ $649 0.817 0.470 0.609 0.954 0.689 
Eighth interview .......................... $689 0.704 0.476 0.858 0.886 0.643 

Mean income/needs ratio: 
First interview ............................ 2.83 0.819 0.427 0.483 0.900 0.598 
Eighth interview .......................... 3.06 0.671 0.424 0.860 0.834 0.561 

Percent with income/needs ratio less 
than 1.00: 
First interview ............................ 12.1 1.754 4.630 3.953 1.689 3.277 
Eighth interview .......................... 9.7 3.184 5.491 1.873 1.362 3.925 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 36,867 2,884 8,390 1,402 1,372 948 
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long periods. In some of these situations, this probably 
reflects the fact that the "father" that is "gained" may 
live with the child and contribute to the income of the 
household prior to the mother's actual remarriage. 
Family and household income are defined such that the 
income of an unmarried partner of a child's mother 
would be included in the household but not the family 
income assigned to the child. Children with single 
mothers who remarry also live in somewhat smaller 
households than children with mothers who are not 
observed to remarry. This results in higher per person 
income during the time these children spend in single 
parent families. 

Differences prior to the family compositional change 
between children who remained with one parent through­
out the panel and those who made a transition into a 
two-parent situation are also apparent when the focus 
shifts to recipiency of child support and public transfer 
income. As summarized in table D, which provides 
information on the percentage of children whose moth­
ers received child support from an absent father, AFDC, 
and food stamps during the reference period of the first 
and last interviews, children with a single mother who 
subsequently was observed to reconcile with an absent 
spouse or remarry were much more likely to benefit 
from child support payments from their absent father 
than were children whose mother remained the sole 
parent in the household throughout the survey. 

At the time of the first interview, 35 percent of the 
former group compared with 22 percent of the latter 
group benefitted from child support payments. The 
"always mother only" group of children was much more 
likely than the group whose mother remarried to be with 
a mother who relied, at least in part, on AFDC and food 
stamps. Whereas 40 percent of the mothers of the 
former group received AFDC and 50 percent relied on 

Table D. Mother's Recipiency of Child Support, 
AFDC, and Food Stamps Among Children 
Whose Mother is Present Throughout the 
Panel and Whose Father is Absent All or 
Part of the Panel 

Mother always present 

Benefit recipiency 
Father Mother "Father" 
leaves only enters 

Percent receiving child support: 
First interview ................ 12.7 21.6 34.7 
Eighth interview .............. 37.7 25.8 36.7 

Percent receiving AFDC: 
First interview ................ 5.3 39.9 29.0 
Eighth interview .............. 19.4 41.8 14.9 

Percent receiving food stamps: 
First interview ................ 9.4 50.3 36.1 
Eighth interview .............. 24.1 47.0 19.2 

Numbers (in thousands) ........ 2,884 8,390 1,402 

food stamps the comparable percentages for children 
with mothers who would remarry during the panel was 
29 percent and 36 percent, respectively. 

Similarly, at the eighth interview, 38 percent of chil­
dren in families in which the father had been present at 
the first interview but subsequently left the household 
were benefiting from child support payments from an 
absent father compared with 26 percent of children who 
had lived with their mother only throughout the panel. 
On the other hand, 19 percent of the former group, 
compared with 42 percent of the latter group lived in 
households in which their mother relied in part on AFDC 
benefits. Food stamps were received by the mothers of 
24 percent of the former group versus 4 7 percent of the 
latter group. 

Two factors should be mentioned in connection with 
the estimates shown in table D. By the eighth interview, 
the father had returned to the household of some of the 
children who had experienced a separation from their 
father. Also, the "always mother only" group included 
an important subgroup whose mother had never mar­
ried and, hence, whose mother probably had much 
more difficulty locating the absent father to collect child 
support. Never-married mothers also tend to be rela­
tively young and lack education and employment expe­
rience, which increases the likelihood of reliance on 
public assistance income. 

PARENTAL LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION 

The major component of income in most children's 
households is the earnings of their parents. Tables E 
and F focus on the employment and earnings of the 
mothers and fathers of children in various family situa­
tions at the time of the first interview. Parent's employ­
ment is classified according to whether the person was 
employed during all, some, or none of the weeks of the 
4-month reference period for the first interview. Those 
who reported that they usually worked 35 hours or more 
in the weeks they were employed are classified as 
full-time workers. 

