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Introduction
Laurie Fields DeRose, Naomi R. Cahn, June Carbone,
and W. Bradford Wilcox

What is the relationship between family structure and economic inequality?
Family structures in Europe and the Americas have changed and marriage has
declined since the mid-1990s (OECD 2016a). Moreover, increasing economic
inequality in these countries has become the object of considerable concern
among scholars, policymakers, and journalists. The conversation about
inequality, however, has not systematically focused on the ways in which
changes in family structure may be connected to economic inequality, both
as a consequence and a cause of this inequality. Existing debate has often
unfolded as though the economic and the cultural changes are two independent events: Progressives have focused on the economic causes of changing
family structures, while conservatives have stressed the cultural and policy
roots of these changes. Underlying both are not fully explored assumptions
about the impact of the transformed nature of women’s roles, male employment patterns, and the gendered division of family responsibilities that may
affect the relationship between family inequality and socioeconomic
inequality.
This volume explores what is actually happening to the family in
Europe and much of the Americas. It discusses contextual factors that
underlie variations in family structures, and it also explores the ways in
which economic and cultural changes reinforce one another. Moreover,
because conversations about economic inequality and family structure
have too often focused either on single regions, such as northern
Europe or southern Europe, or even just the United States, this volume
brings together scholars from different countries. Accordingly, our hope is
that Unequal Family Lives: Causes and Consequences in Europe and the
Americas adds richness and depth to our understanding of the relationship
between family and economics.

1
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BACKGROUND

Throughout much of North America, well-educated and more affluent
families tend to be headed by stably partnered parents who enjoy comparatively high levels of relationship quality. Working-class and poor families
face higher levels of family instability and single parenthood, and lower
levels of relationship quality. Moreover, trends in fertility, frequency of
assortative mating (similarly educated individuals forming families with
one another), and rates of education may contribute to larger variations in
earnings between household types. Across a wide variety of countries, the
number of household types at higher poverty risk (such as single-parent
families) is projected to increase (OECD 2011a). The consequences of the
rise in “at risk” families are still unknown, however, as living arrangements
may have less of a connection to inequality in Europe than in North America
(European Commission 2013).
Family has become more central to the discourse about inequality in the
United States than elsewhere, largely owing to Sara McLanahan’s work on
“diverging destinies” (McLanahan 2004). She argued that some trends in
modern family life increase children’s resources while others decrease them,
but that the net change is by no means equally distributed across social class.
But the United States remains an outlier among advanced economies with its
low levels of public support for families, high rates of income and wealth
inequality (Table 2, http://inequality.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/PathwaysSOTU-2016.pdf), and its high rates of union disruption (both divorce and the
dissolution of cohabiting unions), so a comparative approach provides critical
perspectives. Accordingly, this book puts family change at the center of the
conversation about growing economic inequality across Europe and the
Americas. Using evidence from countries that vary in both culture and public
policy context, we gain more insight into how family inequality is entwined
with inequalities of class.
We speak of family inequality rather than family diversity. Diversity simply
means variety, and if a growing variety of family trajectories were unrelated to
inequality, there would be no need for this book. Instead, our collection serves
to highlight the similarities and differences in the relationship between family
instability and economic inequality across contexts.
The Social Trends Institute invited professors and scholars of law, sociology,
economics, public policy, demography, and political economy to an experts
meeting in Rome (February 16–18, 2017) to present new research on family
inequality from a comparative perspective. The invited authors not only
represented various academic disciplines but also contributed diverse
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perspectives to the debate surrounding issues of family inequality. There was
broad agreement that class inequality affects patterns of partnership and childbearing and, in turn, family change feeds economic inequality. Nonetheless,
this volume, resulting from that meeting, also reflects pronounced differences
in what various scholars conceived to be of prime importance with respect to
growing inequality, and differences in how each might approach turning the
vicious cycles into virtuous ones. All agreed that combatting growing economic inequality requires understanding what conditions this complex relationship as well as what mediates it. Cross-national comparisons are crucial for
gaining this kind of understanding.
The Parts in this book bring together economics and the family, and they
are organized as follows: Part I describes the unequal character of family life in
Europe and the Americas, Part II explores its causes, Part III describes various
consequences of diverging family structures, and Part IV presents potential
solutions for bridging the growing family divide (or minimizing its consequences). The final Part provides commentary and concluding reflections on
the overall questions explored throughout this volume.

DETAILING THE INCREASINGLY UNEQUAL SOCIOECONOMIC
CHARACTER OF FAMILY LIFE

Two chapters describe family inequality: Marcia Carlson’s on Europe and the
United States, and Albert Esteve and Elizabeth Florez-Paredes’ on Latin
America and the Caribbean. Both chapters start with a description of change
over time in family life. Carlson accomplishes this using indicators commonly
associated with the “second demographic transition,” a label commonly used to
refer to the transition to below replacement fertility, but that is better understood
as family patterns resulting when individuals have a great deal of autonomy in
how they progress through the stages of their lives (Lesthaeghe 2010).
The second demographic transition is typically characterized by less marriage,
more cohabitation, more divorce, and more nonmarital childbearing; Carlson
compares trends in these indicators between the United States and European
countries as well as among European countries. She also makes cross-national
comparisons with respect to multipartnered fertility and children’s experience
of family instability. Instead of using these indicators that have emerged from
studies of northern fertility regimes, Esteve and Florez-Paredes start with an
exploratory factor analysis to determine the dimensions that structure families in
Latin America. They then organize the rest of their chapter around union and
childbearing calendars, household complexity, married and unmarried cohabitation, and the nature of female household headship.
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Both of these chapters in the “descriptive” Part of our volume lay the
foundation for a discussion of how family change influences socioeconomic
inequality. Before we can know whether the destinies of children are diverging
with changing family patterns, we have to know what the trajectories of family
change are. Both chapters contribute this, and they also document diversity
within regions.
Additionally, both chapters take the crucial next step in exploring the extent
to which family patterns have been unfolding differently along class lines.
Carlson reviewed European evidence on educational differences in marriage,
divorce, nonmarital fertility, multipartnered fertility, and children’s experience of family instability. Although the more educated are more likely to
marry in the United States, this pattern is less consistent across European
countries, and holds most strongly in countries where women commonly
expect continued labor force participation after marrying (Kalmijn 2007,
2013). Alternately stated, education has its strongest positive relationship with
marriage where marriage does not substantially increase the chance that
women will drop out of the labor force. Educated women are more likely to
eschew marriage where gender roles are more traditional, a pattern Göran
Therborn (2014) assumingly characterized as a “Lysistrate rebellion,” referring
to the women in Aristophanes’ comedy who boycotted traditional marital
expectations while waiting for men’s behavior to change.
Carlson further reviewed fairly mixed evidence from across Europe on the
relationship between education and divorce that therefore indicated that the
concentration of union instability at lower socioeconomic levels in the United
States was far from universal. Similarly, repartnering and multipartner fertility
did not have consistent socioeconomic patterns across different contexts.
In contrast, the concentration of nonmarital childbearing at lower socioeconomic levels was far more consistent across countries (Perelli-Harris et al.
2010).
Finally, with respect to family instability for children, the indicator most
closely related to “diverging destinies,” the (rather thin) evidence Carlson
reviewed indicated that class differences in instability might be growing in
Europe, but remain small compared to the US. She also highlights the fact
that class differences in instability matter less for overall inequality in Europe
where fewer children experience instability (see also Chapter 7).
Esteve and Florez-Paredes’ chapter on families in Latin America addresses
a context in which recent expansion in cohabitation has been concentrated
among those with higher socioeconomic status (as proxied by educational
attainment). In the United States and Europe where marriage increasingly
occurs only after other achievements in adult life like college graduation and

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Introduction

5

stable employment, those with less access to higher education and good jobs
have become more likely to have children in cohabiting unions. In contrast,
cohabitation and cohabiting childbearing have been long-standing lower class
phenomena in Latin America and the Caribbean, with the more marginalized
(especially the indigenous groups) opting for cohabitation, and the relatively
elite choosing marriage (Esteve and Lesthaeghe 2016). Work on the region
even refers to a “dual nuptiality system” (e.g., Castro-Martı́n 2002). Then some
of the same forces that have affected family life in more developed countries –
e.g., the rise of individualism, consumerism, and women’s economic independence – have had the greatest impact among those with high socioeconomic status in Latin America and the Caribbean. This led to increased
nonmarital childbearing (both births to lone mothers and in cohabiting
unions) among upper-class individuals within the region (Esteve,
Lesthaeghe, and López-Gay 2012). Historically, children born in cohabiting
unions were concentrated at the bottom of the income distribution, but the
socioeconomic gradient for cohabiting births has weakened in Latin America
and the Caribbean.
Esteve and Florez-Paredes’ work is richly descriptive. They show that
despite the better-educated starting to “catch up” to their more marginalized
counterparts in terms of cohabitation rates, cohabitation remains more common among women with low education. Furthermore, early union formation,
early childbearing, single motherhood, and union dissolution are all more
concentrated at low socioeconomic levels. In short, disadvantageous family
behaviors remain correlated with social class. In this respect, Latin America
and the Caribbean resemble the United States. Nonetheless, they argue that
with the historical legacy of high cohabitation rates among indigenous groups,
modern family transitions have not created diverging destinies as “Destinies
have been diverging for centuries” (Chapter 2). Latin America is the most
unequal region in the world for reasons that include, but are by no means
limited to, family forms. Indeed, there are many diverse and long-standing
reasons for inequality that may be partly reflected in contemporary family
patterns, but cannot be understood by a study of recent changes in family
patterns by women’s education.
In addition, Esteve and Florez-Paredes emphasize a theme that also emerges
in Brienna Perelli-Harris’ work (see Chapter 4): Context sometimes dwarfs
overall patterns. What this means in Latin America and the Caribbean is that
even though there is a fairly consistent overall relationship between family
patterns and social disadvantage, “two individuals with similar profiles regarding
education, ethnicity, and religion may show quite different family behaviour
depending on the region where they live, proving that ‘individuals have
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histories but regions have much longer histories’” (Esteve and Lesthaeghe 2016,
p. 269). Historical differences among Latin American countries and between
Latin America and Europe with respect to the evolution of and function of
marriage still seem to condition individual marital choices, even though there
are advantages associated with marriage across contexts.
Esteve’s previous research had shown that cohabitation patterns depended
on geohistorical legacies, and the contribution in this volume extends that
argument to other family patterns (especially single and cohabiting childbearing). Overall, he and Florez-Paredes show that context is a more important determinant of family behavior than class, but that the class patterns
showing up in Latin American family change resemble those documented
in the United States (and to a lesser extent Europe). Notably, the rise in upperclass cohabitation coincided with postponed childbearing, whereas loweducated cohabiting women have not been postponing childbearing within
their unions. There is therefore potential for destinies to diverge even when
cohabitation grows most among the elite.
Their chapter makes a further contribution to cross-country analysis when it
highlights an aspect of family life in Latin America and the Caribbean that
has, to date, been resistant to change: Women start childbearing relatively
early in life. Age at first birth in the region has not increased appreciably – even
with lower overall fertility, increases in women’s education, and increases in
women’s labor force participation. Esteve and Florez-Paredes show that only
university-educated women have come to postpone childbearing more over
time. Among primary- and secondary-educated women, first births have
remained early.

EXPLORING THE CAUSES OF INCREASINGLY UNEQUAL
FAMILY LIFE

Part II of the volume on causes of inequality in family life includes contributions from Andrew Cherlin, Nicholas Eberstadt, and Brienna Perelli-Harris.
Each has a different emphasis. Cherlin draws the causal arrow from economic
inequality to family formation and dissolution, arguing that when men’s job
opportunities suffer, so does marriage. Eberstadt assigns more importance to
policy and cultural causes of the retreat from marriage, while Perelli-Harris
maintains that context matters more for class differences in family patterns
than any universal explanations.
Cherlin argues that unequal labor market opportunities drive the retreat
from marriage. He nonetheless fully concedes that economic forces only
erode marriage after culture change has already opened up multiple

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Introduction

7

possibilities for adult lives and childrearing – e.g., the Great Depression did
not cause a surge in nonmarital births – but he holds that now that choices are
available, the economically disadvantaged will have more nonmarital
childrearing.
Cherlin’s “prima facie” case for the importance of the economy as a driver
of change is that moderately educated Americans saw the most pronounced
retreat from marriage during the same era (starting in the 1980s) that men’s
labor market opportunities declined more dramatically for moderately educated Americans than for either the less or more educated. Men’s earning
power remains an important component of their “marriageability”: It is
required even in an egalitarian marital bargain where both partners share in
paid and domestic work. Thus, socioeconomic inequality drives family
inequality.
In contrast, Eberstadt documents that prime-age men have been progressively less likely to work in every birth cohort over the last fifty
years in the United States. He emphasizes that the “flight from work”
(see Chapter 5) has also in large part been a flight from marriage and
parental involvement. In one of the exercises in his chapter, Eberstadt
explores how the changing composition of the American population – in
terms of race, education, nativity, education, and family structure – are
related to men’s work rates. His findings are striking, for instance that the
positive effect of half a century of improvements in educational attainment
has been more than canceled out by changes in marriage patterns. He also
includes engaging comparisons showing that marital status is more
strongly associated with work than other factors associated with disadvantage, like race. Eberstadt readily acknowledges that these parts of his
analysis leave causal questions completely open.
In fact, Eberstadt gives much credit to “demand side” hypotheses (see
Chapter 5) like Cherlin’s – those that assert that marriage rates have fallen
because changes in the economy make the kind of stable employment that
contributes to marriage less likely. He nonetheless maintains that the decline
in employment among prime-age men over the past two generations cannot be
fully explained by the demand side. His evidence includes both that men’s
inactivity at the national level has increased smoothly over time, despite
demand-side “shocks” like the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) agreement that should arguably have had a more detectable effect
on joblessness, as well as state-level employment patterns that are far more
variable than demand-side theory would predict. Eberstadt adds the reverse
causal arrow to demand-side theories, claiming that men oriented toward
marriage and parenthood commit themselves to jobs. He bolsters this
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contention by showing nearly identical employment rates for married high
school dropouts and unmarried college degree holders from 1994 to 2015.
In other words, he discounts job prospects as the sole driver of family change
by showing that marriage seems to enhance job prospects.
Perelli-Harris makes her case for the importance of context in addressing
the relationship between family inequality and socioeconomic inequality in
four distinct ways. First, she shows through the geographic concentration of
nonmarital childbearing that evidence of history, religion, policy, and culture
all appear in contemporary geographic variation in nonmarital childbearing.
Next, she reviews how different European countries have extended (or not
extended) rights to cohabitants and unmarried fathers, and discusses the
potential implications of these variations for the class divide associated with
cohabiting childbearing. Third, she presents focus group research that demonstrates just how different the meanings assigned to cohabitation are across
countries. Fourth, she presents evidence from a study she led that systematically tackled some of the methodological obstacles to properly testing
whether marriage per se (as opposed to simply being in a union) makes
a difference for adult well-being.
One of the only commonalities across countries was that marriage was
universally viewed as an expression of commitment. Importantly in the context of the current volume, none of the focus groups across eight European
countries put an emphasis on the need for economic stability prior to marriage – a factor that is so much a part of the discourse on the class divide in
marriage in the United States. Thus it is possible that selecting marriage on the
basis of economic stability is less a part of the European family inequality story.
Her final discussion of adult outcomes (mental well-being, health, life
satisfaction, and wage differentials) provides a nice segue to Part III of the
book on consequences of growing family instability. The results fully supported Perelli-Harris’s major theme (see Chapter 4) that country context
conditions the effects associated with cohabitation. She says: “Overall, the
results suggest that taking into account the heterogeneity of cohabiting unions
(as measured by union duration and shared children) as well as selection
mechanisms from childhood can explain many of the marital benefits to wellbeing, but country context, such as welfare state regime and social norms, also
matters.”
While most of Perelli-Harris’ chapter emphasizes diversity in timing and
pace of family change, she did find more evidence of a class divide in
nonmarital childbearing than other new family formation behaviors. “Across
Europe, higher educated individuals are more likely to marry before a birth
(Mikolai et al. 2016), and lower educated individuals are more likely to
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separate after a birth (Musick and Michelmore 2015)” (Chapter 4). Thus
while she rightfully calls for more research to understand the complex
relationships between context, selection, socially constructed meanings
of cohabitation and marriage, and changes over individual life courses,
she does point to an important similarity between the United States
and Europe: Childbearing within marriage occurs more often among the
advantaged.

CONSEQUENCES OF GROWING FAMILY INSTABILITY

The fourth section of Perelli-Harris’ chapter (Chapter 4) examines how adult
outcomes vary between cohabitants and married individuals, and Part III of
our book supplements this concern for adult well-being with analysis of
potential consequences of family inequality for the reproduction of inequality
(Diederik Boertien, Fabrizio Bernardi, and Juho Härkönen, Chapter 7; Anna
Garriga and Paolo Berta, Chapter 6), and for the growth of national economies
(W. Bradford Wilcox and Joseph Price, Chapter 8).
Garriga and Berta address the question of whether children’s destinies are
diverging across twenty-one Western countries, and they approach their comparative inquiry in an unusually thorough manner. First, they explore to what
extent there is a general pattern in Western countries of single motherhood
being more common among women with less education; there is. Despite
substantial cross-national differences in the relationship between mothers’
education and single motherhood, they confirmed that a negative relationship
between mother’s education and single motherhood holds in most Western
countries.
Second, they use three outcome variables that, while all related to education, are nonetheless distinct: Standardized math test scores, grade repetition,
and truancy. While most previous comparative work had used standardized
test scores, grade repetition, and truancy are both strongly associated with
labor market outcomes and risk behaviors, such as drug abuse or crime (Garry
1996; Jones, Lovrich, and Lovrich 2011; Range, Yonke, and Young 2011).
In other words, these additional two outcomes tell us more about the likelihood that destinies will diverge than cognitive achievement alone does; they
have strong behavioral components. Garriga and Berta found that children in
single-mother families had lower math test scores in seventeen of the twentyone countries, plus that they were more likely to repeat a grade or truant
practically everywhere. Further, higher levels of maternal education seemed
to compensate for the negative effect of single motherhood on test scores, but
much less so for the other two risk-related outcomes.
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Finally, Garriga and Berta consider the question of whether the effects of
single motherhood are greater or lesser among children of more highly
educated mothers. Destinies might actually converge if family structure had
little effect at lower socioeconomic levels where many children have relatively
poor educational outcomes, compared to higher socioeconomic levels where
a second parent in the household might help prevent subpar outcomes. Their
findings here were quite mixed: For some outcomes and in some countries,
children of less-educated mothers experienced greater consequences associated with single motherhood, while for other outcomes and/or other countries, it was children of more-educated mothers whose outcomes were most
strongly related to family structure. This means that the general tendency for
single motherhood to be more common at lower socioeconomic levels would
sometimes result in diverging destinies: Where educated mothers compensate
for the disadvantages their children would otherwise experience with single
motherhood or the consequences are the same regardless of maternal education, but that sometimes high prevalence of single motherhood is coupled
with low associated costs, thus limiting the extent to which destinies would
diverge.
Boertien, Bernardi, and Härkönen’s chapter (Chapter 7) on whether
family inequality contributes to national-level increases in socioeconomic
inequality is like Garriga and Berta’s chapter in that they focus individually
on each of several conditions that would together make diverging destinies
likely. They briefly discuss critical reviews of how much difference family
dynamics really matter for child outcomes, with a focus on both the magnitude of the association and how much of it is properly interpreted as being
causal. Next, they examine the extent to which lower income children are
overrepresented among those experiencing disadvantageous family
dynamics. Third, they engage with the question of how the “penalty”
associated with disadvantageous family dynamics varies by socioeconomic
background: The same question Garriga and Berta take up in their third and
final section (see Chapter 6).
In their own final section, Boertien and his colleagues (see Chapter 7)
discuss recent evidence from the United States, the United Kingdom,
Germany, and Italy that quantified the overall contribution of family structure
to inequality of opportunity at the societal level. “Overall” includes the size of
the effects, the distribution of the affected population by socioeconomic
status, and the variability in the size of effects by socioeconomic status. They
conclude that even though family structure is an important factor determining
life chances at the individual level, family inequality does not explain growing
socioeconomic inequality within societies. In the United States and the
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United Kingdom, nonintact families were concentrated among the disadvantaged, but the consequences were smaller among the disadvantaged – thus
explaining the small net impact at the societal level. In Germany, children
whose mothers had intermediate levels of education were the most likely to
have nonintact families, while in Italy, very few children were disadvantaged
by family inequality in any socioeconomic group. Thus for different reasons in
disparate contexts, family inequality did not have sizable effects on the distribution of educational attainment (attending tertiary institutions). They
leave open the question of whether children’s destinies diverge with respect
to other outcomes.
While the first two chapters in Part III focus on inequality, Wilcox and Price
(see Chapter 8) investigate the association between prevalent family structures
and rates of economic growth. They show that countries where two-parent
families are more common, as well as those with higher marriage rates, enjoy
higher rates of economic growth (using data from 2001 to 2014 and controlling
for individual country fixed effects).
While emphasizing that these correlations may not be causal, Wilcox
and Price nonetheless describe potential causal pathways and provide crosscountry evidence testing various mechanisms. Specifically, they show that
countries with higher proportions of children living with both biological
parents have: (1) higher savings rates and (2) lower homicide rates. Labor
force statistics, however, did not support their argument, as intact families
did not predict higher men’s labor force participation rates, and were
associated with lower women’s labor force participation rates. Their evidence nonetheless opens the door for further investigation of the idea that
intact married families do not just confer benefits on their members but
that they may also help nations prosper by promoting savings and public
safety (as well as other potential mechanisms like supporting educational
attainment).