Children whose fathers left the household subse­
quent to the first interview were somewhat more likely 
than children in stable, two-parent families to live with a 
mother who worked full-time, all weeks of the reporting 
period (32 versus 25 percent, respectively). Otherwise, 
the labor force participation and earnings of mothers did 
not differ greatly between these two groups of children. 

The labor force participation of mothers who were 
single parents at the first interview but subsequently 
married (or reconciled) differed considerably from that 
of mothers who remained single parents throughout the 
panel. Children of a mother who subsequently was 
observed to remarry were more likely to have a mother 
who worked full-time during all weeks of the reference 
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Table E. Mother's Employment, Usual Weekly Hours, Earnings, and Personal Income at the First Interview 

Subject 

Employment status (percent) ......................... 
Worked all weeks ....................................... 

35 or more hours ..................................... 
Less than 35 hours ................................... 

Worked some weeks .................................... 
35 or more hours ..................................... 
Less than 35 hours ................................... 

Worked no weeks ...................................... 

Usual number of hours worked per week among those 
reporting hours ........................................ 
Percent reporting 1 + hours ............................ 

Average monthly earnings among those reporting 
$1 or More ............................................ 
Percent with earnings ................................. 

Average monthly personal income among those 
reporting $1 or more ................................... 
Percent with income .................................. 

Numbers (in thousands) ................................. 

period and were much less likely to have a mother who 
did not work at all than were children with a single 
mother who did not remarry. 

Table F shows father's employment and earnings 
during the reference period for the first interview. Whereas 
81 percent of children in stable, two-parent families had 
a father who worked full-time all weeks of the reporting 
period, the comparable percentage was only 67 percent 
for children whose fathers departed from the household 
during the subsequent 28 months. That is, labor force 

Table F. Father's Employment, Usual Weekly 
Hours, Earnings, and Personal Income at 
the First Interview 

Subject 

Employment status (percent) 
Worked all weeks ............. . 

Full-time ................... . 
Part-time ................... . 

Worked some weeks ......... . 
Full-time ................... . 
Part-time .................. . 

Worked no weeks ............ . 

Usual number of hours worked 
per week among those 
reporting hours .............. . 

Percent reporting 1 + hours .... . 

Average monthly earnings among 
those reporting $1 or more ... . 

Percent with earnings ......... . 
Average monthly personal income 
among those reporting $1 or 
more ....................... . 

Percent with income ........... . 

Number (in thousands) ........ . 

Always 
two 

parents 

100.0 
83.1 
80.8 

2.3 
9.8 
8.7 
1.1 
7.0 

45.5 
94.1 

2,259 
91.7 

2,233 
97.8 

36,867 

Father 
leaves 

100.0 
70.4 
67.1 

3.3 
15.0 
12.0 
3.0 

14.7 

44.4 
87.9 

1,718 
86.9 

1,658 
95.9 

2,884 

Father 
always 

present 

100.0 
71.1 
66.9 

4.2 
21.0 
18.5 
2.5 
7.9 

44.6 
93.2 

1,968 
90.2 

1,962 
98.1 

1,372 

Mother always present 
Always two 

parents Father leaves Mother only "Father" enters 

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
39.5 38.0 35.3 50.4 
24.6 32.1 29.6 42.9 
14.9 5.9 5.7 7.6 
14.0 17.8 10.6 11.9 

5.7 6.1 6.3 5.7 
8.3 11.7 4.3 6.2 

46.5 44.2 54.1 37.6 

31.5 34.9 36.6 36.5 
56.7 57.3 49.6 64.7 

838 860 916 954 
54.1 54.7 49.2 63.1 

666 743 845 934 
80.4 79.2 95.7 95.4 

36,887 2,884 8,390 1,402 

attachment was more tenuous among fathers who left 
than among fathers who remained with their children 
throughout the panel. Although the vast majority of both 
groups of fathers provided earnings to their families 
during the reference period, the average monthly amount 
provided to children in stable, two-parent situations was 
31 percent greater than for children living with a father 
who subsequently left the household (i.e., $2,259 ver­
sus $1, 718, respectively.) 

Tables G and H provide information on change in 
mother's labor force participation and earnings between 
the beginning and the end of the panel for children who 
lost or "gained" a father and for those who were either 
always with two parents or always with their mother 
only. Shown are estimates for the first and seventh 
interviews and for the second and eighth interviews. 

The first and seventh interviews were both con­
ducted in the months of October through December (of 
1983 in the case of the first interview, 1985 in the case 
of the seventh interview). The reference period for 
reporting labor force participation spanned the months 
of June through December for both interviews. That is, 
a respondent who was first interviewed in October of 
1983 reported labor force participation for June through 
September of 1983 at the first interview and for the 
same months of 1985 at the seventh interview. On the 
other hand, someone who was first interviewed in 
December of 1983 reported labor force participation 
from August through November at both the first and 
seventh interviews. 

The reporting period for the eighth interview paral­
leled that for the second interview. The interviews were 
conducted between February and May and the report­
ing period for employment and earnings information was 
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Table G. Changes In Mother's Employment and Usual Weekly Hours 

Subject 

Percent working full time, all weeks: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Percent not working at all: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Percent reporting weekly hours: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Average weekly hours: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Number (in thousands) ................................. . 

October through April of 1983-84 for the second inter­
view, 1985-86 for the eighth interview. Because the 
labor force participation of mothers might be seasonal, 
with mothers of school-age children arranging to work 
fewer hours or not at all during the summer months 

Mother always present 
Always two 

parents Father leaves Mother only "Father" enters 

24.6 32.1 29.6 42.9 
30.4 43.1 34.3 38.2 

26.9 34.5 31.4 38.8 
32.6 41.2 34.0 41.0 

46.5 44.2 54.1 37.6 
42.5 37.9 50.1 33.4 

46.4 43.3 53.7 38.8 
41.8 35.7 50.4 31.4 

56.7 57.3 49.6 64.7 
60.1 64.9 52.8 70.9 

56.2 59.6 47.3 62.2 
60.6 65.1 51.5 73.7 

31.5 34.9 36.6 36.5 
33.0 36.6 37.2 36.7 

31.7 35.2 36.7 36.8 
33.3 37.2 36.5 36.1 

36,867 2,884 8,390 1,402 

when their children were not in school, it seemed 
advisable to include intermediate estimates for the 
second and seventh interviews so as not to exaggerate 
change in mother's labor force participation between 
the first and eighth interviews. The reference period for 

Table H. Changes In Mother's Monthly Earnings and Personal Income 

Subject 

Percent with earnings: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Average monthly earnings: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Percent with income: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Average monthly income: 
First interview ....................................... . 
Seventh interview .................................... . 

Second interview .................................... . 
Eighth interview ..................................... . 

Number (in thousands) ................................. . 

Mother always present 
Always two 1---------.--------.-------­

parents 

54.1 
57.4 

53.9 
58.3 

838 
913 

877 
972 

80.4 
82.2 

80.4 
82.4 

666 
738 

696 
789 

36,867 

Father leaves 

54.7 
64.7 

58.3 
64.7 

860 
976 

878 
1,026 

79.2 
94.6 

83.6 
96.2 

743 
1,002 

767 
1,057 

2,884 

.. 

Mother only "Father" enters 

49.2 63.1 
52.6 70.9 

46.9 60.0 
51.4 73.3 

916 954 
974 904 

977 1,017 
1,018 959 

95.7 95.4 
98.3 93.6 

95.7 95.8 
97.6 92.1 

845 934 
892 915 

871 928 
904 963 

8,390 1,402 



the first interview included summer months whereas the 
reference period for the eighth interview included only 
months in which children are typically enrolled in school. 