BRIDGING THE GROWING FAMILY DIVIDE FOR CHILDREN

Part IV of our volume addresses how the impact of family inequality on
children can be reduced. Both chapters are essentially optimistic. Frances
Kobrin Goldscheider and Sharon Sassler (see Chapter 9) explain why it is
reasonable to expect that the more equal gender bargain that characterizes
marriage among those with more education, will also become characteristic
of unions regardless of the socioeconomic position of the couples. They
believe that cultural diffusion will lessen family inequality (with or without
strong state support for families). Richard V. Reeves’ (see Chapter 10)
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optimism comes from accepting that new family forms present policy
challenges, and also believing that policy levers to effect change are available and reasonable.
Goldscheider and Sassler frame their chapter around the question of
whether the gender revolution will characterize only those with higher
education unless governments provide structures that support gender equality (e.g., individual taxation, generous family benefits). Gender equality is of
central concern in a chapter about reducing inequality for children because
of the assumption that when men are more involved in domestic life,
families are stronger and more stable. While the rise in women’s labor
force participation – the first half of the gender revolution – has come to
affect family life in all socioeconomic strata, the rise in men’s domestic work
participation – the second half of the gender revolution – is concentrated
among the more educated. Countries with the most generous policies for
reducing work–family conflict provide the exception to this rule: There is
less of a class divide in men’s domestic work participation in northern
European countries. Hence their central question is whether either the
lack of social equality or the lack of strong state support for families will
stall the gender revolution, leaving families without the benefits of the no
longer realistic male breadwinner system nor men’s enhanced involvement
at home.
Goldscheider and Sassler begin by emphasizing that the relationship
between female labor force participation rates and fertility at the national
level has changed: It used to be that countries with more traditional gender
roles had higher fertility, but now, among advanced countries, it is those with
relatively egalitarian gender roles that have higher fertility. It thus appears that
even if the educated led the “Lysistrate rebellion” against traditional gender
roles, the results are profound enough to show up in national-level statistics:
The traditional gender bargain is not supporting childbearing. Nonetheless,
Goldscheider and Sassler recognize that it is the same countries that have both
the most egalitarian gender roles and the most generous policies for reducing
work–family conflict.
In direct response to the contention that the second half of the gender
revolution cannot take hold without strong state support, they refer to work
showing that the levels and trends in men’s share of housework and child-care
time are very similar in the United States and Scandinavia (Stanfors and
Goldscheider 2017). They even argue that the lack of state support for families
in the United States may have increased the need for men’s involvement in
child-rearing since, for example, publicly funded universal preschool is not
available.
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Their paradigm for overcoming class barriers is one of diffusion.
The more educated often lead many types of social change “so that differences by education widen early in the change process and then attenuate as
the new behavior diffuses more generally” (Chapter 9). From this perspective, family inequality may be a transient problem that subsides when the
less educated adopt more egalitarian gender roles. The chapter reviews both
quantitative and qualitative evidence, suggesting that less-educated men are
becoming increasingly invested in directly caring for their children. They
further suggest that although couples with egalitarian orientations used to
select cohabitation, egalitarianism is beginning to promote marriage.
The diffusion of egalitarian attitudes could then contribute to stability in
children’s lives both directly through men’s involvement and indirectly
through marriage.
The social diffusion arguments that Goldsheider and Sassler make by no
means render policy unimportant. For example, they applaud maternity
leave benefits that are tied to the level of prebirth earnings because this
creates an incentive to avoid teen childbearing that, of course, contributes
to family inequality. They also note that family-friendly policies have been
diffusing even within the United States. Provided that the Trump administration does not derail this process, more parents will have support for
combining work and child care. Consistent with their gender revolution
approach, the policies that they identify as being the most pro-family (in
terms of encouraging more childbearing) are those that encourage men to
share more of the family leave. They also recommend an income “floor” to
support men’s financial contributions to their families. In other words,
supporting men and women as earners and nurturers is key to promoting
strong families.
Reeves acknowledges a literature that points to parental union transitions as problematic for children across a broad range of outcomes.
Of particular significance for combatting “diverging destinies,” children
reared in stable married parent families have the best chance of upward
intergenerational mobility (Reeves and Venator 2015), plus children in
communities with more single mothers are less mobile (Chetty et al.
2014a). Reeves assumes parental union transitions will happen, but he
wants to see fewer of them, and lower costs for the children involved. He
thus advocates for strategies that both prevent family instability and
mitigate its consequences.
Because Reeves agrees with his colleague Isabel Sawhill (2014) that “family
formation is a new fault line in the American class structure”: Preventing
family instability must include reducing unintended pregnancy rates. Neither
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shotgun marriages nor shotgun cohabitations provide the kind of stability for
children that unions formed before conceptions do (Lichter et al. 2016).
Reeves highlights the rapid liberalization of social norms regarding sex across
all socioeconomic groups, but uptake of effective contraception (especially
long-acting reversible contraceptives like intrauterine devices and injectables)
primarily among the most educated. Ensuring access to affordable, effective
contraception is therefore not just “the most powerful pro-family policy available” (Chapter 10) but also a means of combatting family inequality. He also
argues for affordable, effective contraception as key to promoting a social
norm of responsible parenthood.
The other policy recommendations on Reeves’ “prevention” list is to
enhance the stability of families that already have children. To enable better
earning power among the less educated, he would like to see more vocational
apprenticeships and strengthening of community college capacity/effectiveness. In addition, he recommends two policies that make the work–family
balance more practical: Enhancing the predictability of work schedules and
providing paid leave. Goldscheider and Sassler would add that some of the
paid leave should not be transferable between parents as employers seem to
respect men’s right to use use-it-or-lose-it leave.
Reeves’ “mitigating” list includes increasing material resources to
unmarried parents; improving parenting skills, especially among the less
educated; and enhancing children’s learning opportunities outside the
home. In all cases, the fundamental idea is that parental union instability
costs, that it costs the already disadvantaged more (something that Garriga
and Berta as well as Boertien, Bernardi, and Härkönen question – at least
for some children’s outcomes), and that therefore interventions that disproportionately help the disadvantaged will help mitigate the impact of
family inequality. The only interventions that made his list were those
patterned after programs that had actually been shown to work (those with
an evidence base).
BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER ? COMMENTARY ON THEMES

In Chapter 11, Lynn Prince Cooke focuses on gender and cross-cultural issues.
She emphasizes that the magnitude of the family changes, and especially their
negative outcomes, varies across cultural, economic, and political contexts.
She argues that the patterns of cross-contextual variation are critical to
understanding the differences in life chances across family types, and that
these differences are minimized where institutional arrangements, unlike in
the United States, support greater gender along with class equality. It is, she
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suggests, a pathology of patriarchy (not of matriarchy) that disproportionately
hurts the life chances of boys and men.
The chapter then highlights how structural changes over the past halfcentury make patriarchal assumptions untenable for a growing proportion of
men. Cooke concludes by arguing that only fully institutionalizing gender
equality will minimize negative outcomes associated with family change. She
observes that gender equality ensures children will have access to the economic and emotional resources that are critical to their development, regardless of family form, and that it encourages development of new normative
masculinities that support greater family stability.
In their commentary and concluding thoughts in Chapter 13, June
Carbone and Naomi R. Cahn analyze the differing approaches to the
relationship between economic inequality and family structure that are
apparent throughout the contributions to this volume. One approach suggests that family change – particularly class-based increases in relationship
instability, nonmarital cohabitation, and single-parent births – makes an
independent contribution to societal inequality beyond that which is
explained by economic change. Another approach sees economic change
as the source of both greater inequality and family transformation, and
favors solutions that provide greater support to those left behind – both for
poverty alleviation and to enhance relationship stability. Carbone and
Cahn point out that both groups agree that a new information-based society
has witnessed a series of overlapping changes: Greater demand for women’s
market labor, an elite shift to later marriage and relatively more egalitarian
relationships, declining wages for unskilled men, greater tolerance for
nonmarital sexuality, and lower overall fertility. While the approaches
overlap, they differ in their identification of causation, preferred family
strategies, and proposed government interventions.
Their commentary highlights where grounds emerge for at least tentative
agreement, the issues likely to remain subjects of intense disagreement, and
the areas that have yet to be fully explored. Their goal is to move the focus
from the areas of disagreement toward positive policies with proven impact.
Ultimately, Carbone and Cahn believe that economic inequality and cultural
values interact with each other in an iterative fashion. In short, they require
a dynamic systems analysis, not just the isolation of individual causal agents.
Wilcox’s concluding reflections in Part V, Chapter 12 encourage scholars
and policymakers to think about how the global retreat from marriage is
connected to greater family instability and, in some places, more family
inequality in Europe and the Americas. In particular, Wilcox contends that
the retreat from marriage and the rise of cohabitation throughout Europe and
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the Americas has led to more family instability and single parenthood in many
countries across these three continents, in countries as diverse as the United
States, France, and the Dominican Republic. Wilcox believes that cohabitation, insofar as it less institutionalized than marriage, is generally less stable
than marriage for children; this is why the rise of cohabitation may be fueling
growing family instability in parts of Europe and the Americas. Moreover, in
some of these countries, such as the United Kingdom and Sweden, family
instability has grown most among less-educated and lower income families.
Even though in some contexts family instability does not contribute as much
to disadvantage among those that are already of lower socioeconomic status
(Boertien, Bernardi, and Härkönen, Chapter 7), Wilcox argues scholars concerned with growing family inequality in family stability need to pay closer
attention to the ways in which the retreat from marriage may be contributing
to inequality and the stability and structure of family life.

ANSWERED AND UNANSWERED QUESTIONS ABOUT
FAMILY INEQUALITY

Together, the contributions in this book highlight some useful themes for
understanding the patterns, causes, consequences, and potential remedies for
family inequality. We have, of course, not solved the complex puzzle nor
identified everything that contributes to diversity of outcomes across contexts.
We nonetheless came away from our meeting in Rome knowing more, and
knowing more about what we do not know.
What we know:
(1) Socioeconomic inequality predated “new family forms” and will survive regardless of future family trajectories. The questions for the present moment are whether new family forms are making it more difficult
to combat socioeconomic inequality and, if so, what can/should be
done about it.
(2) The emergence of postindustrial economies and globalization have
changed job markets in ways that can have profound effects on socioeconomic inequality and family inequality: One of the reasons the two
have grown at the same time is that they have common causes.
(3) Recent and current changes in job markets are far from gender-neutral.
Thus, the implications of economic change for family stability are
importantly conditioned by the gender norms prevailing in the most
affected subpopulations. Reorganization in the public sphere is going to
prompt reorganization in the private sphere, but whether that is going
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to result in couples that are highly interdependent in ways very different
from Beckerian specialization (especially with both partners invested in
child care) or increasingly fragile families is likely to be contextdependent.
(4) Different aspects of family change affect various classes differently.
Some indicators associated with “the second demographic transition”
(e.g., repartnering, multipartner fertility) show inconsistent relationships with social class. Class patterns of marriage and divorce also
vary in both magnitude and direction across countries, but within
countries, divorce tends to become concentrated at the lower end of
the socioeconomic spectrum over time. Nonmarital childbearing is
universally more common among women with less education, as is
lone child-rearing. Children with less-educated mothers are also more
likely to experience union instability.
(5) Levels of union instability condition the potential social consequences
of new family forms. Thus policy that strengthens unions or keeps
children from being born to unstable unions can be helpful, whether
or not family inequality is an important cause of socioeconomic
inequality. Similarly, delayed childbearing is a feature of the second
demographic transition that could combat inequality if it could be
successfully promoted among the disadvantaged.
What we do not know:
(1) Does the lack of emphasis on a need for economic stability prior to
marriage in European discourse on cohabitation (Perelli-Harris,
Chapter 4) help explain why the United States has the sharpest class
gradient in cohabitation? Would it be useful to try to “export” an ethos
that makes marriage more about commitment and less dependent on
financial success?
(2) Given that welfare state regimes and social norms condition how
similar outcomes for children with various family histories are,
which gaps can be closed by policy? More specifically, can state
policy help narrow behavioral differences associated with family
structure (such as truancy) as well as cognitive ones (like test scores)?
More generally, what can we learn from which outcomes are most
universally related to family inequality versus which ones seem to
respond well to policy?
(3) Is family inequality a transient problem that will subside when some of
its causes like the decline of the male breadwinner system are relics of
a distant past, or will the rise in individualism associated with
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postmodern societies make family instability and thus family inequality
an ongoing issue? If it is an ongoing issue, will family formation continue to be a “fault line” in class structure? Where?
(4) How is race part of the family inequality story? Various chapters allude
to the importance of race, but, given that the meaning of race depends
on context, we did not even try to draw any meaningful conclusions
across Europe and the Americas. This volume focused on class, and in
so doing it left many unanswered questions about the importance of
race in family inequality, the intersection of race and class in conditioning family inequality, and how historical legacies with respect to race
play out in different countries.
(5) To what extent is economic instability a cause of family inequality?
There are several important issues buried in this question. First, good
jobs that do not last do not provide the same kind of foundation for
marriage and child-rearing as do more secure jobs. In the face of
perpetual uncertainty, choices like delaying childbearing make less
sense than under conditions where there are known benefits associated with waiting. Yet most of our evidence on family/economy
connections focuses on employment rates, and not employment stability. How would what we know change if we knew more about
instability? Second, are labor regulations that make employment
more stable in many European countries part of the reason that the
families are less unequal in Europe than the United States?
(6) What other contextual factors are we missing? While we are happy to
have put together a volume that highlights political history, religion,
family policy, gender roles, and labor policy as factors conditioning
both the causes and consequences of family inequality, we suspect that
future research will identify more important aspects of context that
contribute to the great diversity across time, space, and various children’s outcomes.
With all of these explored and unexplored questions, this volume contributes
to an improved understanding of the core issues involved in the relationship
between family and economic inequality.
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Families Unequal: Socioeconomic Gradients in Family
Patterns across the United States and Europe
Marcia J. Carlson*

INTRODUCTION

Dramatic changes in marriage, divorce, cohabitation, and fertility behaviors
over the past fifty years have been observed across a wide range of industrialized countries, sometimes referred to as the “second demographic transition”
(Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006). Yet, only within the past several decades has
there been growing awareness of the extent to which changes in family
demography are unfolding unevenly by socioeconomic status. McLanahan
(2004) was among the first to identify that differences by socioeconomic
status (measured by maternal education) in a range of family behaviors were
an important aspect of growing inequality (“diverging destinies”) among
children, especially in the United States. Other scholars have increasingly
considered differences in various family behaviors by socioeconomic status
across other countries (e.g., Härkönen and Dronkers 2006; Kalmijn 2013;
Perelli-Harris et al. 2010), but the extent to which socioeconomic gradients
in family behaviors are broadly observed across Western industrialized
countries (and whether such gradients may be positive or negative) is less
well understood. In this chapter, I examine whether there are differences by
socioeconomic status with respect to a range of family behaviors based on the
extant literature in the United States and Europe.
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The striking changes in family behaviors that have been observed since
the middle of the twentieth century across Western countries include
a delay and decline in marriage, an increase in cohabitation, a notable
rise in divorce rates (followed by a decline in some nations), a high
prevalence of repartnering, and a large increase in the proportion of
births that occurred outside marriage. Also, there is today striking instability and complexity in family life, as adults are likely to spend time living
with more than one partner in marital and/or cohabiting unions, and
children often experience several changes in the adults who co-reside
with them and/or serve as parental figures in their lives. In this context,
men’s involvement with children has become especially precarious, since
women still maintain primary responsibility for child-rearing after union
dissolution (Goldscheider 2000). Taken together, these patterns suggest
high levels of instability and perhaps complexity in children’s family
arrangements and experiences over childhood and adolescence
(Furstenberg 2014).
Over the same time period that family patterns have changed, we have
also observed a striking increase in overall levels of economic inequality
across many industrialized countries, including those that are more
egalitarian in values and public policy (OECD 2011b). The increase has
been especially stark in the United States – whether measured by wage
rates, earnings, family income or wealth (Brandolini and Smeeding 2006;
Gottschalk and Danziger 2005; Piketty and Saez 2003). After a strong
period of economic growth that benefited individuals across all parts
of the income distribution from the mid-1940s to the early 1970s,
US inequality rose in the 1980s, slowed somewhat in the 1990s during
the economic expansion, then continued to rise as we entered the twentyfirst century (Autor, Katz, and Kearney 2008; Blank 1997). Recent crossnational comparisons show heterogeneity in the levels of inequality
observed across European countries (with Scandinavian countries being
somewhat less unequal). Compared to industrialized OECD countries,
the United States has very high levels of income inequality; in 2013, on
average, the top 10 percent of US incomes were fully 19 times higher than
those of the bottom 10 percent of incomes, compared to the OECD
average of the top 10 percent being about 10 times higher than the
bottom 10 percent (OECD 2015). It is important to note that US market
income inequality (i.e., before taxes and transfers) is not exceptionally
high compared to other European countries (Gini of 0.52, where the
range is 0.43 to 0.56 across 19 OECD countries examined in 2010)
(Gornick and Milanovic 2015). Rather, the United States does far less
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than other countries to redistribute income via social policy; after
accounting for taxes and transfers, Gini coefficients across these 19
countries ranged from 0.24 in Norway to 0.37 in the United States:
Scandinavian countries (Norway, Denmark, and Finland) had the lowest
Ginis (0.24–0.26), Anglo-countries (Australia, Canada, the United
Kingdom, and the United States) had the highest (0.32–0.37), and central/southern/eastern European countries (Czech Republic, Estonia,
France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland,
Slovak Republic, Spain, as well as the Republic of Ireland), comprised
a group in the middle (0.26–0.33) (Gornick and Milanovic 2015).
Changes in family patterns and economic inequality are not independent,
especially in the United States. Indeed, many would argue that the fundamental changes in the economy that have undergirded the overall rise in
inequality have also been key drivers of the changes in family patterns.
Amidst rapid technological change, deindustrialization, and globalization
in labor markets, “good jobs” for those with low-to-moderate education
became increasingly scarce (Cherlin 2014). Starting in the 1980s, scholars
began to understand that the limited job opportunities for low-skilled men,
especially in poor urban areas, were shaping family behaviors among the
disadvantaged (Blank 2009); the decline in “marriageable men” (i.e., men
who could get and hold a steady job) was seen as a key aspect of decreasing
marriage rates, especially in large US cities (Wilson 1987). Over the same
period (since the 1970s), women were increasingly entering the labor market.
Women’s employment and earnings provided them with greater economic
independence (Oppenheimer 1988), which has been an important factor
that typically delays entry into marriage (Sweeney 2002; Xie et al. 2003).
Once married, the influence of women’s employment and earnings on the
likelihood of divorce is less straightforward, and it seems the greater risk of
divorce with higher female earnings is only observed for marriages of lower
relationship quality (Sayer and Bianchi 2000; Schoen et al. 2002) and for
marriages begun in the 1960s and 1970s – but not for marriages begun in the
1990s (Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons 2016).
While economic changes and globalization have contributed to rising
inequality within (and between) most industrialized countries in recent
decades (Firebaugh 2015), we know that the ultimate circumstances of individuals and families also depend on the level and type of policy supports and the
degree of “decommodification” (i.e., citizens’ ability to have sufficient income
independent of the market) across welfare states (Esping-Andersen 1990).
Overall, means-tested and targeted benefits are less effective for reducing
poverty and inequality as compared to universal social insurance benefits
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(Korpi and Palme 1998). As noted above, the Scandinavian countries typically offer more generous welfare policies that provide higher levels of
support and allow parents to better balance work and family obligations, as
compared to Anglo-countries (especially the United States) which offer
minimal support, with central and southern European countries falling
somewhere in between (Gornick, Meyers, and Ross 1997). There is extensive
research demonstrating that indeed social policies across countries have an
important influence on levels of inequality in economic outcomes such as
employment, earnings, and income (e.g., Hegewisch and Gornick 2011;
Mandel and Semyonov 2005).
At the same time, differences in family patterns may also contribute to
increasing economic inequality, both within and across generations – at
least in the United States (M. Martin 2006; McLanahan 2004; McLanahan
and Percheski 2008). Within the United States, changes in family structure –
especially the rise in divorce and single parenthood – are shown to have
increased family income inequality, although there is a range in the estimates about how big a factor these have been (McLanahan and Percheski
2008). Also, increasingly homogamous marriages at both the low and high
ends of the income distribution were observed from 1960 to the early 2000s
(Schwartz and Mare 2005), and the growing association in spouses’ earnings
served to significantly increase aggregate-level income inequality in the
United States (Schwartz 2010). To my knowledge, there has been less
research about how family patterns per se have driven levels of inequality
in other countries. The prevalence of single parenthood has been linked
with higher inequality across sixteen European countries between 1967 and
2005, holding constant the level of female employment (which is itself
associated with reduced inequality) (Kollmeyer 2013). An analysis of
Denmark shows that greater educational assortative mating has increased
inequality, but due to shifting educational distributions by gender
(i.e., education increasing for both men and women – but more so for
women) rather than partner choice (Breen and Andersen 2012). Certainly,
families with greater socioeconomic resources are able to make greater
investments (of both time and money) in their children (Kalil 2015; Kalil,
Ryan, and Corey 2012; Lareau 2003), and these differential investments may
be an important factor in growing inequality, especially across generations
(Lundberg, Pollak, and Stearns 2016; Reeves 2017). And as Cooke (see
Chapter 11) describes, countries differ greatly in the share of national
resources that are invested in families; when countries provide greater baseline support, there is likely less variation by parents’ income in how much
they invest in children. Nevertheless, differential parental investments have
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a long-lasting effect on the development and attainment of the next generation, and inequality therein (Heckman 2007; Yeung, Linver, and BrooksGunn 2002).
Thus, overall, it seems reasonable to expect a reciprocal and dynamic
relationship between inequality and family patterns: Aggregate-level inequality affects family behaviors and outcomes, and differential family patterns
further reify inequality and stratification (McLanahan and Percheski 2008).
In the remainder of this chapter, I will (a) provide a brief review of key
changes in family patterns that have occurred over the past half-century in
the United States and Europe, and then (b) summarize the literature about
the extent to which differentials in family patterns by socioeconomic status are
observed.