The labor force attachment of children's mothers 
increased during the course of the panel. That is, the 
percentage of mothers who worked all weeks, full-time 
increased and the percentage not working at all decreased 
among mothers of children in stable, two-parent fami­
lies, families in which there was no major change in 
parental marital status. Children in the study aged by 
two and one third years during the course of the panel 
and mother's labor force participation tends to increase 
as children get older. Also, the overall labor force 
participation rate of married mothers with children under 
age 18 continued its upward trend during the time period 
covered by the 1984 SIPP panel.3 

To the extent there is seasonality in mother's labor 
force participation that might affect comparisons between 
the first and eighth interviews, it seems to primarily 
affect the percentage working full time. The suggestion 
is that mothers may adjust the number of hours of 
employment downward but they do not leave the labor 
force in greater numbers during the summer than in 
other months of the year. Estimates of the percentage 
not working at all or reporting some weekly hours of 
participation and some earnings were virtually the same 
at the first and second interviews for mothers of children 
in stable, two-parent families. 

Because differences among the groups of mothers 
compared in tables G and H existed at the time of the 
first interview, it is difficult to use the estimates to study 
the effect of a change in marital status, such as the loss 
of a spouse from the household, on mothers' employ­
ment and earnings. Comparisons of labor force behav­
ior, earnings, and income between the beginning and 
the end of the panel leave open the question of whether 
changes that are observed occurred at the time of a 
family disruption or happened gradually over the period. 
In order to provide more precise estimates of the 
immediate and short-term changes in the economic 
situation of children which follow a separation from their 
father, the next section of this report focusses on the 
subgroup of children whose father departed from the 
household during the survey. Estimates of income, child 
support and welfare recipiency, mother's labor force 
participation, and earnings for the interviews which 
occurred just prior to, at the time of, and immediately 
following the separation are shown so as to provide a 
better picture of the consequences for children of father 
absence. 

ECONOMIC WELL-BEING BEFORE AND 
AFTER A PARENTAL SEPARATION 

This section focuses on economic well-being of 
children who experienced a family disruption. The focus 
is on the path of change in the economic well-being of 

3U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Handbook 
of Labor Statistics, Bulletin 2340 (issued August 1989), table 57. 
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children following family disruption and analysis is restricted 
to those children who made the transition from a 
two-parent to a mother only living arrangement at any 
point after the four months covered during the first 
interview.4 Well-being is measured for up to six time 
points surrounding the parental disruption: these include 
the interview prior to the parental loss; the interview at 
which the father was no longer present in the house­
hold; and four interviews, or time points, following the 
initial family disruption. 

Children for whom the father's departure took place 
between the first and second interviews were observed 
once with both parents present, at a second point when 
the transition occurred, and six times after the initial 
family disruption. On the other hand, children for whom 
the parental separation occurred between the seventh 
and eighth interviews, were observed just prior to the 
parental separation, and for the reference period during 
which the separation occurred but for no further points 
after the initial disruption. Hence, the sample of children 
on which estimates are based decreases at each obser­
vation after the loss of the father from the household. 5 

At the time of the interview in which a father no longer 
was living in the child's household, monthly income was 
obtained for the preceding 4-month period. If the absent 
parent was present during at least part of that period, his 
income was included in the total family and household 
income amounts for those months in which he was 
present. Hence, the average monthly income shown in 
table I for the column labeled "At Time of Loss" does 
not capture the full economic impact of the departure of 
the father. For this reason, the more appropriate esti­
mate of the decline in children's well-being immediately 
following a parental separation may be obtained by 
comparing income for the first full 4-month reporting 
period after the separation (column 1 under "After Loss 
of Parent") with income just prior to the parental sepa­
ration. 

The top panel of table I includes all children who 
experienced the loss of their father and the bottom 
panel is restricted to the subgroup of these children 
whose mother did not remarry or reconcile during the 
period of observation.6 The SIPP data suggest the 
family income available to children declined by about 37 
percent following parental separation (from $2,435 to 
$1,543, on average). Changes in total family or house­
hold income may overstate the decline in economic 

4The sample includes 417 children who lived with two parents at 
the first interview but who subsequently experienced the departure of 
their father from the household. Some children in two-parent families 
had a mother who left the household but the sample size was too 
small for analysis. 

5Post-separation observations are restricted to four because of the 
declining sample size: 205 of the 417 children have information from 
at least four post-family disruption interviews. 

601 the sample of 417 children who experienced the departure of 
their father from the household. 315 lived with a mother who did not 
remarry or reconcile after the marital separation, and 139 of these 
children had at least four post-family disruption interviews. 
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Table I. Changes in Income Among Children Who Lived with Both Parents At the Beginning of the Panel 
and Whose Father Left in Subsequent Months 

Subject 
Prior to loss 

ALL CHILDREN 

Average monthly income: 
Family income ........................... $2,435 
Household income ....................... $2,461 
Per Capita income ........................ $549 
Income/needs ratio ....................... 2.43 
Percent in poverty ........................ 18.8 

Ratio of income to income prior to loss: 
Family income ........................... 1.000 
Household income ....................... 1.000 
Per capita income ........................ 1.000 
Income/needs ratio ....................... 1.000 
Percent in poverty ........................ 1.000 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 2,884 

CHILDREN WHOSE MOTHER DOES NOT 
REMARRY /RECONCILE 

Average monthly income: 
Family income ........................... $2,416 
Household income ....................... $2,450 
Per capita income ........................ $540 
Income/needs ratio ....................... 2.39 
Percent in poverty ........................ 18.5 

Ratio of income to income prior to loss: 
Family income ........................... 1.000 
Household income ....................... 1.000 
Per capita income ........................ 1.000 
Income/needs ratio ....................... 1.000 
Percent in poverty ........................ 1.000 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 2,225 

well-being for children, however, because family size 
also decreases. The two measures which adjust for 
changing household size indicate somewhat less hard­
ship following family disruption than suggested by the 
decline in family income. Per capita income declined by 
21 percent (from $549 to $436) and the income/needs 
ratio declined by 26 percent (from 2.43 to 1. 79) after the 
loss of the father from the household. 

Comparing the first and fourth observation following 
the disruption, points that are approximately 12 months 
apart, suggests that the income that is lost is not easily 
recouped. Family (and household) income at the time of 
the fourth interview after the family disruption was only 
69-70 percent of the level prior to the disruption. Per 
capita income was 83 percent and the income needs 
ratio 81 percent of the level just prior to the father's 
departure. 

The bottom panel of table 9 shows that those chil­
dren whose mother does not remarry or reconcile 
quickly following parental marital separation have a 
particularly difficult time returning to levels of economic 
well-being that they enjoyed prior to their father's depar­
ture. At time 4 after the loss of their father, family 

After loss of father from household 
At time of 

loss Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 

$1,746 $1,543 $1,548 $1,739 $1,711 
$1,749 $1,546 $1,645 $1,781 $1,687 

$449 $436 $447 $468 $456 
1.91 1.79 1.77 1.94 1.96 
30.3 35.5 30.9 29.3 30.7 

0.717 0.634 0.636 0.714 0.703 
0.711 0.628 0.669 0.724 0.685 
0.817 0.795 0.814 0.852 0.831 
0.787 0.737 0.729 0.801 0.805 
1.617 1.892 1.646 1.564 1.635 

2,884 2,522 2,194 1,804 1,454 

$1,735 $1,452 $1,364 $1,424 $1,432 
$1,732 $1,451 $1,459 $1,465 $1,395 

$445 $424 $409 $409 $399 
1.90 1.73 1.60 1.67 1.71 
30.7 37.6 32.9 35.6 35.3 

0.718 0.601 0.565 0.589 0.593 
0.707 0.592 0.596 0.598 0.570 
0.825 0.785 0.757 0.757 0.739 
0.796 0.723 0.670 0.699 0.714 
1.660 2.029 1.780 1.922 1.905 

2,225 1,863 1,589 1,301 1,036 

income of these children was only 59 percent what it 
was just prior to the separation. Per capita income was 
74 percent and the income/needs ratio 71 percent that 
prior to the loss. Among this subgroup of children, the 
percentage in poverty doubled after the separation 
(from 19 to 38 percent) and remained at 35 percent by 
the fourth interview, roughly 16 months later. 