CHANGING FAMILY PATTERNS

Across most Western industrialized countries, a number of changes in family
behaviors occurred, beginning in the 1960s. Often referred to as the “second
demographic transition,” there has been a similarity in the changes across
Western countries that included delayed marriage, a disconnection between
marriage and childbearing, a diversity of relationships and living arrangements, and declining fertility to below replacement level (Lesthaeghe 2010).
While not uniform across all countries or European regions (see Chapter 4),
the basic changes in family behaviors fall into predictable patterns, as
described below.
Marriage and Cohabitation. At the core of changes in family life over the
past half-century have been shifts in the nature of union formation and marital
behavior. Marriage has become less central to the life course, both because
individuals are marrying later and a small – but perhaps rising – fraction are
not marrying at all (Cherlin 2009). As shown in Figure 1.1, crude marriage rates
have significantly declined in most OECD countries over the period from
1970 to 2014.
Across nearly all OECD countries, age at first marriage has increased
over the past two decades (see Figure 1.2); women’s mean ages at marriage
now range from the mid-twenties in some Eastern European countries to
the early thirties in some Scandinavian countries. In the United States, the
median age at first marriage has never been higher than since data were first
collected in 1890 – age 27.4 for women and 29.5 for men in 2015 (US Census
Bureau 2016).
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figure 1.1 Crude marriage rates across OECD countries, 1970–2014
Source: OECD Family Database (OECD 2017).
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figure 1.2 Women’s mean age at first marriage across OECD countries,
1990–2014
Source: OECD Family Database (OECD 2017).

Also, cohabitation has increased such that today over 60 percent of
US women have ever cohabited (Manning 2013), and the fraction is even higher
in most European countries. Cohabitation has essentially replaced marriage as
a first union for the majority of young adults, as, at least in the United States,
individuals have been entering a first union at about the same average age over
the past twenty years (Manning, Brown, and Payne 2014). The diverse meanings
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and experiences of cohabitation are an important factor in both the United
States and Europe, as cohabitation may be a precursor to – or a substitute for –
legal marriage for different groups or at different stages of the life course for the
same individuals (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Hiekel, Liefbroer, and
Poortman 2014; Perelli-Harris et al. 2014; Seltzer 2004). A growing proportion
of first births now occur within cohabiting unions across European countries
(Perelli-Harris et al. 2012) and the United States (Curtain, Ventura, and
Martinez 2014). Further, many cohabiting households include children who
are born to couples while living together or that one or the other partner has
from a prior relationship (Kennedy and Bumpass 2008; Thomson 2014).
Divorce. Divorce has been rising across most European countries over recent
decades, and there is notable heterogeneity in the patterns, causes, and consequences (Amato and James 2010). Divorce in the United States has historically been much higher than in other Western countries, and the best
estimates suggesting that about half of all first marriages will end in divorce
in the United States (Amato 2010). Figure 1.3 shows crude divorce rates across
OECD countries for 1970–2014, ranging from the lowest European levels
today in the Republic of Ireland and Italy to the highest in Lithuania,
Denmark, and the Russian Federation. In many countries, divorce rates rose
between 1970 and 1995 and then declined between 1995 and 2014. Across
European countries, divorce tends to be higher in the West and North versus
lower in the East and South.
2014
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figure 1.3 Crude divorce rates across OECD countries, 1970–2014
Source: OECD Family Database (OECD 2017).
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figure 1.4 Cumulative proportions of women repartnering ten years after
union dissolution by cohort

Repartnering. As many unions now dissolve, it is increasingly likely that
individuals will have more than one partner over their life course, either by
marriage and/or cohabitation. Repartnering provides a new opportunity to
share economic resources, give/receive emotional support, and experience
companionship and sexual intimacy, and thus may offset some of the negative
consequences of divorce (Amato 2010). Yet, when children are involved,
repartnered relationships may be more complicated or less “institutionalized”
than first partnerships (Cherlin and Furstenberg 1994). Across Europe and
the United States, there has been a notable rise in repartnering since the 1970s,
although there is substantial cross-country variation (Gałe˛zewska 2016).
Figure 1.4 (from Gałe˛zewska 2016) shows the cumulative proportion of
women who repartner within ten years of union dissolution, across three
birth cohorts. There has been a dramatic rise in repartnering over time, as,
in most countries, women born 1965–1974 are much more likely to repartner
than women born 1945–1954 or 1955–1964; the exception here being the
United States, where repartnering was already high in the earliest cohort.
For the most recent cohort, the majority of women will repartner within ten
years after union dissolution across twelve of the fifteen countries examined
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figure 1.5 Proportion of births outside marriage across OECD countries,
1970–2014
Source: OECD Family Database (OECD 2017).

(the exceptions being Bulgaria, Lithuania, and Poland), and most of those
unions will be cohabitations; at the same time, it is important to note that
selection processes may affect the high rate of repartnering for the recent
cohort, as these women were quite young at union dissolution and may differ
from women who entered unions at older ages and/or had longer-lasting
unions (Gałe˛zewska 2016).
Nonmarital Childbearing. Along with the changes in marriage patterns has
been a sharp increase in childbearing outside marriage across most Western
industrialized countries. In the United States, 40 percent of births are today
outside legal marriage (Hamilton, Martin, and Osterman 2016). As shown in
Figure 1.5, the OECD-27 average for 2014 was also 40 percent, but this belies
notable variation across countries – from only 7 percent in Greece to more
than 50 percent in Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, France, Iceland,
Norway, Slovenia, and Sweden.
While “traditional” family formation typically followed a linear course –
first dating, then marriage, and then childbearing – the rise in nonmarital
childbearing (along with concomitant changes in union formation) has
yielded a range of complex and diverse family arrangements. This is especially
true for disadvantaged individuals in the United States and the United
Kingdom, who are likely to have children outside marriage in relationships
that are likely to break up (Kiernan et al. 2011; Mincy and Pouncy 1999).
In Europe, nonmarital childbearing occurs more often within cohabitation,
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and cohabitation is often not differentiated from legal marriage in policy or
research, especially in countries where cohabitation is quite common.
Much of the recent increase in nonmarital childbearing can be attributed to
births to cohabiting couples, especially in European countries (Thomson
2014). The majority of nonmarital births between 2000 and 2004 occurred to
cohabiting couples in France and Norway, and 30–40 percent in Austria, the
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). In the
United States, 18 percent of all children were born to cohabiting mothers
between 1997 and 2001 (Kennedy and Bumpass 2008), and the most recent
US data indicate that fully 58 percent of nonmarital births between 2006 and
2010 occurred to cohabiting couples (Curtain, Ventura, and Martinez 2014).
At the same time, being born to cohabiting parents does not mean that
children necessarily enter into a stable union, as many such unions are highly
unstable – even more so in the United States than in other nations (Kiernan
1999; Osborne and McLanahan 2007). Growing evidence clearly shows that
children born to married parents have much more stable families than children born to cohabiting parents across European countries as well (DeRose
et al. 2017; Sánchez Gassen and Perelli-Harris 2015; Henz and Thomson 2005;
Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006). Recent research using data from the
Generations and Gender Surveys and other comparable sources across
Europe and the United States suggests that children born to cohabiting
parents are far more likely to see their parents separate by age 15 (ranging
from 13 percent in Georgia to fully 73 percent in the United States), compared
to those born to married parents (ranging from 8 percent in Georgia to
34 percent in the United States and 36 percent in the Russian Federation)
(Andersson, Thomson, and Duntava 2016). In other words, even in more
egalitarian countries, marriage in the context of childbearing is associated
with greater union stability (perhaps due to the selection of those who choose
to have children within legal marriage versus cohabitation).
Multipartnered Fertility. Amidst high levels of union dissolution and nonmarital childbearing, a large fraction of adults today have (or will have)
biological children by more than one partner, sometimes referred to as “multipartnered fertility.” All things being equal, overall fertility rates are shown to be
higher in countries where policies allow women to better balance work and
family commitments (Castles 2003; Duvander, Lappegård, and Andersson
2010; Rindfuss et al. 2010), but multipartnered fertility will also be higher in
contexts of high union dissolution (Thomson 2014). Recent studies focused
on the United States have identified that a sizeable fraction of individuals
across various demographic groups have children by more than one partner
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(Guzzo and Dorius 2016), including low-income teenage mothers
(Furstenberg and King 1999), national samples of adult men (Guzzo 2014;
Guzzo and Furstenberg 2007b), adolescent and early adult women (Guzzo
and Furstenberg 2007a), unwed parents in large US cities (Carlson and
Furstenberg 2006), and mothers receiving welfare (Meyer, Cancian, and
Cook 2005).
This phenomenon is not unique to the United States, and a growing
literature has explored multipartnered fertility across European contexts,
especially with respect to its prevalence and predictors. In a study comparing
two Anglo-countries and two Nordic countries, Thomson et al. (2014) found
that the fraction of all mothers who have children with two or more fathers was
12 percent in Australia, 16 percent in Norway, 13 percent in Sweden and
23 percent in the United States; the higher prevalence in Australia and the
United States is likely due to the greater proportion of births that occur to lone
mothers in these two countries (Thomson 2014; Thomson et al. 2014). Other
studies have shown that childbearing across partnerships, or “stepfamily childbearing” (Thomson 2014), is not uncommon in Sweden (Holland and
Thomson 2011; Vikat, Thomson, and Hoem 1999) and Norway (Lappegård
and Rønsen 2013).
Family Instability for Children. Taken together, at the intersection of
patterns of union formation and dissolution with fertility behavior, are the
family experiences of children. Within the United States, a growing literature has examined the prevalence and consequences of family instability for
children. While much of the early literature focused on being in particular
family types – first, intact versus nonintact families, then various longitudinal categories of family structure during childhood (e.g., Astone and
McLanahan 1991; Cherlin 1999; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) – more
recent studies have identified family transitions or instability (i.e., changes
in family type) as an important factor predicting children’s well-being. This
literature consistently shows that greater family instability is associated with
disadvantageous outcomes for children across a range of academic and
behavioral domains (Davis et al. 2009; Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Osborne
and McLanahan 2007).
There is a growing literature about the prevalence of family instability
experienced in other industrialized countries, including several crossnational, comparative studies. Using data from the UN’s Fertility and
Family Surveys (FFS), Andersson (2004) and Heuveline, Timberlake, and
Furstenberg (2003) found that the United States is an outlier with respect to
family instability, with fully half of US children experiencing their parents’
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union dissolution by age 15; at the other end of the spectrum, only about one in
ten of children in Italy will see their parents’ union dissolve by age 15, while
most other countries in Western and Eastern Europe fall somewhere in
between – with about one quarter to one third of children experiencing the
dissolution of their parents’ union by age 15. The United States has a higher
fraction of children born to single (i.e., not cohabiting or married) mothers
than other countries; however, across nearly all countries, including the
United States, children are more likely to live with a single parent as a result
of parental separation than being born to an unpartnered mother.
Swedish register data (i.e., data about the entire population of Sweden)
offer a particularly rich source of information about parents’ union histories
(and hence children’s family structure), including cohabitation, which is
often not accurately or regularly measured in surveys. Thomson and colleagues have several papers exploring family (in)stability in Sweden, finding that one quarter to one third of Swedish children have experienced
their parents’ union dissolution by age 15, depending on whether survey
data or register data are used (Kennedy and Thomson 2010; Thomson and
Eriksson 2013).
Research suggests that children who live apart from their biological fathers
do not fare as well on a range of outcomes as children who grow up with both
biological parents, especially within stable married families (Amato and
Anthony 2014; McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013). The research evidence is especially strong in the United States, although parents’ union
dissolution has been linked with various adverse outcomes across European
and Anglo-countries as well (see Chapter 6; Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien
2017; McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013). There is mixed evidence about
whether there is an educational gradient in the effects of single parenthood on
children’s outcomes; recent reviews of the literature (see Chapter 6; Bernardi
et al. 2013) note that some studies show single parenthood to be more detrimental for children of higher educated parents, while other studies show
single parenthood to have greater negative consequences for children of
lower education.
Children in single-mother families are often deprived of two types of
resources from their fathers: Economic (money) and relational (time)
(Thomson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994; Thomson and McLanahan
2012). The economic circumstances can be most easily quantified: Singleparent families with children have a significantly higher poverty rate
(43 percent in 2015) than two-parent families with children (10 percent
in 2015) (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith 2010), and an extensive
US literature shows that living in poverty has adverse effects on child
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development and well-being as well as adult socioeconomic attainment
(Duncan and Brooks-Gunn 1997; Duncan, Ziol-Guest, and Kalil 2010;
Duncan et al. 2012; Hair et al. 2015). Yet, it is important to recognize the
effects of family structure on economic well-being are not necessarily (or
entirely) causal, though there is evidence of some causal effect of marriage
on family income (Sawhill and Thomas 2005; Waite and Gallagher 2000).
Also, at the aggregate level, geographic regions with a higher proportion of
intact families are shown to experience greater economic growth (Lerman
et al. 2017) and higher intergenerational mobility (Chetty et al. 2014a).
Children in single-parent families also receive less parental attention and
emotional support from their fathers: Nonresident fathers see their children less often than resident fathers, and lack of interaction decreases the
likelihood that a father and child will develop a close relationship
(Carlson 2006; Seltzer 1991).
Overall, dramatic changes in family behaviors have occurred over the past
half-century, resulting in new and more diverse patterns of family experiences
for adults and for the children with whose life courses they overlap. While
there is some variation in breadth and scope, these patterns are generally
observed across Western industrialized countries. In the next section, I turn
to the extent to which these family patterns appear to systematically differ by
socioeconomic status.

FAMILY CHANGE AND INEQUALITY

Although the “second demographic transition” – with the incumbent changes
in marriage, divorce, cohabitation, and fertility – has been recognized as
occurring across a wide range of industrialized countries (Lesthaeghe 1995,
2010), only within the past fifteen years has there been clear recognition of the
extent to which changes in family demography are unfolding unevenly across
the income distribution. McLanahan’s 2004 presidential address at the
Population Association of America noted that differences in family behaviors
(including divorce, single parenthood, maternal employment, and fathers’
involvement with children) by socioeconomic status (measured by mothers’
education) were an important aspect of growing inequality among children, or
what she called “diverging destinies” (McLanahan 2004; McLanahan and
Jacobsen 2015). Although the bulk of her evidence was focused on the
United States, she included international comparisons for maternal age,
maternal employment, and single motherhood by mothers’ education for six
European countries, using data from the Luxembourg Income Study; in all
cases, she found notable gaps by education in the prevalence of each.
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Subsequent studies have provided additional evidence about the extent to
which family demographic patterns diverge by socioeconomic status (and
whether this divergence may be increasing).
Marriage. Extensive evidence has shown that the retreat from marriage is
much more pronounced among the less-educated in the United States.
Those with a college education are much more likely to marry compared
to those with less (Cherlin 2009; Goldstein and Kenney 2001; White and
Rogers 2000). An educational gradient in marriage is less consistently
observed across European countries, although whether, and in what direction, a gradient is observed may depend on the degree of gender segregation
within countries (Kalmijn 2007, 2013). Analyzing union formation across
Canada, Italy, Sweden, and the United States in the early/mid-1990s,
Goldscheider, Turcotte, and Kopp (2001) found that the educational gradient for marriage was steepest in the United States, where those with a college
education were more likely – and those with below high school were less
likely – to marry than those with a high school degree. There was no
discernible gradient in Canada or Sweden, and in Italy, those with both
lower education and with higher education were more likely to marry than
those with a high school education. Using data from the European Social
Survey from 2002 to 2010 for twenty-five countries, Kalmijn (2013) found that
for women, higher education is negatively related to marriage when gender
roles are highly segregated but is positively related to marriage in genderegalitarian countries; in other words, highly educated women are more
likely to marry when societal expectations about marriage include continued involvement in the paid labor market. For men, there is a positive
gradient overall, but it is weaker in traditional countries and more strongly
positive in egalitarian societies. At the same time, higher education is
associated with a delay in marriage in a recent study across fifteen Western
countries (Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos 2016).
Divorce. There is mixed evidence about how education is related to divorce,
with some countries showing a positive gradient, others a negative gradient,
and some no detectable gradient. In the United States, a notable negative
educational effect on divorce has emerged since the 1970s, as those with
a college degree are much less likely to divorce then their less-educated
counterparts (S. P. Martin 2006; Raley and Bumpass 2003; White and
Rogers 2000). Using data on first marriages in seventeen countries from the
Fertility and Family Surveys with event-history techniques, Härkönen and
Dronkers (2006) found that higher education is associated with a higher risk of
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divorce in France, Greece, Italy, Poland, and Spain and with a lower risk of
divorce in Austria, Lithuania, and the United States; there is no educational
gradient in divorce observed in Estonia, Finland, West Germany, Hungary,
Latvia, Sweden, and Switzerland – and for some models in Flanders and
Norway. They attributed their disparate findings to the social and economic
costs of divorce, which vary over time and across countries. They also found
that the gradient is more positive in countries with more generous welfare
policies, which they suggested means that social benefits may promote marital
stability among the socioeconomically disadvantaged. Kalmijn (2013) also
considered divorce in his paper on the educational gradient in marriage across
twenty-five European countries; he found that overall, men – but not women –
with a higher education were less likely to get divorced (conditional on
marriage). However, the association differed by gender attitudes within countries – a higher education was associated with a lower likelihood of divorce in
gender-egalitarian societies, but with a higher likelihood of divorce in more
gender-traditional countries. In a meta-analysis of fifty-three studies of education and divorce across Europe, Matysiak, Styrc, and Vignoli (2014) found
a generally positive socioeconomic gradient in divorce – but with variation
across countries – and they note that the relationship between education and
divorce has weakened over time as divorce has become more common and as
women have increasingly entered the labor force.
In a recent paper that conjointly considers union formation and dissolution patterns as linked to socioeconomic status, Perelli-Harris and LyonsAmos (2016) used data across fifteen countries with latent-class analysis to
examine partnership trajectories. They found that education is consistently
associated with a delay in marriage, but there is less consistent evidence for
an education gradient in stable cohabitation or union dissolution. In other
words, a higher education is associated with marrying later but not with
cohabiting or the likelihood of breaking up. Overall, they find that country
context is more important (and increasingly so) then individual-level
education in predicting partnership patterns, with country context
reflecting the unique combination of social, cultural, political, and economic factors within particular nations.
Repartnering. Repartnering only occurs once unions have been entered
and exited, and we know that there are numerous factors that affect the
likelihood of such, including both social and economic characteristics
(Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010; Xie et al. 2003). While repartnering has
increased across most Western countries, following rising union dissolution rates, there does not appear to be a consistent socioeconomic
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gradient. In the United States, where repartnering rates are highest, greater
education (especially college) is associated with a higher likelihood of
remarriage – but with a lower likelihood of cohabiting with a new partner
(McNamee and Raley 2011). In the Netherlands, education is associated
with a greater likelihood of repartnering (either marriage or cohabitation)
for men but not for women (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Poortman 2007).
One recent study in Flanders that considered the characteristics of new
partners found that higher educated men are more likely to repartner with
a childless partner (versus no union) but not with a partner who has
a child (Vanassche et al. 2015); this study also found no effects of education on repartnering for women.
Nonmarital Childbearing. We know that nonmarital childbearing in the
United States is strongly associated with socioeconomic disadvantage
(Ellwood and Jencks 2004; McLanahan 2011). Childbearing within cohabitation is shown to follow a clear socioeconomic gradient within eight European
countries, although the gap by education has not necessarily increased over
time (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010); these authors find that conceptual expectations from second demographic transition theory cannot account for the
gradient across countries and over time. Instead, the negative socioeconomic
gradient appeared to emerge from both economic and social changes; in
particular, changes in the labor market brought both greater economic uncertainty and higher employment among women, and at the same time, social
values and norms were changing that increased the acceptability of certain
family behaviors. Kennedy and Thomson (2010) also considered births to
single and cohabiting women in Sweden, and they found a small and persistent gap by education in the fraction of births to single (unpartnered) women;
of births to women with less than secondary education (tertiary education),
5 percent (2 percent) were to single mothers in the 1970s and 6 percent
(3 percent) in the 1990s. While births to cohabiting women rose for all
women, the relative gap by education remained similar over this time period:
For women with less than secondary education (tertiary education), the
fraction of births to cohabiting women rose from 45 percent (30 percent) in
the 1970s to 59 percent (38 percent) in the 1990s – thus the ratio of high-to-low
education was similar (at 1.5–1.6) at both time points.
Multipartnered Fertility. In the United States, we know that multipartnered
fertility is much more common among socioeconomically disadvantaged men
and women (Cancian, Meyer, and Cook 2011; Carlson and Furstenberg 2006;
Guzzo and Dorius 2016). Thomson et al. (2014) find a similar pattern in their
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study of Australia, Norway, Sweden, and the United States: There is
a negative educational gradient, as higher education is associated with
a lower chance of having a subsequent birth to a different father. In their
detailed analyses of Norwegian register data, Lappegård and Rønsen (2013)
paint a more complicated picture, finding that multipartnered fertility is
related to both socioeconomic disadvantage and advantage. The former
can be attributable to the fact that the risk of union dissolution is higher
among those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged, while the latter is
due to the fact that, conditional on having broken up, the chance of
repartnering is higher among the socioeconomically advantaged. Indeed,
union instability during the childbearing years can serve as an “engine
of fertility,” because parity progression occurs more quickly in new partnerships (Thomson et al. 2012).
Family Instability for Children. While there has been less research
focused on socioeconomic gradients in family instability for children in
European contexts, several recent papers have provided important new
insights. In work in progress by Carlson et al. (2014) analyzing fifteen
industrialized countries, the authors find that between birth and age 15,
US children spend on average five years living with a single (unpartnered)
mother, compared to one to three years in all other countries (Russia being
the second highest at three years). Further, there is a notable educational
gradient in family instability; across all countries examined, children spend
a higher number of years living with both parents if the mother has a higher
education, but the gap in family stability by maternal education is greatest
in the United States.
Kennedy and Thomson (2010), using data from the Swedish Level of Living
Survey, found some evidence of a growing gap in family instability by parental
education in Sweden from the 1970s to the 1990s, although the magnitude of
the gradient was far less than that observed in the United States. Given the
strong association noted earlier between growing up with two biological
parents and healthy child development (McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider
2013), this may have broader implications for inequality. Yet, one recent paper
focused on Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the United States found
that while indeed growing up in a nonintact family was associated with lower
socioeconomic attainment, this did not explain aggregate-level differences in
inequality across countries (Bernardi and Boertien 2017a); this was in part
because the effects of nonintact families are actually more negative for those
with higher socioeconomic status, even though the likelihood of experiencing
a nonintact family is much more common for those with lower socioeconomic
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status. A recent working paper by Musick and Michelmore (2016) suggests that
the higher proportion of unions that break up in the United States and the
greater socioeconomic gradient in such compared to European countries is
due to the higher prevalence of – and correlation among – behaviors linked to
union instability (such as early childbearing and multipartnered fertility –
which are also linked with unplanned pregnancies); this, in turn, points to
greater inequality in what children get from parents in the United States
compared to Western Europe.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This chapter summarizes what we know about recent patterns of family
change and socioeconomic inequality therein across the United States and
Europe. This is an important topic because family circumstances and transitions can influence individual well-being, happiness, identity, and relationships – and also play an important role in promoting or sustaining economic
well-being. To the extent that family behaviors diverge by socioeconomic
status within countries, this can reflect a broader pattern of accumulating
advantage or disadvantage (depending on the direction of the gradient), with
long-term ramifications for individuals and society; differences in outcomes
for a given generation may then perpetuate growing inequality for the next
generation.
Overall, in contrast to the United States, where there are consistent socioeconomic gradients in family behaviors – with more educated individuals
experiencing more “traditional” and stable family patterns – there is much
greater variability in Europe. Observed variation in family patterns by socioeconomic status (SES) seems to depend on numerous factors in particular
places, including gender role attitudes and other cultural attributes, as well as
social policies that facilitate balancing work and family and that reduce
income inequality. At the same time, there is some evidence that family
instability may be rising, especially for children from the least-educated
families.
Also, it is important to consider how the timing of family changes may be
related to the educational gradient. Conceptual arguments about the “second
demographic transition” (Lesthaeghe 1995, 2010) suggested that the highly
educated would be in the vanguard of ushering in new family patterns; thus,
there would initially be a positive educational gradient in “modern” family
behaviors (such as delayed marriage and childbearing, and rising cohabitation, nonmarital childbearing, and divorce), but that this gradient would
dissipate as the new ideas spread to lower socioeconomic strata. Here too,
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a consistent pattern cannot be observed across contexts, or particular behaviors, and more research over time (that allows comparisons by education
across cohorts) is warranted.
Ultimately, it seems impossible to draw strong general conclusions about
patterns of inequality in family behaviors – and the relationship to broader
economic inequality – across Europe and the United States writ large. Instead,
it appears that individual countries experience quite distinct patterns.
As Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos observed in their recent study of partnership
patterns (2016, p. 275), “macro-level country context explains more of the
variance in predicted probabilities than individual-level education.” Thus,
we are reminded of the importance of historical, cultural, social, and economic processes within particular geographic contexts and communities as
key factors that influence human behavior and outcomes.
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Families in Latin America
Dimensions, Diverging Trends, and Paradoxes
Albert Esteve* and Elizabeth Florez-Paredes