Table J focuses on changes in the labor force 
participation of the mother of children whose father 
departs from the household. Just prior to the marital 
separation, one-third had a mother who worked full 
time, and 43 percent had a mother who was home full 
time. By time 1 after the loss, the percentage with a 
mother working full-time increased to 41 percent and 
the percentage with a mother not working at all dropped 
to 31 percent. The number reporting that they work 
some hours each week increased substantially (from 60 
to 72 percent) but the average number of hours worked 
among those reporting hours increased only slightly 
from 34 to 37 hours per week. It also appears from table 
J that the labor force response of mothers, which is to a 
small degree an increase in working full-time but to a 
much larger degree a move from not working at all to 
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Table J. Changes in Mother's Employment After Departure of Father From the Household 

Subject 
Prior to loss 

Percent working full-time, all weeks .......... 33.4 
Percent not working at all ................... 43.4 
Percent reporting weekly hours worked ....... 60.3 

Average weekly hours of those with hours .. 34.2 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 2,884 

working, is in part a temporary response. That is, the 
percentage of children with a mother who is not working 
at all decreased sharply from 43 to 31 percent between 
the interview prior to the departure of the father from the 
household and the interview which covers the first full 
4-month reporting period in which he is absent from the 
household. However, 12 months later at time period 4 
after the loss, the percentage of children with a mother 
who is not working at all rose to 39 percent. The 
percentage with mothers working full-time at time 4 after 
the father's departure (42 percent) was not appreciably 
different from the first time point after the separation. To 
summarize, it appears as if a subgroup of mothers who 
were in the labor force prior to their marital separation 
increased the number of hours they worked and this 
was more or less a permanent change. 7 Another sub­
group of mothers who were not working outside the 
home at the time of the marital split, and hence whose 
labor force attachment was probably more tenuous, 
may have sought employment in response to the marital 
break-up but were less successful at maintaining that 
labor force involvement over the next year or so.a 

7The percentage of children's mothers who worked full time all 
weeks of the fourth reference period after the marital disruption was 
not statistically different from the percentage working full time before 
the disruption. However, the percentage working full time at the first, 
second, and third reference periods after the disruption were all 
significantly higher than before the disruption. 

8 Whereas the percentage of children's mothers who were not 
working at all declined during the first reference period after the 
marital disruption, the percentage not working in the second and 
fourth time periods after the disruption were not significantly different 
from before the disruption. Further,. the percentages of mothers 
reporting some weekly hours of labor market participation during the 

After loss of father from household 
At time of 

loss Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 

36.9 41.2 43.8 43.4 41.9 
34.8 31.0 38.7 36.6 39.1 
67.9 72.1 63.3 65.8 62.1 
36.2 36.7 37.9 38.4 36.6 

2,884 2,522 2,194 1,804 1,454 

Changes in labor force participation of the subgroup 
of children whose mother did not remarry or reconcile 
before the end of the panel are shown in table K. The 
levels of participation and changes in participation par­
allel those of the larger group of children who experi­
ence father absence. 

After a marital disruption, it is important to assess the 
extent to which a mother is able to recoup lost income 
from the father by increasing her own earnings and 
income, and/ or by relying on child support payments or 
public assistance to partially compensate for the loss of 
income from the absent parent. Table L shows how the 
earnings and personal income of children's mothers 
changes around the time a father leaves the household. 
Also shown are changes in the percentage receiving 
child support, AFDC, and food stamps and the average 
monthly amount received per recipient. Table M pro­
vides the same information for the subgroup of children 
whose mother did not remarry or reconcile after the 
marital separation. 

Mother's earnings. The percentage of children whose 
mother had some earnings increased dramatically between 
the interview prior to the father's departure and the first 
full 4-month period after the marital separation. The 
percentage with earnings increased from 59 to 72 
percent but fell back to 62 percent by the fourth 
interview after the loss. 

Among the subgroup of children whose mother did 
not remarry, average monthly earnings were also higher 
by the third ($1,015) and fourth ($1,025) reference 

second, third, and fourth time periods after the disruption were not 
significantly different from the percentage working prior to the disrup­
tion. 

Table K. Changes in Mother's Employment After Departure of Father From the Household Among Children 
Whose Mother is Not Observed to Remarry /Reconcile During the Panel 

After loss of father from household 
Subject At time of 

Prior to loss loss Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time4 

Percent working full-time, all weeks .......... 30.6 37.1 42.4 44.5 47.3 42.5 
Percent not working at all ................... 45.5 35.0 29.8 39.3 34.2 39.7 
Percent reporting weekly hours worked ....... 58.2 67.1 73.5 63.2 68.1 62.0 

Average weekly hours of those with hours .. 33.4 35.7 36.5 38.4 39.4 37.8 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 2,225 2,225 1,863 1,589 1,301 1,036 
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Table L. Changes in Mother's Earnings, Personal Income, and Recipiency of Child Support, AFDC, and 
Food Stamps After Departure of Father From the Household 

Subject 
Prior to loss 

Percent with $1 or more of earned income .... 58.6 
Average monthly earnings ................. $930 

Percent with $1 or more of personal income .. 81.4 
Average monthly income .................. $828 

Percent with $1 or more in child support ...... 15.7 
Average monthly receipt .................. $284 

Percent with $1 or more in AFDC income ..... 9.0 
Average monthly receipt .................. $268 

Percent with $1 or more in food stamps ...... 9.5 
Average monthly receipt .................. $170 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 2,884 

periods after the disruption than during the first ($884) 
time period after the separation. For the total sample of 
children whose father left the household, the average 
earnings of employed mothers did not differ significantly 
among any of the time periods surrounding the disrup­
tion. 

Mother's personal income. Prior to the departure of 
the father from the household, the mothers of 81 
percent of children had some personal income amount­
ing to $828 per month, on average. By the first full time 
period after the father's departure, this percentage had 
climbed to 97 percent and the average amount stood at 
$1,053. There was no decline in the percentage with 
personal income and the average amount received did 
not change significantly between the first and fourth 
time period after the separation. 

After loss of father from household 
At time of 

loss Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 

67.1 72.1 62.4 65.3 62.1 
$910 $900 $985 $982 $989 

93.1 97.2 96.4 98.0 97.3 
$974 $1,053 $1,008 $1,014 $979 

34.3 43.5 40.9 39.8 36.7 
$342 $351 $338 $360 $378 

16.1 18.2 21.3 22.0 21.9 
$255 $255 $285 $272 $286 

25.8 26.6 26.5 24.8 25.5 
$139 $188 $181 $185 $183 

2,884 2,522 2,194 1,804 1,451 

Child support. At the interview prior to the marital 
separation, 16 percent of children were living with a 
mother who received child support. This suggests that 
some children in two-parent families were living with 
their mother and a step-father and it was their step­
father who departed from the household in the subse­
quent time period. By time 1 after the loss of a father 
from the household, 44 percent of children benefited 
from child support payments which averaged $351 a 
month. By the fourth time period after the father's 
departure, the percentage receiving child support and 
the average amount received had not changed signifi­
cantly from the first time period after the separation. 

The pattern of recipiency was similar for the sub­
group of children whose mother was not observed to 
remarry or reconcile except that the level of support 
provided in the second and third (but not the fourth) time 
period after the family disruption was significantly higher 

Table M. Changes in Mother's Earnings, Personal Income, and Recipiency of Selected Benefits After 
Departure of Father From the Household Among Children Whose Mothers Are Not Observed to 
Remarry /Reconcile During the Panel 

After loss of father from household 
Subject At time of 

Prior to loss loss Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 

Percent with $1 or more of earned income .... 56.4 66.3 73.5 63.2 67.4 62.0 
Average monthly earnings ................. $934 $924 $884 $994 $1,015 $1,025 

Percent with $1 or more of personal income .. 79.7 95.5 98.2 95.7 98.6 98.4 
Average monthly income .................. $810 $962 $1,075 $1,070 $1,043 $1,060 

Percent with $1 or more in child support ...... 14.3 35.3 46.3 44.1 40.9 42.5 
Average monthly receipt .................. $294 $321 $334 $368 $401 $410 

Percent with $1 or more in AFDC income ..... 11.7 18.9 19.4 23.6 24.4 25.8 
Average monthly receipt .................. $268 $242 $243 $279 $273 $298 

Percent with $1 or more in food stamps ...... 10.3 27.6 28.2 29.0 28.7 31.7 
Average monthly receipt .................. $187 $150 $187 $177 $194 $186 

Number (in thousands) ...................... 2,225 2,225 1,863 1,589 1,301 1,036 