INTRODUCTION

Latin America is the most unequal continent in the world. According to World
Bank data, the richest 10% accumulate more than 40% of the wealth. Latin
American inequality has historical roots and has been exacerbated in recent
times after decades of neoliberal reforms that neither generated sustained
economic growth nor bridged the gap between the very few rich and the
very large number of poor. Inequality affects Latin America in many ways
(e.g., health, education) and family life is no exception (World Bank 2003). A
pattern of social disadvantage emerges in every category of family formation:
The evidence shows that early union formation and childbearing, cohabitation, single motherhood, and union dissolution are more common among
women with low education than among those with higher education (secondary and beyond completed). Although this pattern holds true across Latin
America, the effects of educational and income inequality interact in numerous ways, varying considerably from context to context.
Geohistorical legacies are of paramount importance in understanding family
diversity in Latin America. At the individual level, ethnicity and religion
frequently interact with themselves and with education, adding endless variations to the relationship between social status and family behavior. For instance,
two individuals with similar profiles regarding education, ethnicity, and religion
may show quite different family behavior depending on the region where they
live, proving that “individuals have histories but regions have much longer
histories” (Esteve and Lesthaeghe, 2016, p. 269). This conclusion was originally
drawn from cohabitation analysis but, as we will show in this chapter, it can be
* The research conducted by Albert Esteve has received funding from the European Research
Council (RC-2014-STG grant agreement No 637768) and the Spanish Ministry of Science
(CSO2015-64713-R).
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generalized to other family dimensions as well. To sum up, this underscores the
importance of context in the analysis of families in Latin America.
In addition to geohistorical legacies, the historical presence in Latin America
of family forms that are considered a recent phenomenon by Western standards
(i.e., cohabitation, union instability, and single motherhood not connected to
widowhood) complicates, from a theoretical perspective, any attempt to apply
Western theoretical frameworks to Latin America, in particular the male breadwinner model (Becker 1973), the second demographic transition (Lesthaeghe
1995), diverging destinies (McLanahan 2004), patterns of disadvantage (PerelliHarris et al. 2010), and the two halves of the gender revolution (Goldscheider,
Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015). Elements of all these theories can be glimpsed.
Fertility has declined rapidly across the region, sinking below replacement levels
in a growing number of countries (CELADE 2013). Unmarried cohabitation has
soared and marriage rates have plummeted at the same pace (Esteve, Lesthaeghe,
and López-Gay 2012). More children have been born out of wedlock (Laplante et
al. 2015), unions have become more unstable, and more households are now
headed by women (Liu, Esteve, and Treviño 2016). However, closer scrutiny of
family trends reveals some differences from Western experience. Age at union
formation and childbearing has barely changed (Esteve and Florez-Paredes
2014). Household sizes have diminished but retained similar levels of internal
complexity (Arriagada 2004). Furthermore, trends over time and variations across
regions reveal a significant paradox: A lack of correlation between micro- and
macro dimensions of family behavior and change.
Within this context, this chapter summarizes trends in family life in Latin
America over the last four decades, analyzing the rich collection of census and
survey microdata available in the region and the literature on family
dynamics. The chapter is organized into four main sections: Dimensions,
trends in independent family indicators, divergence by education, and paradoxes. In the dimensions section, we describe family regimes in Latin America
across four factors/dimensions and show their variation across 368 regions and
15 countries. In the trends section, we document changes over time since the
1970s with reference to the key variables contributing to each of the four
factors. For a selection of countries – Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil– we
explore in the third section divergence by education in women’s partnership
status, extended co-residence, and household headship. And finally, in the
paradoxes section, we analyze the lack of correlation between the micro- and
macro dimensions of family change over time and across space. In short, this
chapter provides a systematic characterization of family regimes in Latin
America, trends in key indicators, divergence by educational status, and
paradoxes of Latin American family change.
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DIMENSIONS

The concept of a family system has been widely used to refer to the set of
characteristics defining the structure and functioning of families in a society
(Laslett 1970; Reher 1998). By definition, family systems have multiple dimensions, among them, when and who to marry, intergenerational transmission of
property, filial obligations toward parents, and a long et cetera (FauveChamoux 1984). Most research so far has been devoted to Europe and its
internal diversity (e.g., Hajnal 1965), and Asia. Research on family systems in
Latin America is rather scarce, scattered, and focused on specific subpopulations. Systematic study of the regional scale of the main dimensions of family
change and its geographic boundaries is lacking (see exceptions in Arriagada
2009; De Vos 1987; Quilodran 1999). Recent availability of census microdata,
through the Integrated Public Use of Microdata Series (IPUMS) international
project, offers an opportunity for a partial yet broad description of variations in
family life across Latin America. Obviously, there are many features of family
systems that are well beyond what a census can measure, but there are others
for which censuses can provide reasonable approximations (e.g., marriage
timing, type of union, household composition, and female headship).
Hence, in this section we ask which main dimensions characterize family
regimes in Latin America. We aim to identify independent dimensions of
family life and trace their respective geographies using subnational-level data
to account for within-country differences. We use factor analysis to identify the
main dimensions emerging from 18 family life indicators calculated for 368
regions spread through 15 Latin America countries. Data come from IPUMS
census microdata (Minnesota Population Center 2015). The chosen indicators
are percentages of women at various ages regarding their situation with respect
to marriage, cohabitation, childbearing, union dissolution, household headship, and living arrangements. In Appendix 2A.1, we show the list of the
eighteen indicators for 2000 and their contribution (in technical terms, factor
loads) to each dimension. The same analysis was carried out using data from
the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s census rounds. The dimensions emerging from all
these rounds were virtually the same, which demonstrates their stability over
time. Hence, we only present results from the 2000 round.
One of the advantages of factor analysis is that it identifies groups of
indicators that are independent of each other. Mere identification of such
groupings is, per se, a very relevant result, because it allows characterization of
family regimes on an empirical basis. Little is known about the dimensions
that structure families in Latin America, and even less about the degree of
independence among them.
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First dimension: Union and Childbearing Calendars
The analysis yielded four factors or dimensions. The first dimension, union
and childbearing calendars, refers to the age at which transitions to first union
and first child occur. This factor mainly captures timing dimensions of fertility
initiation and union formation, but it also includes two other variables,
namely the proportion of women in unions at ages 15–44 and the proportion
women both single and childless women in the age range of 15–19. The timing
of union formation is closely correlated with the timing of childbearing, as, for
most women, the two transitions occur within a relatively short period of time.
Early transitions are associated with high intensity of union formation and
childbearing. This dimension distinguishes between regions where men and
women form unions and have children early in life and those where unions
and children come later. Regarding internal differences, Map 1 in Figure 2.1
shows the factor scores for each region. Lighter colors indicate late transitions
to union formation and childbearing and darker ones the opposite. At one end,
Uruguayan, Chilean, and Argentinian (Southern Cone) women experience
these transitions later than in any other regions in Latin America. At the
opposite end, are women from Central America (e.g., Nicaragua, Costa
Rica, Panama, and Mexico). Between these two poles, there are countries
with sizeable internal variations. Brazilian women in the Amazon and in the
northern states show dramatic differences from those in the southern states,
where there has been much recent European immigration. Even in comparatively smaller countries like Bolivia, internal variations are huge. The Andean
states (Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, and Bolivia) show the largest internal
variations, as they combine areas with extremely diverse ethnic, religious,
and economic backgrounds.
Second Dimension: Household Complexity
The second dimension captures household complexity. All the original indicators (see Appendix 2A.1) measuring the complexity of living arrangements
contribute to this (e.g., percentage of extended households, of children aged
0–4 in nuclear households, and of children aged 0–4 not related to the household head, among others). Positive values (darker colors in Map 2 of Figure 2.1)
indicate complex household structures, which basically mean a high proportion
of members and young children not directly related to the household head.
Nicaragua, Venezuela, Panama, and El Salvador present the highest levels of
household complexity. At the opposite extreme, Uruguay and Argentina show
the lowest levels of household complexity. Showing some independence across
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Early Transitions to Union and Childbearing

Low (<–0.7)
Medium – Low (–0.7 to 0)
Medium – Higth (0 to 0.8)
High (>0.8)
No data

Cohabitation

Low (<–0.8)
Medium – Low (–0.8 to 0)
Medium – Higth (0 to 0.7)
High (>0.7)
No data

Household Complexity

Low (<–0.6)
Medium – Low (–0.6 to 0)
Medium – Higth (0 to 1)
High (>1)
No data

Female Households Heads Not in Union

Low (<–0.9)
Medium – Low (–0.9 to 0.14)
Medium – Higth (0.14 to 0.73)
High (>0.73)
No data

figure 2.1 Maps of four dimensions that characterize families in Latin
America, 2000
Caption for top left map: Early transitions to union and childbearing
Caption for top right map: Household complexity
Caption for bottom left map: Cohabitation
Caption for bottom right map: Female household heads not in union

dimensions, Chile breaks with its concurrence with Uruguay and Argentina in
terms of late marriage while still revealing relatively high levels of household
complexity. Costa Rica, in contrast, shows relatively early transitions to union
formation and childbearing but low levels of household complexity.
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Third Dimension: Married and Unmarried Cohabitation
The third dimension refers to the type of union. It distinguishes between
married and unmarried cohabitation. In Map 3 of Figure 2.1, we show the
factor scores for the third dimension emerging from the analysis. This dimension is constructed from all the indicators measuring the marital or nonmarital
status of unions. Positive values (darker colors) indicate high levels of cohabitation, and negative values (lighter colors) the opposite. The geography of high
levels of cohabitation has a distinctive profile: The highest levels of cohabitation appear in the non-Andean regions of the Andean countries (Colombia,
Venezuela, Peru, and Ecuador) followed by Uruguay and Central America.
Lower levels of cohabitation, hence higher marriage levels, are found in
Ecuador (with some internal differences), Mexico, Chile, and Paraguay.
The patterns of marriage and cohabitation basically mirror the path of history.
Contrary to many Western societies, cohabitation coexisted with marriage
since colonial times as a form of organizing unions among those who did not
have access to the institution of marriage for many reasons. The implementation of European marriage in Latin America was uneven across regions and
across population strata, as is reflected in Map 3.
Fourth Dimension: Nature of Female Household Headship
Finally, the fourth dimension, female household headship, consists of indicators regarding the type of female household heads rather than their numbers. It
distinguishes between female household heads not in union (presumably
raising children without the support of fathers) and female heads in union.
Positive values (darker colors) indicate the presence of female-headed households in which women are not in union, whereas negative values and lighter
colors indicate female household headship among women in union. Female
household heads in Brazil, Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia show the
largest proportion of women not in a union and with children, compared to
the much lower trend in Bolivia, Paraguay, and Peru. The latter countries
have lower proportions of women not in union and with children than the
former.

TRENDS IN INDEPENDENT FAMILY INDICATORS

As noted above, the main (census-observable) dimensions that define family
regimes in Latin America have remained relatively stable between 1970 and
2010. Nevertheless, many of the indicators contributing to these dimensions
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figure 2.2 Trends in selected key family life indicators in Latin America over
recent decades and cohorts
Caption for Panel 1: % mothers at the age of 18
Caption for Panel 2: % children aged 0–4 whose father/mother is not the
household head
Caption for Panel 3: % cohabitation among 25–29-year-old mothers in union
Caption for Panel 4: % female household heads not in union and with children

have changed dramatically over time. We now summarize the major trends in
a selection of key variables representing each dimension. Figure 2.2 provides
graphic representation of the trends in four separate panels.
Age at First Child
Panel 1 of Figure 2.2, using all the available Demographic and Health
Survey data in Latin America, shows the percentage of women by birth
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cohort who were mothers by the age of 18 in twelve Latin American
countries. The timing of first childbearing has remained relatively stable
over time, as has the percentage of women in a union at the age of 18
(results not shown). This suggests that trends in union formation and
childbearing are strongly correlated. At later ages (e.g., 20 or 22), trends
are equally stable. Such stability has been corroborated by many
authors and is one of the salient characteristics of recent trends in family
formation in Latin America, and sets Latin America apart from other
regions where childbearing and union formation are increasingly postponed (Fussell and Palloni 2004; Heaton and Forste 1998; Martin and
Juárez 1995). This has occurred amidst marked declines in fertility,
increased access to contraception, even at early ages, and substantial
improvements in education and female labor force participation. Signs
of postponement are still modest and reduced to a small number of
countries and mainly among higher educated groups (Binstock 2010;
Cabella and Pardo 2014; Guzmán et al. 2006; Rosero Bixby, Martin,
and Martı́n-Garcı́a 2009).
Extended Households
Regarding household complexity, in Panel 2 of Figure 2.2, we represent the
percentage of children aged 0–4 whose father/mother is not the household
head. On average, one in every four children is not the son or daughter of the
household head. They may be living with other relatives, including grandparents, uncles, aunts, or nonrelatives. The percentage of children in these
households ranges from 8.5% in Brazil in 1970 to 35.7% in Nicaragua in 2000,
but for the vast majority of countries, values are within the 15% to 30% range.
On average, these percentages have increased by 8% points between 1970 and
2010.
This indicator is highly correlated with the percentage of extended households. Both indicators contribute positively to the factor on household
complexity (see Appendix 2A.1). The percentage of extended households
ranges, for the majority of countries, within the 20% to 30% range, and has
remained constant over time (results not shown). This shows that household
complexity is quite widespread in Latin America, in particular Central
America. However, comparison to the meaning and function of extended
households differs from that which has been described for parts of Europe
(Fauve-Chamoux and Ochiai 2009). Extended households in Latin America
are not seeking to secure exploitation of land and transference of property
but, rather, to cope with social vulnerability and provide a refuge for family
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members in insecure situations (Goldani and Verdugo 2004). Few extended
households in the region include two adult couples; most are comprised of a
couple co-residing with other relatives (not in a union). These results reflect
a very fluid system of living arrangements, in which preexisting nuclear
households incorporate other relatives in need of housing (De Vos 1987).
Latin America presents strong families concerned with coping with poverty,
vulnerability, and uncertainty rather than with protecting family assets. For
example, close to 70% of single mothers reside with their parents, and this
high level has remained stable over the last three or four decades (Esteve,
Garcı́a-Román, and Lesthaeghe 2012).
Cohabitation
Panel 3 of Figure 2.2 shows the percentage of unions that are cohabiting but
not married among mothers aged between 25 and 29, by census round and
country. Among these young mothers, cohabitation is increasingly the context
for childbearing. The percentage of cohabiting mothers has multiplied since
the 1970s by three times or more in a number of countries, including
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Uruguay. Based on the latest figures
available, childbearing within is more frequent than outside cohabitation in
ten out of the sixteen countries represented in Panel 3.
Of all dimensions considered in this analysis, cohabitation is the one that
is changing fastest. Marriage rates have dropped across Latin America. The
decline of marriage has been completely offset by the rise of cohabitation.
Hence, age at union formation has barely changed. The rise of cohabitation
cannot be attributed to a single factor. Some authors suggest a partial fit to
the theory of the second demographic transition (Esteve and Lesthaeghe
2016), whereas others emphasize a continuation of the historical pattern of
disadvantage (Rodriguez Vignoli 2005). Analysis of World Values Survey for
Latin America shows a major transformation of values toward post-materialist values consistent with the second demographic transition, including
greater acceptance of homosexuality, euthanasia, and abortion, especially
among the better-educated respondents (Esteve, Garcı́a-Román, and
Lesthaeghe 2012). However, the absence of postponement in union formation and childbearing does not fit with second demographic transition
theory, and neither does the fact that a large part of early cohabitation
takes place in complex and extended households (Esteve, Garcı́a-Román,
and Lesthaeghe 2012).
A combination of factors would therefore seem to be the most plausible
explanation. Women with high levels of education are not only choosing
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cohabiting unions over marital unions more often but they are also postponing union formation and childbearing, whereas the least-educated
women are choosing cohabitation more but without postponement.
Recent research suggests the presence of (at least) three types of cohabitation: Traditional, blended, and innovative. Each type has its specific traits
with regard to age at union formation, education, number of children, and
stability (Covre-Sussai et al. 2015). Traditional cohabitation is defined by
early union formation and childbearing and is more frequent among
women with low levels of education. At the opposite end, innovative
cohabitation is associated with later union formation and a higher level of
education. In between the traditional and the innovative cohabitation, the
blended cohabitation has features of both types (e.g., early pregnancy and a
higher level of education). Future research should inquire further into
the different meanings of cohabitation and their implications for union
stability and consequences for children.
Female-Headed Households
Finally, female headship has increased dramatically since the 1970s (Liu,
Esteve, and Treviño 2016), but still the vast majority of female household
heads are women not in a union and with children. Panel 4 of Figure 2.2
shows the percentage of female heads between the ages of 35 and 44 who
were mothers but were not in a union at the time of the census, either
because they were single mothers or because they were separated,
divorced, or widowed. In the 1970s, more than 80% of female heads across
all countries fell into this category. These high figures remained relatively
stable until the 1990s. The rise of headship rates among married and
cohabiting women or among single women (without children) has slightly
changed the profile of female heads. By the 2000s, the proportion of
female heads with children and not in a union had decreased by 16%
points on average. The rise in female headship among women in union is
mainly due to an increasing propensity among women to report as household heads, even in the presence of their spouses (Liu, Esteve, and
Treviño 2016). Census forms have also reflected (and perhaps induced)
this change, as they adopt more gender-neutral definitions of household
headship.
Despite recent trends, the historically high levels of female-headed
households in Latin America continue to be associated with the notable
presence of single mothers resulting from short-lived unions due to union
dissolution. Although families provide “shelter” to single mothers, many
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are on their own. Female-headed households have been associated with
the feminization of poverty (Arias and Palloni 1999; Buvinic and Gupta
1997), but recent research has challenged the supposed relationship
between female headship and poverty (Chant 2003; Liu, Esteve, and
Treviño 2016; Medeiros and Costa 2008), showing that the living conditions of female-headed households are not necessarily worse than in those
headed by males (Chant 2003, Chant 2007; Medeiros and Costa 2008;
Moser 2010; Quisumbing, Haddid, and Peña 2001), and also that femaleheaded households are extremely diverse.
DIVERGENCE BY EDUCATION IN WOMEN ’ S TIMING
AND CONTEXT OF CHILDBEARING , HOUSEHOLD COMPLEXITY ,
AND HOUSEHOLD HEADSHIP

Most of the indicators and trends described here show a steep educational
gradient. Education is one of the most significant stratifying dimensions of
social and demographic behavior, and Latin America is no exception.
There is ample evidence that, in Latin America, education is a strong
predictor for the age at which union formation and childbearing occur, as
well as whether unions are marital or not. Furthermore, access to education
is constrained by social class. Despite major progress in universalizing
access to primary and secondary education, schools continue to reproduce
inequality (OECD 2013a).
Here we investigate whether family inequality is increasing over time. We
explore divergence by education in the four family dimensions identified in
the dimensions section: Timing at union formation and childbearing; household complexity; cohabitation vs. marriage; and nature of female household
headship. We present results only for Colombia, Brazil, and Mexico, which
are three of the largest and most populated countries in Latin America.
Timing and Context of Childbearing
The first and third dimensions are analyzed together in Figure 2.3 (see exact
figures in Appendix 2A.2A). Three-dimensional histograms with stacked bars
represent, on the z-axis, the percentage of mothers among women aged
between 25 and 29. Among mothers, we distinguish between married, cohabiting, or single (not in a union). On the x-axis, we represent change over time,
showing data from various census rounds. On the y-axis, women are classified
according to their level of education: Primary or lower; secondary completed;
and university.
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figure 2.3 Percentage of mothers among women aged from 25 to 29 by union
status, educational attainment, and census round
Caption for top: Mexico
Caption for middle: Colombia
Caption for bottom: Brazil

Despite being three different countries, the patterns and trends in Mexico,
Brazil, and Colombia are quite similar. First, the percentage of women who
are mothers is highest among those with primary or lower education, intermediate among women with only secondary education, and motherhood is
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least common at ages 25–29 among women with a university education. This
indicates that highly educated women have children, if any, at later ages when
compared with women of lower levels of education.
Second, the proportion of women who have become mothers by 25–29
years old have been almost stable among the first two groups (primary and
secondary education), while over time, fertility postponement appears
among women with a higher education. As shown in Figure 2.3, the percentage of highly educated women who are mothers has decreased, but the
percentage for the other two groups has remained constant. Trends are
diverging across educational groups. In Mexico, the percentage of women
with a university education who are mothers has decreased from 47.1% in
1970 to 32.8% in 2010 and, in Brazil, from 40.3% to 23.9% between 1980 and
2010.
The most important transformation is the change in the partnership context
of childrearing. This is most noticeable among women with secondary education or lower. For these two groups, the percentage of women who are mothers
is stable, but the proportion of those rearing children within marriage is
decreasing. Childbearing and child-rearing are increasingly taking place
within the context of cohabitation and single motherhood. Trends unanimously point in this direction but the pace of change varies from country to
country. Mexico has the highest proportion of mothers who are married
mothers. It is still above 50% in all educational groups in 2010. In Colombia
in 2005, married mothers represent less than 45% in all educational groups,
dropping to 19% among the lower educated groups. Married mothers represent less than 50% in Brazil in 2010, except for those with a university education (58%). Mothers who are in cohabiting unions comprise a growing
proportion of all mothers in all educational groups. The share of lone mothers,
residual in the 1980s, now represent at least 15% of mothers in Mexico and 20%
in Colombia and Brazil. Marriage predominates among highly educated
women, but even among the highly educated, cohabitation and lone motherhood are becoming more common contexts for child-rearing. However,
women with high levels of education are postponing childbearing and,
accordingly, the trends in the partnership context of child-rearing are likely
to be driven by selection effects.
In any case, the trends depicted so far show a clear educational gradient
regarding age at childbearing and diverging trends with respect to change over
time. Moreover, there is also a dramatic transformation of the family context of
childbearing as marriage rates are plummeting and cohabitation and single
motherhood are rising rapidly as well.
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Household Complexity
Using three-dimensional stacked bar graphs, in Figure 2.4, we represent
the percentage of women between the ages of 25 and 29 who reside in an
extended household by year and educational attainment (see exact figures
in Appendix 2A.2B). Additionally, we distinguish between mothers and
non-mothers. Extended co-residence among young women has risen over
time in the three countries and educational groups, except for
Colombian women with primary or lower education. Mexico has
experienced by far the largest increase in extended co-residence. Trends
are similar across all educational groups, but the distribution between
mothers and non-mothers is quite distinct, most probably because of
higher educated women having children later. Half or more of
women with primary and secondary education who live in extended
households are mothers. Among women with a university education,
this figure is lower than 50%, with the only exception of Colombia in
1993. In any case, and according to the most recent data, around one in
three women in Mexico and one in four women in Colombia and
Brazil reside in an extended household. In Mexico and Brazil, higher
educated women are less likely to be in extended households, but in
Colombia, the opposite pattern holds true. However, the gap between the
higher and the lower educated group is no bigger than 5% points.
This indicates that extended co-residence is quite widespread across all
educational groups.
Household Headship
Figure 2.5 shows trends in female household headship among women
aged 35 to 44 by year and educational attainment (see exact figures in
Appendix 2A.2C). Female heads are classified according to their partnership and motherhood status. Female household headship has been on the
rise in recent decades, in particular in Brazil and Mexico. Trends are less
clear in Colombia because the 1973 data shows higher levels of female
headship among women with primary or secondary levels of education
than in 2005. In neither country is there any sign of a strong educational
gradient in female headship. A look at the latest data indicates that the
gap between the lower and higher educated women is less than 3%
points. However, if we look at the distribution by partnership and
motherhood status within educational groups, sharp differences emerge.
Women with lower levels of education are more prone to head their
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figure 2.4 Percentage of women aged from 25 to 29 who reside in an extended
household by motherhood status, educational attainment, and census round
Caption for top: Mexico
Caption for middle: Colombia
Caption for bottom: Brazil
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figure 2.5 Percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 who are household heads by
partnership/motherhood status, educational attainment, and census round
Caption for top: Mexico
Caption for middle: Colombia
Caption for bottom: Brazil

households in the absence of a spouse/partner and with the presence of
children, whereas among female householders with university degrees,
the proportion of single women without children is always higher than
among women with secondary or lower education.
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PARADOXES

Study of family change in Latin America confronts the researcher with several
paradoxes. All of these can be traced back to a lack of correlation between the
micro and macro dimensions of change, or in other words, between individual
behavior and social change. This occurs on both temporal and regional scales.
On the regional scale, family variations across regions cannot be explained by
the socioeconomic characteristics of the individuals inhabiting these regions.
Here we highlight two of the main micro–macro paradoxes found in Latin
America.
The Paradox of Unchanging Age at First Birth while Educational
Attainment Has Risen
The first paradox concerns the timing of family transitions. Despite substantial improvements in educational attainment – and education is understood as being the most robust predictor of age at union formation and
childbearing everywhere (Jejeebhoy 1995; Lloyd 2005; Martı́n and Juárez
1995) – the age at which Latin American women have formed their unions
and become mothers for the first time has hardly changed. The stability of
calendars has been possible because of a rejuvenation of family transitions
within educational groups. In other words, women with analogous years of
schooling but belonging to different birth cohorts (at least for those born
between 1940 and 1980) have formed unions and had children at different
ages. Hence, if rates within educational groups change over time, predicting
the effect of the educational expansion on social change (assuming constant
rates) will not yield reliable outcomes, which is exactly what has happened
in Latin America.
However, this is not a matter of rejuvenation within educational groups
but of offsetting effects across educational groups. As we have seen in the
cases of Mexico, Colombia, and Brazil, women with high levels of education are postponing transitions while other groups are not postponing or
speeding up the process. As we show in Figure 2.3, the percentage of
mothers among 25–29-year-old women with primary and secondary education increased in all countries between the earliest and latest year. In
Brazil, 76.2% of women with primary education were mothers in 1980,
compared to 79.1% in 2010. For the same group, this figure grew from
73.8% to 84.8% between 1973 and 2005 in Colombia; and in Mexico, from
77.3% to 82.2% between 1970 and 2010. As for women with secondary
education, mothers represented 48.4% in Brazil in 1980 and 54.3% in 2010;
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in Colombia, the figures were 50.2% in 1973 and 65.8% in 2005; and in
Mexico, 62.0% in 1970 and 63.0% in 2010. These figures suggest that
women with secondary or lower education in more recent times are
becoming mothers at younger ages than women with analogous levels of
education born three or four decades previously. By contrast, the proportion of mothers among women with a university education has decreased
in the three countries, dropping in Brazil from 40.3% to 23.9% between
1980 and 2010; in Colombia, from 34.4% to 33.5% between 1973 and 2005;
and in Mexico, from 47.1% to 32.8% between 1970 and 2010.
The lack of correlation between educational expansion and postponement of childbearing has given rise to a methodological debate about
absolute and relative years of schooling (OECD 2013b) and attempts to
determine which measure is better able to predict the time at which women
form unions and have children. The evidence from Latin America shows
that the specific knowledge and skills associated with each additional year
of schooling may not have triggered the expected postponement of family
transitions. Access to education and, in particular, to quality education is
influenced by social factors and, hence, years of schooling do not always
mean more opportunities for social and economic progress (BID 1998;
Hoffman and Centeno 2003; Juárez and Gayet 2014; Torche 2014). This is
consistent with the fact that a relative measure of education based on
quartiles of years of schooling is much more consistent with the pattern of
stability (Esteve and Florez-Paredes 2014). Regardless of the absolute number of years of education, the least-educated women are systematically
having children at similar ages. In support of this claim, family size preferences in Latin America have remained stable over time and, after controls, show no outstanding differences across educational groups,
suggesting a normative (and homogenous) context for early childbearing
(Esteve and Florez-Paredes 2014).
Social and Regional Trends in Cohabitation Going against Individual
Gradients
The second paradox concerns the rise of cohabitation over time and its regional
distribution. Analyses of individual profiles of cohabitants reveal a pattern of
disadvantage. Across the board, women (and men) with low levels of education
tend more toward cohabitation than marriage. Assuming this gradient, cohabitation should have declined as a result of the dramatic expansion of education.
However, quite the opposite occurred. Unmarried cohabitation spread across all
social groups and, most significantly, among the highly educated populations
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(Esteve, Lesthaeghe, and López-Gay 2012). This occurred because women with
analogous years of schooling in two different periods were showing quite distinct
levels of cohabitation. Cohabitation has risen within each educational group,
but the educational gradient has remained constant.
At the regional level, we encounter a similar paradox. Despite the importance of education at the individual and contextual level and, even more, the
importance of race and religion as strong predictors of cohabitation, differences across regions remain intact after individual and contextual level controls. Multilevel models have proved that the regional variance in cohabitation
rates do not change after controls, which suggests that two individuals with
analogous characteristics may have very distinct cohabitation levels depending on the regions in which they live (Esteve and Lesthaeghe 2016). For
instance, Blacks in Brazil with no education show very different probabilities
of cohabitation depending on the region where they live. It might therefore be
concluded that cultural and institutional legacies are of paramount importance when it comes to understanding the geographical distribution of cohabitation in Latin America, and realizing that individual variables, such as
education and race, only add modest variations to general schemes.
In the light of these results, researchers are puzzled when handling individual
and contextual variables that are significantly correlated with cohabitation and
other dimensions of family change while, at the same time, they cannot predict
either social change or regional variability. Surprisingly, altitude turned out to
be the most significant contextual-level variable in the Andean countries when
accounting for the regional variance in cohabitation (Esteve et al. 2016a). At
higher altitudes, there was more marriage than cohabitation. This came as a
total surprise but, once again, it signaled the importance of institutional and
cultural legacies closely connected with the history of colonization in Latin
America. In the Andean countries, the highlands represent the areas of most
intense colonization by the Spaniards. The most important civilizations were in
the Andes, and it was in those areas where the penetration of the Catholic
Church was more intense, and with it, the penetration of marriage. By contrast,
in the lowlands, there are the inland and remote areas of the Amazonian tropical
forests inhabited by sparse indigenous populations and the coastal areas, such as
those of Ecuador and Colombia, with large plantation economies and a high
Black population – descendants of slavery.

DISCUSSION

In a world where family forms and norms are in constant flux, Latin America
comes into play challenging many of the assumptions and frameworks that
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have been useful for understanding modern families in the developed world.
Thanks to data offering a large regional coverage and available for a long
period and, we have offered an overview of the main dimensions of family
regimes, trends in key family indicators, and paradoxes between micro and
macro perspectives of family change and regional variations. We have not
directly addressed the consequences of such family decisions on inequality
and children’s outcomes, mainly because the data does not permit this.
We have identified four (independent) dimensions that define family
regimes in Latin America and have explored variations across regions and
countries in accordance with them. These are union formation and childbearing calendars; household complexity; married vs. unmarried cohabitation; and the nature of female household headship. Some key indicators of
these dimensions have remained stable while others have changed dramatically. The timing of union formation and childbearing remains much the
same, as a result of opposite trends among educational groups: The leasteducated speeding up the process and the highly educated postponing transitions. Household sizes have diminished but the household complexity has not,
as shown by the constant proportion of extended households. Cohabitation,
however, has increased dramatically, as well as the number of households
headed by women.
A pattern of social disadvantage emerges in any cross-sectional profile of
cohabitation, lone motherhood, and early childbearing. As shown for the cases
of Mexico, Brazil, and Colombia, women with low levels of education have
children earlier than more highly educated women. The family context of
childbearing has changed dramatically for all groups, but it has changed the
least among the highly educated. More and more, women are having and
raising their children outside marriage, either in the context of cohabitation
(the majority now in Brazil and Colombia) or as single mothers (the fastest
growing category).
The rise of cohabitation and lone motherhood, and diverging trends
between women with low and high levels of education, might invite one to
draw parallels with the West, but the point of departure is completely different. By contrast to Europe, marriage was never universal in Latin America,
and cohabitation, union instability, and female headship were normative
dimensions of family life. Indeed, the rise of cohabitation observed in recent
decades may give the false impression that it was rare in the distant past.
Indeed, analysis of the 1930 census microdata for Mexico (the first Latin
American census to ask about cohabitation) shows higher levels of cohabitation than those observed in other years, until 2000, and in some states (Esteve
et al. 2016b), even higher than the figures for 2010. During the middle decades
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of the twentieth century, the modernization of states came together with active
policies to encourage marriage. In this context, the rise of cohabitation cannot
merely be interpreted as a response to secularization but also to a rapid erosion
of marriage which was never strongly institutionalized.
Why has marriage never become a universal institution? Why did government efforts to universalize marriage (after the 1950s) have such short-lived
effects? Why did a significant majority of men have such a weak sense of
commitment to their children and wives? More importantly, why have the
expansion of education and modernization of Latin America societies had so
little impact on family dynamics? Why is Latin America so full of interactions
and regional differences? The answers to all these questions require research
going beyond the short-term causes that may be driving recent family trends.
They would seem to demand a study on how the economic, social, and
political history of Latin America has unfolded over vast territories.
Comparative research with other societies, Europe and Asia, will also be
necessary to understand why marriage did become universal in those societies.
What were the prerequisites for marriage in those societies? Was it the need to
organize the inheritance of property and to establish a line of descent? Was it
the powerful influence of the church? Many of these prerequisites may not
have appeared in some parts of Latin America. Institutionalization of the
church was rather asymmetrical; access to property was constrained to certain
groups, and settlement patterns and modes of production were also very
diverse. In this sense, modern national boundaries encapsulate a wide range
of types of social organization and family regimes, as shown by the series of
maps presented in Figure 2.1. Furthermore, the evolution of modern economies in Latin America has not contributed toward increasing levels of security
among the population, distributing the benefits of economic growth to the
population as a whole, or improving the stability of work, or allowing people to
plan their lives on the basis of long-term income.
Given the amount of considerable preexisting inequalities and their impact
on family life, it would be unfair to single out family forms as drivers of
inequality. We have no quarrel with the idea that, if data were available, we
would certainly find different outcomes in terms of children’s health, school
attainment, and job quality depending on the family contexts of their mothers
and fathers. Nevertheless, we would probably also discover all sorts of micro
and macro paradoxes like the ones presented in this chapter, and differences in
children’s outcomes by family status might disappear after proper controls. All
in all, one finds a puzzle of rich interactions, regional trends, and unexpected
paradoxes that should, at least, stimulate social theorists to produce frameworks that encompass both individual-level predictors and the ways in which
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they interact with the social context. It should not be forgotten that this is a
society in which inequality is pervasive, access to resources is still mediated by
social class, and expansion of education did not have the expected effect on
family dynamics. The idea of a relatively homogenous society from which
destinies start to diverge is not the case in Latin America. Destinies have been
diverging for centuries.
appendix 2a.1. Results of factor analysis of family indicators in Latin America,
2000
Factor Loads
Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4
Indicators contributing to:
Factor 1: Early transitions
% women 15–19 in union
0.89
% women 15–19 with children
0.85
% women 15–44 in union
0.74
% women 15–19 not in union and
−0.87
without children
Factor 2: Household complexity
% extended households
0.15
% children 0–4 whose father/mother is −0.12
not the household head
% children 0–4 in nuclear households 0.01
Factor 3: Cohabitation vs. marriage
% cohabitation among mothers 15–44 0.28
% cohabitation among women 15–44
0.24
% cohabitation among women 25–29 0.12
Factor 4: Female household heads not in
union
% female household heads not in
0.03
union and with children
% female household heads in union
0.04
No Factor
% childless among women 45–49
−0.49
% of single and childless among
−0.56
women 45–49
% nuclear households
0.14
% household heads among women
−0.62
% of female heads with children
0.56
% separated/divorced among women 15 0.03
or over

0.06
0.18
−0.48
−0.14

0.27
0.30
0.01
−0.29

0.02
0.00
−0.22
0.00

0.88
0.85

0.13
0.30

−0.32
−0.11

−0.84

−0.34

0.35

0.19
0.29
0.20

0.89
0.89
0.92

−0.12
−0.16
−0.19

−0.18

−0.14

0.93

0.24

0.19

−0.90

−0.05
0.02

0.25
−0.16

0.39
0.64

−0.61
0.41
0.69
0.47

−0.45
0.42
−0.09
0.35

0.55
−0.28
−0.05
0.28

Source: Authors’ calculations based on IPUMS international microdata.
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appendix 2a.2a. Percentage of mothers among women aged from 25 to 29 by union status, educational attainment, and census round
Mexico
Census round/
Partnership status
1970s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
1980s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
1990s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
2000s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
2010s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed

Single
4.7
3.5
1.3

Colombia

Brazil

Cohabiting

Married Total

Single

Cohabiting

Married Total

61.5
56.4
41.2

11.1
2.1
4.6

10.8
2.6
1.0

50.1
47.0
33.2

12.9
0.6
0.2

73.8
50.2
34.4

13.2
8.9
5.3

40.8
40.3
29.1

25.0
7.0
1.6

79.0
56.2
36.0

77.3
62.0
47.1

Single

Cohabiting

Married Total

6.2
6.6
4.1

61.7
50.2
36.3

12.5
3.9
1.8

80.4
60.7
42.2

14.6
9.6
8.0

29.1
29.2
20.0

36.2
12.2
10.0

79.9
51.0
38.0

9.8
7.0
3.7

49.6
39.6
29.2

16.2
5.1
2.3

75.6
51.7
35.2

9.2
8.3
4.6

53.5
46.4
27.7

18.3
7.4
2.4

81.0
62.1
34.7

19.8
20.0
9.8

16.0
18.8
15.0

49.0
27.0
8.7

84.8
65.8
33.5

14.9
10.5
5.1

36.6
29.4
18.8

29.6
10.4
3.5

81.1
50.3
27.4

12.8
13.0
6.7

40.8
35.0
20.2

28.6
15.0
5.9

82.2
63.0
32.8

17.4
12.8
5.4

23.4
23.0
13.8

38.3
18.5
4.7

79.1
54.3
23.9

Source: Authors’ calculations based on IPUMS international microdata.
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appendix 2a.2b. Percentage of women aged from 25 to 29 who reside in an extended household by motherhood status, educational
attainment, and census round
Mexico
Census round/
Motherhood status
1970s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
1980s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
1990s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
2000s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed
2010s
Primary or lower
Secondary completed
University completed

Mother
5.1
5.8
8.3

Colombia

Brazil

Childless

Total

Mother

Childless

Total

10.5
10.3
7.5

15.5
16.1
15.8

6.2
10.7
8.2

24.7
11.5
5

30.9
22.2
13.2

5.7
13.1
15.1

27.3
21
10.6

33
34.2
25.6

Mother

Childless

Total

4.8
10.9
14.5

15
14.2
9.1

19.8
25.1
23.6

4.6
12
15.3

28
21.9
19.5

32.6
34.6
34.8

6.8
13.6
12.4

17.5
12.2
5.6

24.3
25.7
18

6.8
12.4
16.9

22
19
10.4

28.9
31.4
27.3

4.8
12.3
19.9

24.4
25.4
13.7

29.3
37.7
33.6

6.3
14.7
13.7

18.8
13.6
5.9

25.2
28.3
19.6

6.7
12.1
17.2

28.7
26.3
13.8

35.4
38.4
31.1

7.3
13.4
15.5

20
16.3
6.7

27.3
29.7
22.2

Source: Authors’ calculations based on IPUMS international microdata.
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appendix 2a.2c. Percentage of women aged from 35 to 44 who are household heads by partnership/motherhood status, educational attainment,
and census round
Mexico
Colombia
Brazil
Census round/
Partnership– Mother Childless
Mother Childless
Mother Childless
Motherhood not in
not in
Childless Mother
not in
not in
Childless Mother
not in
not in
Childless Mother
status
union
union
in union in union Total union
union
in union in union Total union
union
in union in union Total
1970s
Primary or lower
Secondary
completed
University
completed
1980s
Primary or lower
Secondary
completed
University
completed
1990s
Primary or lower
Secondary
completed
University
completed

1
4.1

10.7
9.5

6.2

6.9

0
0.5

0.4
0.9

12.1
15.0

1.1
4.4

19.2
15.4

0.1
0.2

3.5
1.1

23.9
21.0

0

0

13.1

8.8

9.4

0

0.3

18.5

0.8
2.5

14.7
13.8

0.1
0.1

2.1
1.5

17.6
17.9

5.6

14.6

0.1

2

17.7

0.6
2.2

11.4
12.8

0
0.1

1.2
0.8

13.3
15.9

0.6
2.3

17.1
16.9

0.1
0.1

2.6
2

20.3
21.3

1
3.8

11.5
10.9

0
0.1

0.9
1.1

13.4
15.9

4.4

12.6

0.1

0.8

18.0

5.5

18.7

0.2

2.3

26.7

7.6

10.7

0.4

1.2

19.9
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2000s
Primary or lower
Secondary
completed
University
completed
2010s
Primary or lower
Secondary
completed
University
completed

0.6
1.7

12.6
12.3

0.1
0.2

2.6
1.9

15.9
16.0

1.1
2.7

18.5
18.2

0.2
0.2

3.4
2.7

23.2
23.8

1.1
3.6

14.3
13.3

0.2
0.5

4.2
4.1

19.8
21.5

3.6

11

0.3

1.9

16.9

6.1

15.9

0.4

2.6

25.1

7.4

11.9

1.1

4.3

24.6

0.6
1.6

13
12.6

0.1
0.3

3.4
3.1

17.1
17.5

1.5
3.5

14.9
13.5

1
1.6

15.8
13.9

33.2
32.5

4.4

11.3

0.7

3.1

19.4

7

10.6

2.9

13.1

33.7

Source: Authors’ calculations based on IPUMS international microdata.
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3
How Inequality Drives Family Formation
The Prima Facie Case
Andrew J. Cherlin

Over the past several years, economic inequality has become one of the most
discussed topics in social science and social policy. Indeed, no serious discussion of contemporary social and economic life seems complete without a
consideration of the growing level of economic inequality that we have seen
over the past several decades. In this chapter, I will explore whether, and how,
economic inequality – the distribution of income and wealth across social strata
– affects the formation and dissolution of families. I write from the perspective of
the United States, but I hope my view will be valuable for students of Western
Europe and the other overseas English-speaking countries. I will focus on
different-sex couples, for whom an historical argument can be assessed.
Studies of same-sex couples are underway, and it is not yet clear whether the
dynamics are different. I will examine whether economic inequality may be
affecting patterns of entry into and exit from cohabitation and marriage, as well
as childbearing within or outside marriage. Nevertheless, I will acknowledge
that cultural change matters too. Economic conditions are not all powerful.
The changes that we have witnessed in family formation would not have
happened had the Western world not seen a great shift in attitudes toward
marriage and cohabitation over the past half-century.
I have elsewhere referred to these cultural shifts as the deinstitutionalization
of marriage (Cherlin 2004). In retrospect, I think that a more accurate,
although less elegant, phrase would have been “the deinstitutionalization of
intimate unions.” Marriage itself retains much of its distinctive structure and
legal protections, even if it has a less clear set of rules for how spouses are to
behave than in the past, but it no longer has a monopoly on intimate unions. A
majority of partnerships now begin as cohabiting unions. Cohabiting couples
cannot rely on shared understandings and legal statutes to guide their interactions. Rather, they must negotiate how they will act in their relationships.
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They exhibit a wide variation in commitment. In northern Europe, one
commonly finds cohabiting couples who have had long-term stable relationships without ever marrying (Kiernan 2001), but in the United States, most
cohabiting unions lead either to break-ups or to marriage within a few years
(Cherlin 2009). An increasing number of American children are now born
into them – one in four at the rates in 2015 (Wu 2017). In some cases, the
parents may not begin to cohabit until after the woman becomes pregnant
(Rackin and Gibson-Davis 2012). Children born to cohabiting couples are
exposed to a substantially higher risk of parental union dissolution than are
children born to married couples – a relationship common across almost all
European countries (DeRose et al. 2017). Childbearing in cohabiting unions is
much more common among Americans without university degrees than
among university graduates (Wu 2017). A clear social-class line now divides
American families at the university-degree level, with graduates much more
likely to marry before having a child and less likely to end their marriages.
Indeed, it almost seems as though the United States has two family formation
systems that are differentiated by the presence or absence of a university degree
(Cherlin 2010).
Economic inequality is relevant for explaining these divergent patterns in
partnerships and fertility. A long line of research links marriage formation to
labor market opportunities for young men (Becker 1991; Oppenheimer 1988;
Parsons and Bales 1955). Men have been, and still are, required to earn a
steady income; more recently, it has become desirable, but optional, for
women to earn one too – at least among nonpoor couples. Therefore I will
focus most of my attention to the changes in the labor market that have
affected men. Aggregate-level (e.g., cross-national or cross-state) studies have
addressed the consequences of inequality for family-related outcomes, such
as the percentages married (Loughran 2002) or divorced (Frank, Levine, and
Dijk 2014), and for teenage pregnancy and birth rates (Gold et al. 2001). My
coauthors and I have shown that individuals are more likely to marry before
childbearing in places where labor market conditions are better than in
places where middle-skilled jobs are scarce (Cherlin, Ribar, and Yasutake
2016). However, statistical studies require specialized knowledge to evaluate,
and their mathematical models are almost always subject to limitations.
Consequently, nonspecialists often have understandable difficulties evaluating the worth of statistical claims that are made. In this chapter, I would
like to present a less technical argument for the proposition that rising
income inequality has been an important driver of changes in family.
Think of it as a prima facie case – a set of facts that establishes the likelihood
that an argument is true, even though it does not prove it. The facts, I hope,
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will establish the plausibility that income inequality has been an important
causal factor. It will also suggest that explanations that reject the importance
of income inequality and instead argue that cultural change is the sole driver
(e.g., Murray 2012) are at best incomplete.

THE DIMENSIONS OF INCOME INEQUALITY

Income inequality has several dimensions. Two have received close attention
in social commentary. First, much has been written about the growing proportion of income and wealth accruing to people in the highest 1% of the
distribution (e.g., Piketty and Saez 2003). Between the late 1970s and the early
2010s, the amount of income amassed by the top 1% from about 10% to about
20% (Atkinson, Piketty, and Saez 2011). As dramatic as this rise has been, I
would argue that it is not the most important dimension of inequality to think
about when studying changes in family structure. Rather, what matters more is
a second dimension of inequality: The growing earnings gap between the
university-educated (by which I mean individuals with a bachelor’s or university degree or higher) and the nonuniversity-educated. This gap has
widened since the 1970s (Autor 2014). Prior to that time, manufacturing jobs
were more plentiful in the United States. The nation had emerged from
World War II as the economic power of the world. In 1948, American factories
produced 45% of the world’s industrial output, and the nation’s manufacturing
exports accounted for a third of the world total (Cherlin 2014). The booming
economy and a relative shortage of labor (due to the lower birth rates during
the Great Depression) created conditions that were favorable to unionization;
and labor unions negotiated for higher wages and better fringe benefits (Levy
and Temin 2010).
Yet beginning with the oil embargo by the Arab states in the Organization of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries in 1973, the long postwar boom subsided.
The wages of production workers remained stagnant or declined as manufacturing work moved overseas, where wages were much lower, or was automated, lowering the demand for workers. The proportion of workers who were
doing what was commonly called blue-collar work – production workers,
craftworkers, fabricators, construction workers, and the like – declined. In
contrast, demand for high-skilled professional, managerial, and technical
workers remained strong – a development that economists refer to as skillbiased technical change (Autor, Katz, and Kearney 2008). It produced a
growing earnings gap between middle-skilled workers, who tend to have a
secondary-school education, and highly skilled workers, who tended to have a
university education. Autor (2014) has estimated that in the period from 1979 to
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2012, the rising earnings gap between the typical university-educated household and secondary-school-educated household has cost the latter four times
as much in lost income as has the growing concentration of income among the
top 1%.
The rising earnings gap has increased inequality by hollowing out the
middle of the income distribution, producing what some have called the
hourglass economy – a metaphor for the pinched middle (Leonard 2011).
Industrial jobs have been the easiest to automate or outsource because they
require routine production that can be done by computer or robots or that
can be carried out in factories situated far from the place at which the goods
they produce will be consumed. In contrast, many low-paying service jobs
must be done in person (e.g., waiters, gardeners); and high-paying managerial and technical jobs have remained uncomputerized and performed in
the United States. as well. The polarization of low-paying and high-paying
jobs, with fewer mid-level jobs in between, creates a higher level of income
inequality.

INCOME INEQUALITY AND FAMILY FORMATION

How then might rising income inequality be associated with changes in family
formation? My argument is that the presence of high levels of income inequality is a signal that a weakness exists in the middle of the labor market. That
weakness creates the conditions that change family formation. To be sure,
income inequality may not inherently be a direct causal force for family
change. Perhaps other forms of income inequality in other places at other
times might not be as strongly associated with the hollowing out of the middle
of the labor market and therefore might have little effect. However, the
inequality that we have seen in the United States is connected to the labor
market, in that it is harder for a person with a moderate amount of skill – say, a
secondary-school diploma and perhaps a few university courses – to get a
decent-paying job. In turn, the difficulty of finding middle-skilled jobs
depresses rates of marriage and of marital fertility.
The prima facie case for the causal importance of income inequality rests
on two basic trends. The first trend is the aforementioned growth since about
1980 of the earnings differential between the university-educated and the lesseducated (Autor 2014). As I have noted, this gap reflects the relative decline in
job opportunities in the middle of the labor market – the kinds of jobs that
people without university degrees are qualified for. In addition, among individuals without a university education, the disruption in the middle of the
labor market has been sharper for men than for women. Much of the
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automation and offshoring has occurred among manual occupations that had
been seen as men’s work due to their physical, often repetitive, nature at a
factory or a construction site. In the American ideal of the working-class family
that was socially constructed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, men were supposed to do jobs that required hard physical labor
and to bring home a paycheck for the needs of their wives and children.
Sociologist Michèle Lamont refers to this conception of the male role as the
“disciplined self” (Lamont 2000) and claims that it has been common among
White working-class men in the United States. (Lamont found that the selfsufficient breadwinner image was less common among Blacks.) It is this type
of manly work that has been subject to shortages and to wage stagnation.
Initially, working-class husbands took pride in keeping their wives out of the
labor force, but in the postwar period, women moved into paid employment in
clerical and service work – the so-called pink-collar jobs that came to be seen
as women’s work. Jobs in this sector of the economy have not been hit as hard
by the offshoring and automation of production. Consequently, men and
women’s earnings have moved in different directions. Between 1979 and
2007, men’s hourly earnings decreased for all those without university degrees.
For women, earnings fell only for those without secondary-school diplomas;
all others experienced increases. Alone among male workers, the university
graduates experienced an increase; and for women, the largest increases were
for university graduates (Autor 2010).
The second basic trend consists of the divergent paths that family
structure has taken during the same period, according to the educational
levels of the adults involved. In the 1950s, marriage was ubiquitous. At all
educational levels, almost everyone married, and almost all children were
born within marriage (Cherlin 1992). The central position of marriage in
family life began to erode in the 1960s and 1970s. Crucially for my
argument, the trends in marriage and childbearing were initially moving
in the same direction for adults at all educational levels: Marriage was
being postponed, cohabitation was increasing, and divorce rates were
rising (Cherlin 1992). However, since about 1980, the family lives of
those with a university degree, whom we may call the highly educated,
and those with less education have diverged (McLanahan 2004). Family
life among the highly educated remains focused on marriage as the
context for raising children, and although the highly-educated marry at
later ages, they ultimately have higher lifetime marriage rates than
do those with less education (Aughinbaugh, Robles, and Sun 2013). In
addition, the divorce rate for highly educated couples has declined sharply
since its peak around 1980 (Stevenson and Wolfers 2007). Meanwhile, the
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figure 3.1 Percentage of children living with single and cohabiting mothers,
by mother’s education, 1980–2010
Source: Stykes and Williams 2013.

percentage of births outside marriage among the highly educated has
remained low. In contrast, the family lives of people with a secondary-school
diploma but not a university degree, whom we may call the moderately
educated, have moved away from stable marriage. This group has experienced a surge of births within cohabiting unions. Unlike the typical cohabiting unions in some European countries, these unions tend to be brittle and
to lead to disruptions at a high rate (Musick and Michelmore 2015). Among
moderately educated married couples (those with secondary-school diplomas), there has not been as much decline in divorce as among the highly
educated (S. P. Martin 2006). Finally, people without secondary-school
degrees, whom we may call the least-educated, have continued to have a
high proportion of births outside marriage, although there has been less
change in their family patterns since 1980.
Consequently, the greatest change in children’s living arrangements since
1980 has occurred among the moderately educated, among whom the proportion of children living with single mothers and cohabiting mothers has
increased dramatically. Figure 3.1 shows changes in children’s living arrangements for the thirty-year period from 1980 to 2010. Consider the white-colored
bars, which show the percentage of children with highly educated mothers
who are living in a single-parent or cohabiting-parent family. It hardly changed during the thirty-year period – rising from 8% to 11%. In other words, there
was little or no movement away from marriage-based families for the raising of
children. Now look at the dark-gray bars, which show children living with
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least-educated mothers. They were the most likely to live in single-parent or
cohabiting-parent families in all years but after increasing from 1980 to 1990,
the rate has held steady.
It is the light-gray bars, which show children living with moderately educated mothers, that portray the greatest changes in family structure. Here we
see the substantial growth of the proportion of children living in single-parent
or cohabiting-parent families – from 15% to 30%. Thus, it is among the
moderately educated, that we see both the greatest change toward nonmarital,
unstable living arrangements for having and rearing children and the greatest
erosion of labor market opportunities – and we see both trends commencing at
roughly the same point in time. It is among the highly educated that we see the
opposite pairing of trends: Continued high levels of children living in more
stable marriages centered on marriage coincided with a rise in the earnings
premium for university graduates. This is the prima facie case for the proposition that rising income inequality has been an important indicator of changes
in family formation – a marker for the deterioration of the middle of the labor
market, especially for men, and an improvement in the labor market for the
university-educated. Those who experienced a deteriorating job market
trended toward less stable family environments. Those who experienced an
improvement in the job market trended toward stable marriage-based family
environments.
Many of the highly educated are living an advantaged family life, with two
earners providing an ample household income. It is the flipside of the family
troubles experienced by the moderately educated. In fact, a number of
European and American researchers are claiming that the relatively stable
unions of the highly educated are based on a new marital bargain in which the
partners share the tasks of paid work, housework, and child-rearing more
equally than in the past (Esping-Andersen 2009, 2016; Esping-Andersen and
Billari 2015; Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015). For these observers, the key driver has been the change in women’s roles and the normative
shift it has caused. In the mid-twentieth century, marriage and family life was
in a stable equilibrium based on a specialization model in which the wife did
the housework and child care and the husband did the waged work. When
wives began to move into the labor force, they also began to ask their husbands
to do more in the home. The result, it is said, was several decades of disruption
and dissension as husbands resisted taking on more of what had been seen as
wives’ work and as welfare states were slow to support women wage workers
through programs such as child-care assistance. However, these scholars argue
that a new egalitarian equilibrium is emerging that is based on the sharing of
both market and housework by the partners, who may now be either married
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or cohabiting, and who rely on expanded state support for two-earner families.
Social norms, according to this view, have evolved from a breadwinner/homemaker equilibrium in the 1950s to an egalitarian equilibrium that is emerging now.
However, an important limitation of this argument is that the egalitarian
bargain rests on the availability of good labor market opportunities for men
and generous family-friendly social welfare benefits for couples, such as childcare assistance and family leave. Although the husband is no longer required
to be the sole earner of the family, there is still a widespread norm that a man
must have the potential to be a steady earner in order to be considered as a
good long-term partner (Killewald 2016). Among the moderately educated and
least-educated, it is increasingly difficult for men to demonstrate sufficient
potential. Consequently, the emergence of a gender-egalitarian equilibrium
of committed, domestic work-sharing couples in long-term relationships is
likely to be more common in the privileged, university-educated sectors of
Western nations than in the less-advantaged, lower educated sectors.

THE INFLUENCE OF CULTURAL CHANGE

The main counterargument to the prima facie explanation I have presented is
that changes in social norms have driven both the decline in earnings among
the nonuniversity graduates and the changes in family structure that occurred
over the same time span. To be sure, culture is part of the story. During the
Great Depression, job opportunities were scarce and yet there was no increase
in the percentage of children who were born outside marriage. The reason is
that having an “illegitimate” child, as it was called at the time, was socially
unacceptable and stigmatizing. Today nonmarital births are much more
acceptable than in the past. Without this greater cultural acceptance of
alternatives to marriage, we would not have seen the rise in births to cohabiting couples in the United States. Moreover, the weakening of marriage began
in the early 1960s, well before the dramatic rise in inequality occurred
(Cherlin 1992).
In fact, marriage is much less central to Americans’ sense of their adult
identity today than it was in the past. In the 2002 wave of the General Social
Survey – a biennial survey of American adults that is conducted by the
research organization NORC at the University of Chicago – respondents
were asked which of several milestones a person had to accomplish in order
to be an adult. More than nine out of ten selected markers such as being
economically independent, having finished one’s education, and not living in
one’s parental home, but only about half agreed that one had to be married to
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be an adult (Furstenberg et al. 2004). In the mid-twentieth century, the first
step a young person took into adulthood was to get married. The average age at
marriage in the 1950s was about 20 for women and 22 for men (US Census
Bureau 2016). Only then did you leave home: 90%–95% of all young people
married. Today, marriage’s place in the life course, if it occurs at all, is often at
the end of the transition to adulthood (Cherlin 2004). Other paths to adulthood, including having children prior to marrying, cohabiting, and perhaps
never marrying, are common and largely acceptable.
A further cultural counterargument is that an erosion of social norms
supporting hard work has caused the declining work rates of men, at least in
the United States, and by extension, family instability (Eberstadt 2016; Murray
2012). Although we have seen changes in men’s and women’s work and family
roles, one norm has held constant: Men must be able to provide a steady
income in order to be considered good candidates for marriage. Killewald
(2016) found that men who are not employed full-time have an elevated risk of
divorce, but that low earnings were not necessarily a risk factor as long as the
men worked steadily. Other studies suggest that while a woman might choose
to cohabit with a man whose income potential is in doubt, she is unlikely to
marry him – and he may agree that he is not ready. In focus groups conducted
with cohabiting young adults in Ohio, several couples told the researchers that
everything was in place for a wedding except for the finances, and that until
they were confident of their finances, they would not marry (Smock,
Manning, and Porter 2005).
It is alarming to some observers, then, that the percentage of prime-age men
who are working or looking for work has declined, particularly among men
without university degrees. Eberstadt (2016) reported that the percentage of
25–54-year-old men who were employed dropped from 94% in 1948 to 84% in
2015. He cites a number of factors, including the employment problems faced
by the growing number of men who have returned to the general population
after serving prison sentences, but he suggests that a decreasing motivation to
work among certain groups of men may be part of the story. In contrast,
university-educated men are working almost as hard as in the past (Jacobs
and Gerson 2005). One might think, then, that university graduates prefer to
work longer hours more than do less educated men.; however, that is not true.
In fact, the General Social Survey shows that there has been a decline in the
desire to work long hours among both secondary-school-educated men and
university-educated men. In several of the survey’s biennial waves, respondents were handed a card showing five characteristics of a job and asked to
rank them in importance. One characteristic was “Working hours are short,
lots of free time.” In the 1973–1984 period, the proportion of men aged 25–44
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who rated it as most or second-most important was 13%; in the combined 2006
and 2012 samples, it rose to 28% (Cherlin 2014). It seems, then, the percentage
of men who highly valued short working hours and lots of free time has
increased. However, the increase was just as sharp for university graduates as
it was for those with a secondary-school diploma but not a university degree.
(There was no increase among men without secondary-school diplomas.) So
both moderately educated and highly educated men seem to value working
short hours more than they used to. Yet only the moderately educated men are
actually working less than they used to. On the contrary, Americans working in
the professional, technical, and managerial sectors of the labor force tend to
work longer hours than their European counterparts (Jacobs and Gerson
2005). The survey results therefore raise this question: If both highly educated
men and moderately educated men had a growing preference for shorter hours
and more free time, why was only the latter group actually working shorter
hours than in the past?
The answer, I would argue, is that employment opportunities and earnings
levels for the university-educated men were improving so much that some of
these men decided to work longer hours than they preferred: The attraction of
the jobs that were available to them – notably higher wages and salaries – more
than balanced their attraction to free time. Among moderately educated men
in contrast, employment opportunities were not attractive enough to override
their growing preference for free time. In other words, whether a man is
working depends on both his preferences for work and the opportunities
available to him. The decline in men’s labor force participation is rooted in
a cultural shift as well as a change in the labor market. Both cultural and labor
market factors are necessary to explain the decline.
More generally, this example suggests how intertwined economics and
culture are in producing the trends we have seen in family life. Economic
sociologists have long argued that economic action is embedded in social
institutions (Granovetter 1985): People make decisions about employment
in a cultural milieu. Currently, that milieu may be more favorable toward
other activities and leisure than in the past. Some observers might judge
that milieu negatively and decry the choices working-age men may make,
but cultural forces can be overridden by the opportunity for higher paying,
stable work or they can be reinforced through job opportunities that are
insecure and lower paying. Cultural forces do not alone determine how
young adults will relate to family and work, and nor, it must be said, do
economic forces.
One other cultural phenomenon may be contributing to the class differences, not by its transformation but by its stubborn persistence: Ideas about
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masculinity (Cherlin 2014). As I noted earlier, working-class men have taken
pride in hard physical labor. Meanwhile jobs that involved caring for and
serving others came to be associated with women. These caring-work jobs
typically pay less than industrial jobs, which may explain some of the reluctance of men to take them, but they also seem to be devalued in status, at least
among men, precisely because they are seen as unmanly jobs (England 2005).
As a 53-year-old man who had lost several jobs to automation and to factories
that moved to other cities, told a reporter for the New York Times, he never
considered work in the health sector of the labor market: “I ain’t gonna be a
nurse; I don’t have the tolerance for people,” he said. “I don’t want it to sound
bad, but I’ve always seen a woman in the position of a nurse or some kind of
health care worker. I see it as more of a woman’s touch” (Miller 2017). What we
might call conventional masculinity – and what the literature sometimes calls
“hegemonic masculinity” (Connell 1995) – still prescribes that some jobs are
men’s jobs and others are for women. The problem is that men’s jobs have
been disproportionately affected by the globalization and automation of
production. In the meantime, service jobs have opened up, as in the health
sector, but men have resisted taking them. Working-class men’s resistance to
doing jobs that are not considered manly enough contributes to the difficulties
they face in the labor market.

DISCUSSION

The social-class differences in family formation that are apparent today are not
unprecedented. Rather, we are seeing, in a sense, a return to the historical
complexity of family life (Therborn 2004). That complexity was apparent
throughout the early decades of industrialization during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, when there was a great growth of factory jobs.
During this period, traditional-skilled jobs in the middle of the labor market,
such as those performed by independent craftsmen, yeomen, and apprentices
in small shops, were undercut by factory production. Independent shops
either collapsed or turn into larger factories. Inequality increased, and as is
the case today, the middle of the labor market was hollowed out. Sharp socialclass differences in marriage rates were visible; professional, technical, and
managerial workers were more likely to marry than were workers with less
remunerative jobs (Cherlin 2014). The prosperous period of stability just after
World War II, when almost everyone married, fertility rates were high, and
divorce rates were unusually stable (Cherlin 1992), was the most unusual time
in family life since industrialization and should not be taken as an anchor
point.
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Nevertheless, the complexity of family life we see today is different from
the complexity of the past. The high rates of cohabitation and of childbearing outside marriage that are now prevalent were rare during the
disruptions of early industrialization. Nor, as I noted, were they present
during the disruption of the Great Depression. The culture of family life was
different; alternatives to marriage such as cohabitation and single-parent
families (other than those due to widowhood) were unacceptable to most
people. So if a young adult was not married, he or she probably lived in the
parental home or boarded in another family’s home and remained childless.
The growth in the number of people who were living alone is largely a postWorld War II phenomenon, as the housing stock increased and wages and
salaries (and therefore the ability to pay rent) rose (Kobrin 1976; Ruggles
1988). The lives that unmarried young adults in the United States led in the
past are more similar to family life today in countries such as Italy, where it
is common for twenties to live at home, remain childless, and marry in their
late twenties and early thirties.
One must also include the growth of a more individualistic, self-development oriented culture in the story of changes in family formation today.
This cultural development may be connected to a larger shift among the
population of the wealthy countries to what are called post-materialist
values (Inglehart 1997). As societies have become wealthier and have solved
the problem of providing basic needs, it is said individuals have come
to value self-expression – the development of one’s personality – over
survivalist values such as providing food, shelter, and basic financial
support. One aspect of self-expression is the examination of whether one’s
intimate partnership continues to meet one’s needs. If not, the self-expressive individual will consider ending that partnership and finding a new one
that better fits her or his continually developing self. Thus, self-expression
is associated with higher rates of union dissolution and re-formation. Postmaterialist values also include a decline in traditional religious beliefs; in
the West that decline is consistent with a rise in nonmarital partnerships
and childbearing outside marriage. Overall, a rise in post-materialist values
is consistent with what demographers have called the second demographic
transition (van de Kaa 1987; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988): The period since
the 1970s during which cohabitation, nonmarital births, and low fertility
have become common in most Western countries. Moreover, during this
period, there has been a decline in civic engagement – social ties, attendance at religious services, and participation in local associations – that has
been more pronounced among those without university educations
(Putnam 2015).
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Note, however, that second demographic transition theory does not explain
the continued strength of marriage and the decline in divorce rates that have
occurred among highly educated Americans in this period. It provides no
explanation for a seeming transition back toward a family form characterized
by relatively stable marriage, albeit preceded by cohabitation. Highly educated young adults were previously thought to constitute the nontraditional
vanguard, providing new models of family life that diffused down the educational ladder. That is not, however, what we have seen; rather, the patterns in
the United States suggest a neo-traditional highly educated class and a growth
of nontraditional behavior among those with less education. At least in the
United States, then, second demographic transition theory cannot provide us
with an explanation for the growing divide in family life.
That divide suggests a role for the momentous changes in the economy that
have differentially affected the highly educated and the less educated.
Nevertheless, one must be careful in attributing social change solely to
economic inequality. It has become the go-to explanation for a wide variety
of social phenomena. One frequently cited book claims that inequality has
caused anxiety and chronic stress that has led to a long list of consequences
that include poorer physical health, higher mortality, greater obesity, lower
educational attainment, higher teenage birth rates, greater exposure among
children to conflict, higher rates of imprisonment, more drug use, less social
trust, and less social mobility (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009). All of this is
deduced solely from macro-level correlations at the national or state level. It
seems unlikely that any social phenomenon could have effects this broad, and
in any case, macro-level correlations do not prove the case. The claims in the
literature (as well as in this chapter) must therefore be carefully scrutinized
and subject to further research.
This chapter also presents a very US-centric perspective that may be less
applicable in Europe. The American social welfare system is well known to be
among the least generous in the Western world – it is the archetype of the
“liberal” (free-market oriented) welfare state in the classic formulation of
Esping-Andersen (1990) – and compared to other nations, it provides a larger
proportion of its benefits through programs that are contingent on work effort
(Garfinkel, Rainwater, and Smeeding 2010). Therefore, it does less to support
low-income families that do not have steady wage earners than do the welfare
systems in other countries. It also provides less support for working parents, in
terms of paid family leave or child-care assistance. This lack of support may be
one reason why rates of union instability and childbearing among single
parents are high in the United States from an international perspective (see
Chapter 1). Moreover, the idea that a couple should not marry until they are
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confident that they will have an adequate steady income (Gibson-Davis, Edin,
and McLanahan 2005) seems to be stronger in the United States than elsewhere. Perelli-Harris (2014) and her colleagues convened focus groups in nine
settings in Europe to discuss cohabitation and marriage. They found that the
rise of education has not devalued the cultural meaning of marriage; however,
they did not hear much discussion of economic uncertainty and its relationship to whether a cohabiting couple should marry.
Nevertheless, the prima facie case that inequality – and more specifically
the diverging labor market opportunities for the highly educated and the
moderately educated – has driven family formation and dissolution seems
strong for the United States. It is not the complete explanation for the great
changes in these behaviors that have occurred in the past half-century or so,
but it does not need to be. To be sure, had bearing children outside marriage
not become acceptable, had cohabitation not become the predominant way
that young adults enter into a first union, had survival values persisted over selfexpressive values, we would not have seen the same retreat from marriage and
marital childbearing; however, had employment opportunities for secondaryschool-educated men not deteriorated and had corporations not been able to
use the mobility of capital to undermine unionized factories, we would
probably not have seen the same retreat either. Culture alone cannot explain
the increasingly divergent paths by which the university-educated and the
nonuniversity-educated are forming and maintaining families. It seems highly
likely that one must take into account the economic changes that have
occurred in the increasingly unequal American society.
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Universal or Unique? Understanding Diversity
in Partnership Experiences across Europe
Brienna Perelli-Harris

New family formation behaviors have increased nearly everywhere in Europe.
Cohabitation, childbearing within cohabitation, divorce, separation, and
repartnering have all become more common, even in places where scholars
did not think that these behaviors would emerge (see Chapter 1). Recent data
from the OECD (2016a) shows that nonmarital fertility, for example, increased
dramatically in nearly every country in Europe throughout the 2000s, even
across much of southern and Eastern Europe (Figure 4.1). However, European
countries still vary widely with respect to the prevalence of new family formation behaviors. For example, in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark, the majority
of births occur within cohabitation, while in other countries, such as Italy and
Romania, childbearing within cohabitation is still relatively rare (Perelli-Harris
et al. 2012). Figure 4.1 shows that although nearly every country in Europe
experienced increases in nonmarital fertility, the year in which the increases
began differs across countries, as does the speed of the increase.
The nearly universal increase in new family formation behaviors coupled
with the diversity in the timing and rate of increase raises questions about
whether the underlying causes are universal, or if the process of development
is unique in each context. Several scholars have proposed overarching theories
to explain the observed changes, the most well-known of which is the second
demographic transition (SDT) (Lesthaeghe 2010; Van de Kaa 1987).
Proponents of SDT theory posit that shifting values, ideational change, and
increasing individualization have led individuals to choose unconventional
lifestyles and living arrangements, often defying the traditional marital pathway of their parents (Lesthaeghe 2010). SDT theory also implies that those
with higher education were the forerunners of the change, as they challenged
patriarchal institutions and focused on the pursuit of self-actualization
(Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002).
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There is scant evidence, however, that the emergence of new behaviors is due
to the pursuit of self-actualization or practiced by the more highly educated.
Indeed, recent evidence (as discussed in Chapter 1) indicates that childbearing
within cohabitation is associated with lower education (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010),
divorce has increasingly become associated with lower education (Matysiak et al.
2014), and the highly educated are more likely to marry (Isen and Stevenson 2010;
Kalmijn 2013). These studies suggest that new forms of family behaviors are
associated with a “pattern of disadvantage.” Although social norms have shifted to
become more tolerant of cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing, the lesseducated face greater uncertainty and economic constraints, which is reflected in
their relationship choices (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010).
Nonetheless, despite evidence that many aspects of the family are changing
across Europe, and some of these new aspects are associated with lower
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education, a consistent association between family change and social class has
not been observed for all behaviors or in all contexts (Mikolai, Perelli-Harris, and
Berrington 2014; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Superficial trends may be masking
substantial underlying differences in specific processes and consequences.
In fact, research has found that although many aspects of family formation are
changing, they might not be converging in the same way or toward a similar
standard (Billari and Liefbroer 2010; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). Several
studies have found that while transitions to adulthood are becoming more
complex, heterogeneous, and “destandardized” throughout Europe, trajectories
do not appear to be converging on one particular pattern or type of new trajectory
(Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007; Fokkema and Liefbroer 2008; Perelli-Harris and
Lyons-Amos 2015). In addition, while some elements of partnership formation,
such as the postponement of marriage, seem to be universally associated with
higher education, country context appears to be much more important for
predicting partnership trajectories than individual-level educational attainment
(Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos 2016). Thus, while some aspects of family
formation, such as the postponement of marriage and fertility, seem to be
changing on a wide scale, others, such as long-term cohabitation and union
dissolution, seem to be dependent on the social, economic, political, religious,
and historical contexts that shape family behavior.
In this chapter, I will explore the diversity and similarity of partnership
experiences throughout Europe, drawing on recent research and evidence.
I will focus on the emergence of cohabitation as a new family form, especially
as a context for childbearing. Cohabiting unions are heterogeneous living
arrangements, with some couples sliding into temporary partnerships of short
duration, others testing their relationship to see if it is suitable for marriage,
and still others living in long-term committed unions with no intentions of
marriage (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). Yet, on average, cohabiting unions are
more likely to dissolve, even if they involve children (Galezewska 2016;
Musick and Michelmore 2015). Also, as discussed above and in Chapter 1,
childbearing within cohabitation is often associated with low education,
resulting from a pattern of disadvantage (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). Thus, the
costs of union dissolution more commonly fall on already disadvantaged
individuals, potentially exacerbating inequality.
This chapter will cover findings from a mixed methods project that examined cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing across Europe and the United
States from different analytical perspectives.1 First, I will describe the spatial
1

This project was funded by the European Research Council under the grant agreement
entitled CHILDCOHAB.
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variation in nonmarital fertility across Europe to illustrate how patterns of
family change may be influenced by political or cultural borders as well as
the persistence of the past. Second, I will outline the laws and policies
governing cohabitation in nine European countries to demonstrate how
welfare states may be ill-equipped to deal with the new realities of more
people living outside marriage. Third, I will draw on a large focus group
project to describe discourses surrounding cohabitation and marriage in
eight European countries to better understand similarities and differences
in cultural and social norms. Finally, I will address the potential consequences of new partnership behaviors by summarizing a recent project that
examines the health and well-being of cohabiting and married people. This
section will discuss whether marriage, versus remaining in cohabitation,
provides benefits to adult well-being beyond simply living with a partner.
Throughout, I will speculate about why partnership behaviors differ across
countries. Taken together, these studies portray a complex picture of family
change in Europe today and raise questions about whether the interrelationship between family trajectories and inequality may be mediated by country
context.
THE DIFFUSION OF NEW FAMILY BEHAVIORS : UNIVERSAL
CHANGE

–

UNEVEN DISTRIBUTION

One of the best ways to illustrate the diversity of family formation behaviors
is with a map (Figure 4.2, Klüsener, Perelli-Harris, and Sánchez Gassen
2013). The variegated landscape of nonmarital fertility can reveal clues into
the fundamental reasons why marriage has declined in some countries,
while remaining the predominant context for childbearing in others.
Figure 4.1 shows the percentage of nonmarital births across Europe in
2007, with the lightest regions indicating that less than 10% of births
occur outside marriage and the darkest regions indicating that up to 75%
of births occur outside marriage. Note that the diffusion of nonmarital
fertility has primarily been driven by the increase in childbearing within
cohabiting partnerships, not births outside a union (Perelli-Harris et al.
2012). Thus this map portrays a rapid increase in a new and emerging
behavior. More recent nonmarital childbearing statistics on the national
level (OECD 2016a) suggest that the entire map has become even darker
over the past seven years as the percentage of births outside marriage has
reached unprecedented highs; however, these statistics are not available on
the regional level. The map shown here is important for showing gradations
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figure 4.2 Percentage of births outside marriage, 2007

of patterns on the regional level, thus providing insights into the link
between spatial variation and the persistence of the past (Klüsener 2015).
First, notice that the patchwork of high and low regions does not necessarily accord with particular welfare regimes, or even typical geographic areas.
Nonmarital fertility is very high in the Nordic countries, with the highest
levels in northern Sweden and Iceland, reflecting a long history of female
independence and permissiveness of alternative living arrangements (Trost
1978). Nonmarital fertility is also high in France, where cohabitation rose
rapidly during the 1980s, possibly due to policies which favored single
mothers or as a rejection of the Catholic Church and the institution of
marriage (Knijn, Martin, and Millar 2007). Eastern Germany also stands out
as a region with particularly high levels of nonmarital fertility, dating back to
the Prussian era (Klüsener and Goldstein 2014) and increasing during the
socialist period through policies favoring single mothers (Klarner 2015), and
after the collapse of socialism, by high male unemployment and female
labor force participation (Konietzka and Kreyenfeld 2002). Of the Baltics,
Estonia has the highest level of nonmarital fertility, reflecting greater secularization than in Latvia and Lithuania, which have maintained Catholic or
traditional social norms favoring marriage (Katus et al. 2008). Bulgaria is
another, southern European, country with unexpectedly high levels of
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nonmarital fertility, possibly due to cultural practices in rural areas or as
a response to economic insecurity (Kostova 2007). Other regions also have
surprisingly high nonmarital fertility, for example, parts of Austria and
southern Portugal, which harken back to norms only permitting marriage
upon inheritance of the family farm.
Very low levels of nonmarital fertility are primarily concentrated in southern Europe, for example, in Greece, Albania, and southern Italy. Studies have
indicated that Italy has had a “delayed diffusion” of cohabitation, potentially
because parents have opposed their children living together without being
married (DiGiulio and Rosina 2007; Vignoli and Salvini 2014). The vast
majority of births also continue to occur within marriage in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia, and Serbia, reflecting traditional religious and cultural
practices (Klüsener 2015). In addition, a large swathe of Eastern Europe has
very low levels of nonmarital fertility, including parts of eastern Poland,
Western Ukraine, and Belarus. Thus, this map and more recent data
(OECD 2016a) indicate that some areas appear to be resistant to the changes
sweeping across Europe, although some of the very low levels may be due to
underreporting (Klüsener 2015).
When we look closer at the map, we can further see that both political and
cultural borders can be very important for delineating the patterns of nonmarital fertility (Klüsener 2015). In some instances, distinct state borders imply
that national policies and legislation can have a strong effect on decisions to
marry. For example, the Swiss–French border denotes a sharp distinction
between high levels of nonmarital fertility in France and low levels in neighboring Switzerland, despite sharing a similar language and employees who
commute daily. The strong distinction in nonmarital fertility is most likely due
to strict Swiss policies for unmarried fathers, who were not allowed to pass
down their surname if they were not married to the mother of their child.
Note, however, that these policies were recently relaxed, and 2014 estimates
indicate rapid change with one fifth of all Swiss births outside marriage
(OECD 2016a).
In some regions, however, state borders do not define patterns of nonmarital
fertility, suggesting that cultural or religious influences are more important.
For example, the percentage of nonmarital births is very low across the borders
of eastern Poland and Western Ukraine, despite different family policy
regimes (Sánchez Gassen and Perelli-Harris 2015), indicating that the long
history of Catholicism in this area has maintained strong social norms toward
marriage. Furthermore, some countries have strong differences within their
borders, for example nonmarital childbearing varies considerably from the
north of Italy to the tip of the boot. In sum, it is fascinating to stare at the map
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and recognize that both political and cultural factors may influence such
a fundamental demographic phenomenon as the partnership status at birth.
Below I investigate these factors in more detail.
POLICIES AND LAWS : UNIVERSAL RIGHTS

–

UNEQUAL TREATMENT

Along with complex social and cultural factors, the countries of Europe are
defined by a complicated array of policies, laws, and welfare institutions, all
of which shape the family and the relationship between couples (Neyer and
Andersson 2008). Family demographers have long examined how welfare
state typologies (Esping-Andersen 1990) and constellations of family
policies influence fertility (e.g., Billingsley and Ferrarini 2014; Gauthier
2007; Thévenon 2011) and lone parenthood (Brady and Burroway 2012;
Lewis 1997). Here, I will discuss the laws and policies that govern marital
and cohabiting relationships. This perspective will provide insights into
how legal rights and responsibilities are similar or different across countries,
sometimes as a result of underlying economic and welfare state models. It is
important to keep in mind that laws and regulations often provide couples
with a sense of security and stability, which may influence decisions around
partnership formation and marriage. In addition, depending on how they
are enacted and enforced, laws and policies may also potentially exacerbate
disadvantage and inequality.
Up to the 1970s, marriage was the primary way of organizing family life.
European states regulated couples and families primarily through the institution of marriage by providing rights such as joint taxation, widow’s pensions, and inheritance only to married couples (Coontz 2005). In addition,
states regulated the relationship between parents and their children, for
example, children’s rights to maintenance and inheritance and parents’
rights to child custody and recognition. Until the mid-twentieth century,
marriage was the only living arrangement in which childbearing was
legitimate, but gradually discrimination against children born outside
marriage was abolished and single mothers were granted custody. By the
mid-1970s, most European states had also developed legal mechanisms for
dissolving a marriage that would regulate the division of assets and financial
savings and provide alimony to the weaker party in case of divorce (PerelliHarris et al. 2017a).
Over the past few decades, many states have started to extend the rights
and responsibilities of marriage to couples living in nonmarital relationships (Perelli-Harris and Sánchez Gassen 2012). The extent of the legal
recognition of cohabitation depends on historical developments, resulting
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figure 4.3 Percentage of policy areas (out of 19) that have addressed cohabitation
and harmonized them with marriage in selected European countries
Note: R = registered cohabitation or Pacs; U = unregistered cohabitation.

in great variation in the degree of harmonization between cohabitation
and marriage across the continent (see Figure 4.3). Generally, countries
have taken one of several approaches to recognizing and regulating cohabitation (Sánchez Gassen and Perelli-Harris 2015). Some countries, for
example, Sweden and Norway, have extended many marital rights and
responsibilities to cohabiting couples, especially if they meet certain conditions such as living together for a defined period (e.g., two years) or
having children together. Countries such as the Netherlands and France
have implemented an opt-in approach, which entitles registered partners
(in the Netherlands) or PACS (civil solidarity pacts; in France) to additional rights, such as joint income tax and inheritance, but made it easier
for them to separate than divorce. Still other countries, such as England
and Spain, have taken a piecemeal approach, with rights extended in some
policy domains but not others. As Figure 4.3 shows, these different
approaches have resulted in countries falling along a continuum in the
degree to which they have harmonized cohabitation and marriage policies,
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with countries that have adopted registered partnerships and marriage-like
arrangements at one end, and countries which favor marriage, such
as Switzerland and Germany, at the other (Perelli-Harris and Sánchez
Gassen 2012).
One policy area that has changed in all countries has been the expansion of
the rights of unmarried fathers. Unmarried fathers have the right to establish
paternity and attain joint – or sole – custody over their children; however, in all
countries they must take additional bureaucratic steps to establish paternity
and/or apply for joint custody. Another area which is similar across most
countries is the restriction of welfare benefits for cohabiting partners.
Generally, unemployment benefits are means-tested and based on households, taking into account the income of all household members (including
cohabiting partners). Other policy areas depend on the fundamental relationship between the state, the individual, and the family. Tax systems in Sweden
and Norway, for example, are organized around the individual rather than the
couple, resulting in similar tax rules for cohabiting and married individuals.
Germany and Switzerland, on the other hand, which continue to favor the
male breadwinner model, only allow married couples to benefit from tax
breaks if one partner earns more than the other.
One of the areas which can have the greatest consequences for the reproduction of inequality is whether cohabitants who separate are protected by the
law or have access to family courts. As many studies have shown, cohabiting
couples have higher dissolution risks, even when the couple has children
together (Galezewska 2016; Musick and Michelmore 2016). Often these couples have lower education and income, putting them at greater risk of falling
into poverty (Carlson (this volume); Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). The lack of
legal protection for cohabiting couples can be especially pertinent if one
partner (usually the woman) is financially dependent, due to household
maintenance and child care, or gender wage differentials. In some countries,
such as the UK, the lack of legal regulation may restrict the vulnerable
partner’s access to state resources that help to solve property disputes or
apply for alimony (The Law Commission 2007). Even though the state may
require unmarried fathers to pay child maintenance, the regulations may not
be sufficient if the mother does not have access to the courts or the resources to
hire a lawyer. In addition, cohabiting partners without children have no legal
claim to resources, even if they contributed to the relationship, which could
result in a substantial decline in living standards for the vulnerable partner
(Sánchez Gassen and Perelli-Harris 2015).
Again, protections upon separation depend on whether the state has implemented registered partnerships and the degree to which the state organizes
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benefits around individuals or families. Registered partners in the Netherlands
have many of the same rights as married partners in respect of the division of
household goods, the joint home, other assets, and alimony. PACS in France
have fewer regulations governing the division of household goods and assets,
and no provision for alimony. Sweden and Norway regulate the division of
household goods and assets for cohabiting couples, but the tax and transfer
system is based on the individual. Most other European countries provide no
legal guidance during separation for cohabitants, with the exception of provisos for those separating with children; for example, Germany and Switzerland
require separated fathers to pay maintenance to their partners while their
children are very young. Overall, this lack of regulation can make it very
difficult for vulnerable cohabiting individuals to apply for maintenance or
support, and as a result income may fall more after cohabitation dissolution
than after divorce.
Nonetheless, it is important to remember that many individuals cohabit
precisely because they want to avoid the legal jurisdiction of marriage. They
may want to keep their finances and property separate, maintain their independence, and avoid bureaucratic entanglements. Previously married cohabitants
may decide to remain outside the law to avoid a costly or time-consuming
divorce or protect assets for their children. Given the variety of reasons for
cohabiting, it is difficult to know to what extent laws should regulate cohabiting
relationships, especially if people are likely to slide into relationships without
knowing their responsibilities (Perelli-Harris and Sánchez Gassen 2012). In any
case, it is important to keep in mind how legal and welfare systems may
exacerbate the risk of disadvantage. The legal policies governing cohabitation,
marriage, and separation across Europe may have implications for whether
states protect vulnerable individuals from slipping further into poverty.
CULTURE AND RELIGION : UNIVERSAL THEMES

–

UNIQUE

DISCOURSES

As described above, the historical, cultural, and social context is fundamental
for shaping attitudes and social norms toward family formation. Social norms
are reflected in how people talk about families, and what they say about
cohabitation and marriage. They also provide insights into how countries
are similar or different from each other. This section draws on a crossnational collaborative project, which used focus group research to compare
discourses on cohabitation and marriage in nine European countries (see
Perelli-Harris and Bernardi 2015). Focus group research is not intended to
produce representative data, but aims to provide substantive insights into
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general concepts and a better understanding of how societies view
cohabitation. Collaborators conducted 7–8 focus groups in the following
cities: Vienna, Austria (Berghammer, Fliegenschnee, and Schmidt 2014),
Florence, Italy (Vignoli and Salvini 2014), Rotterdam, the Netherlands
(Hiekel and Keizer 2015), Oslo, Norway (Lappegård and Noack 2015),
Warsaw, Poland (Mynarska, Baranowska-Rataj, and Matysiak 2014),
Moscow, Russia (Isupova 2015), Southampton, United Kingdom
(Berrington, Perelli-Harris, and Trevena 2015), and Rostock and Lubeck,
Germany (Klärner 2015). Each focus group included 8–10 participants, with
a total of 588 participants across Europe. The collaborators synthesized the
results in an overview paper (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014) and each team
wrote country-specific papers, which were published in 2015 as Special
Collection 17 of Demographic Research (entitled Focus on Partnerships).
The results of this project are the basis for the discussion below.
The most striking finding from the focus group project was how the
discourses in each country described a vivid picture of partnership formation
unique to that context. In the countries with the lowest levels of cohabitation, Italy and Poland, focus group participants responded that cohabitation
provides a way for couples to test their relationship, but in Poland
participants tended to emphasize the unstable nature of cohabitation.
In both countries, participants discussed the role of the Catholic Church,
but in Italy the emphasis was more toward the tradition of marriage and
family, while in Poland it was on religiosity and the heritage of the Church.
In Western Germany and Austria, participants took a life-course approach to
cohabitation and marriage: Cohabitation is for young adults, who are
oriented toward self-fulfillment and freedom, while marriage is for later in
the life course, when couples should settle down and be more responsible.
Thus, marriage signifies stability, protection, and safety, especially for wives
and children.
The discourses in the other countries were also unique. In the Netherlands,
a recurring theme was that cohabitation was a response to the increase in
divorce. Cohabitation was a way of dealing with possible relationship uncertainty, and marriage was the “complete package,” although registered partnerships or cohabitation contracts could also provide legal security. In the United
Kingdom, participants expressed tolerance for alternative living arrangements,
but unlike in the other countries, differences between higher and lower
educated participants were more apparent. The higher educated tended to
think marriage was best, especially for raising children, while the lower
educated viewed cohabitation as more normative. In Russia, religion was
again expressed in a different way. Orthodox Christians referred to a three-
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stage theory of relationships: Cohabitation is for the beginning of
a relationship, registered official marriage comes soon after, and finally,
when the relationship has progressed, a church wedding represents the ultimate commitment. Russian participants also discussed how cohabitation and
marriage were linked to the concept of trust, which reflects the general state of
a society in which individuals have difficulties trusting each other and institutions (Isupova 2015).
Finally, in some countries, cohabitation was much more prevalent and
the focus group participants referred to cohabitation as the normative living
arrangement. In Norway, cohabitation and marriage were nearly indistinguishable, especially after childbearing. Nonetheless, marriage was not
eschewed altogether, and some still valued it as a symbol of commitment
and love. Although marriage is increasingly postponed to later in the life
course, often even after having children, it is still seen as a way to celebrate
the couple’s relationship. In eastern Germany, on the other hand, marriage
held very little symbolic value. The focus of relationships was more on the
present rather than whether they would last into the future, and for the most
part, participants in eastern Germany thought marriage was irrelevant.
Klärner (2015) speculates that the disinterest in marriage is due to the
influence of the former socialist regime, which devalued the institution of
marriage, but high levels of nonmarital fertility also have historical roots in
the Prussian past (Klüsener and Goldstein 2014), again suggesting that
culture shapes behavior.
Given the unique set of discourses within each country, it is difficult to
determine which specific social, economic, or legal factors influenced the
responses in each country. Some general patterns emerged, for example, in
countries with more similar legal rights, such as Norway, cohabitation was
perceived to be mostly similar to marriage, while in countries with fewer
protections for cohabitants, such as Poland, focus group participants
considered cohabitation to be an unstable relationship. However, the
association with legal policies was not clear-cut – for example, discourses
in eastern and western Germany differed, even though both regions fall
under the same marital law regime. Further, despite the lack of legal
differences between de facto partnerships and marriage in Australia,
many respondents still valued marriage. These cross-national observations
again provide evidence that a complex array of cultural and historical
factors shape family behaviors.
Despite the distinct discourses expressed across Europe, however, some
common themes emerged, which suggests that cohabitation does share an
underlying meaning across countries. First, participants in all countries
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generally saw cohabitation as a less-committed union than marriage, saying
that marriage was the “ultimate commitment,” (United Kingdom), “one
hundred percent commitment” (Australia), “higher quality” (Russia), or
“more binding and serious” (Austria). Several distinct dimensions of
marriage were revealed, for example security and stability, emotional
commitment, and the expression of commitment in front of the public,
friends, and family. Participants in some countries also discussed fear of
commitment, especially among men, and due to the increase in divorce (see
also Perelli-Harris et al. 2017a). Although the expression of commitment
through marriage was a major theme in most countries, many participants
pointed out that other factors, such as owning a house or having children,
were just as, if not more, important in signaling commitment. In addition, in
nearly every country, a few “ideological cohabitants” argued that cohabiting
couples were even more committed than married couples, because they did
not need a piece of paper to prove their love. Overall, however, these
individuals were in the minority, and cohabitation was seen as a less committed relationship than marriage.
Another theme which emerged throughout the focus groups was the idea
that cohabitation is a testing ground allowing couples to “try out” the relationship before marriage. Testing was seen as providing the opportunity for
partners to get to know each other and separate if the relationship did not
work out. In some countries, participants said that cohabitation was the wise
thing to do before marriage (Austria), or even mandatory (Norway), but in all
countries cohabitation was recognized as a period when couples could live
together as if married but (usually) experience fewer consequences if the
relationship dissolved. As a corollary, cohabitation was seen as providing
greater freedom than marriage, since it was a more flexible relationship.
In some instances this meant that partners have greater independence from
each other, for example keeping finances separate, and that they can pursue
their own individual self-fulfillment – particularly appealing to women who
want to escape the traditional bonds of patriarchy. Some asserted that forming
a cohabiting partnership was particularly important after a bad experience
with divorce. Others said that the freedom of cohabitation permitted individuals to search for new partners and leave the previous partner if a better one
comes along.
The focus group discussions suggested that in most of these European
countries, marriage and cohabitation continue to have distinct meanings,
with marriage representing a stronger level of commitment and cohabitation
a means to cope with the new reality of relationship uncertainty. Yet this
uncertainty was not expressed with respect to economic uncertainty, as has
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often been found in US qualitative research (e.g., Gibson-Davis, Edin, and
McLanahan 2005; Smock, Manning, and Porter 2005). Although some
European participants did discuss the high costs of a wedding, especially in
the United Kingdom, they did not say that couples needed to achieve a certain
level of economic stability in order to marry. Of course, the format of focus
group research may have discouraged individuals from divulging certain
reasons for not marrying, and in-depth interviews with low-income individuals
may reveal different narratives, but on the whole, the focus group results
suggest that the lack of marriage is not primarily about money, but more
about finding a compatible partner. Thus, these focus group findings raise
questions about whether cohabitation in Europe is quite different than in
America, which appears to be experiencing a more extreme bifurcation of
family trajectories by social class (Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos 2016).

CONSEQUENCES

–

DOES COHABITATION REALLY MATTER

FOR PEOPLE ’ S LIVES ?

While focus group participants often talked about marriage being a more
committed and secure relationship, except in eastern Germany and, to some
extent, in Norway, it is not clear whether cohabitation and marriage are truly
different types of unions, and to what extent this matters for adult well-being.
A large body of research has found that married people have better physical
and mental health (Hughes and Waite 2009; Liu and Umberson 2008; Waite
and Gallagher 2000), but many of these studies compare the married and
unmarried, without focusing on differences between marriage and cohabitation. Studies that do examine differences between partnership types often find
mixed results (e.g., Brown 2000; Lamb, Lee, and DeMaris 2003; Musick and
Bumpass 2012), still leaving open the question of whether marriage provides
greater benefits than cohabitation.
On the one hand, certain aspects of cohabitation do seem to universally
differ from marriage. For example, research has consistently found that, on
average, cohabiting unions are more likely to dissolve than marital unions
(Galezewska 2016), even if they involve children (DeRose et al. 2017; Musick
and Michelmore 2016). Women who were cohabiting at the time of their first
child also have lower second birth rates compared to married women, unless
they marry shortly afterwards (Perelli-Harris 2014). In addition, certain characteristics are consistently negatively associated with cohabitation, for example subjective well-being (Soons and Kalmijn 2009) and relationship quality
(Aarskaug Wiik, Keizer, and Lappegård 2012). Thus, some differences between
cohabitation and marriage do indeed seem to be universal across countries.
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Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that many quantitative studies
present average associations that do not reflect the heterogeneity of cohabitation or the potential progression of relationships. As discussed above, cohabitation is an inherently more tenuous type of relationship, and many couples
use this period of living together to test their relationships. While some of these
couples break up, and some eventually marry, many others will live in longterm unions similar to marriage, but without official recognition. Many of
these cohabiting relationships can be nearly identical to marriage, providing
similar levels of intimacy, emotional support, care, and social networks, as well
as benefiting from shared households and economies of scale. Studies of
commitment (Duncan and Philips 2008) and the pooling of financial
resources (Lyngstad, Noack, and Tufte 2010) indicate that over time, couples
in cohabiting relationships often make greater investments in their relationships, resulting in smaller differences between cohabitation and marriage.
Thus, cohabiting relationships have the potential to be identical to marriage,
just without “the piece of paper.”
A second key issue that may account for observed differences by relationship
type is selection, which posits that different outcomes are not due to the effects
of relationship type per se, but instead, the characteristics of the people who
choose to be in that type of partnership. As discussed in Chapter 1, many
studies find that cohabitants often come from disadvantaged backgrounds, for
example their parents had lower levels of education or income (Aarskaug Wiik
2009; Berrington and Diamond 2000; Mooyart and Liefbroer 2016) and might
have experienced divorce (Perelli-Harris et al. 2017a). Selection mechanisms
often persist into adulthood, for example men who are unemployed or have
temporary jobs are more likely to choose cohabitation (Kalmijn 2011), and
women with lower educational attainment are more likely to give birth in
cohabitation than women with higher educational attainment (Perelli-Harris
et al. 2010). Studies using causal modeling techniques to control for individual
characteristics demonstrate that the union type itself does not matter for wellbeing; instead, the characteristics which lead to poor outcomes also lead
people to cohabit rather than marry (Musick and Bumpass 2012; PerelliHarris and Styrc 2018). Thus, although further research is needed to ensure
a lack of causality, existing studies suggest that marriage does not itself provide
benefits over and above cohabitation, given that the union remains intact.
This is very important to note, given the common perception that cohabiting
couples are less committed than married couples.
Again, however, cultural, social, policy, and economic context may be very
important for shaping these interrelationships. Local and national context may
attenuate differences between cohabitation and marriage in some countries
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but not in others. Social and cultural norms may reduce differences between
the two relationship types if cohabitation is normalized with few social sanctions, or widen the gap if marriage is given preferential treatment or accorded
a special status. We would expect few differences in behavior or outcomes in
the Nordic countries, where cohabitation is widespread (Lappegård and
Noack 2015), but we would expect substantial differences in the United
States where marriage tends to be accorded a higher social status (Cherlin
2014).
The legal and welfare state system may also reduce or exacerbate differences. Legal regimes which recognize cohabitation as an alternative to marriage may provide protections that produce a stabilizing effect for all couples,
thereby reducing differences in well-being. On the other hand, systems which
privilege marriage – for example, with tax incentives promoting a marital
breadwinner model – may result in greater benefits to well-being for marriage
than cohabitation. Welfare states that provide benefits only to low-income
single mothers may also discourage marriage, and even cohabitation, if benefits depend on the income of all adult household members (Michelmore
2016). Finally, selection effects can differ across countries, with cohabitation
primarily practiced by disadvantaged groups in some countries, or practiced
by all strata in others.
Given that countries differ by social, legal, economic and selection effect
context, the different meanings of cohabitation may result in differential
outcomes across countries. To test this hypothesis, I led a project to examine
the consequences of new family arrangements in settings representing different welfare regimes and cultural contexts: Australia, Norway, Germany, the
United Kingdom, and the United States. The team systematically analyzed
a range of partnership and childbearing behaviors, with a specific focus on
outcomes in mid-life – around ages 40–50, depending on the survey – after the
period of early adulthood relationship “churning” and most childbearing.
The outcomes included mental well-being (Perelli-Harris and Styrc 2018),
health (Perelli-Harris et al. 2017b; Sassler et al. 2016), life satisfaction (Hoherz
et al. 2017), and wage differentials (Addo et al. 2017). The team used a variety of
retrospective and longitudinal studies, and one of the key concerns of the
project was to address selection, which could explain the positive relationship
between marriage and outcomes but differ across countries. We used a variety
of methods, but primarily propensity score matching or propensity weighted
regression, which allowed us to test whether those who did not marry would
have been better off if they did marry.
Figure 4.4 shows the mean values and confidence intervals for three
outcomes: Self-rated health, life satisfaction, and hourly wage in the local
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currency. The confidence intervals in bold indicate that the modeling
approaches described above were unable to eliminate significant differences between married and cohabiting men and women. The results
immediately confirm our main hypothesis: The benefits of marriage
relative to cohabitation differ across countries, suggesting that context
can shape the meanings and consequences of different partnership
types. Before including controls, the confidence intervals indicate that
married people have significantly better outcomes in the United Kingdom
and United States with respect to self-rated health and hourly wages, and
in the United Kingdom with respect to life satisfaction (the United States
was not included in the life satisfaction study, and Australia was not
included in the wage study). Differences in outcomes by relationship
type were not as pronounced in Australia, Norway, and Germany,
although cohabiting men in Norway did have significantly different
wages from married men, and cohabiting men in Australia and women
in Norway had significantly different mean life satisfaction from married
individuals.
Once we controlled for different aspects of the union, for example union
duration and prior union dissolution, the differences between marriage and
cohabitation in health, life satisfaction, and wages were reduced substantially
in most studies. This finding suggests that one of the reasons we see differences
between cohabitation and marriage is because cohabiting unions are often
a testing ground and more likely to dissolve, or they are more commonly
chosen as a second union. Cohabiting unions are also less likely to have
children together, and controlling for children eliminated many of the differences between cohabitation and marriage. However, one of the main reasons
for differences between cohabitation and marriage in mid-life is due to selection mechanisms from childhood, such as parental SES and divorce. After
including these indicators in our models, differences by partnership type were
reduced substantially and eliminated in the United States. However, some
puzzling exceptions remained after including controls: British cohabiting
men continued to have worse self-rated health than married men, and both
British men and women who were cohabiting continued to have worse life
satisfaction than their married counterparts. British married women continued to have slightly higher wages than British cohabiting women.
Nonetheless, despite including a large battery of control variables, we suspect
that other forms of selection still might account for any effects. Overall, the
results suggest that taking into account the heterogeneity of cohabiting unions
(as measured by union duration and having children together) as well as
selection mechanisms from childhood can explain most of the marital benefits
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to well-being, but country context, such as welfare state regime and social
norms, also matters. Thus, it is important to keep these factors in mind when
assessing the extent to which the emergence of cohabitation itself is detrimental to adult well-being; in many places, simply forming a lasting partnership seems to be most important.

CONCLUSION

Throughout this chapter, I have grappled with the idea that some processes
of social change are universal and others are still shaped and reinforced by
country-specific factors. I have primarily focused on one of the greatest new
developments in the family over the past few decades – the emergence of
cohabitation – which has challenged conventional expectations that individuals enter into a lifelong union recognized by law and society. Many
people have been alarmed by this development, especially because studies
indicate that rates of union dissolution are higher among cohabitants than
married couples, and that cohabitation is often associated with disadvantage or low subjective well-being. However, many studies mask the heterogeneity in cohabiting couples and therefore make assumptions about
cohabitation that may not be accurate, especially across different settings.
In this conclusion, I will briefly summarize and reflect on the different
types of heterogeneity which are important to think about when considering whether emerging forms of family behavior, such as cohabitation and
nonmarital fertility, are producing and reproducing disadvantage, or
whether the behaviors are simply a product of new social realities and
shifting norms.
First, countries are diverse and reflect heterogeneous patterns of change.
Some countries have experienced rapid increases in cohabitation and nonmarital fertility, while others have not. The variation in family behaviors across
Europe reflects different cultural, social, political and economic path dependencies, and the explanations for change cannot be boiled down to one factor.
The nonmarital childbearing maps show that sometimes laws and policies can
produce differences in behaviors that are distinctly demarcated at state borders, while sometimes religious and cultural factors create pockets of behaviors that stretch across state borders. The discourses from the focus groups
also suggest that culture and religion continue to echo in social norms today.
Thus, while some general explanations may be similar, we cannot assume that
all countries are experiencing the same changes in the family for the same
underlying reasons, or that the family change will have the same consequences in the long run.
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Second, within countries, we see heterogeneous responses to social
change, with some strata of society experiencing increases in new behaviors
and other strata not. On the one hand, cohabitation and increases in
nonmarital fertility are occurring across all educational levels in most
European countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). In many countries, cohabitation is becoming a normative way to start a relationship, regardless of
educational level, and as a way to test that the relationship is strong enough
for marriage. Yet transitions to marriage after the relationship is formed,
especially before and after the birth of the first child, may be particularly
important for producing inequalities. Across Europe, higher educated
individuals are more likely to marry before a birth (Mikolai et al. 2016),
and lower educated individuals are more likely to separate after a birth
(Musick and Michelmore 2016). These findings suggest that different
groups may be responding in different ways to new behaviors, potentially
leading to “diverging destinies” between the most and least educated
(McLanahan 2004). Thus, social change can influence different groups of
people in different ways, and it is important to continue to recognize these
heterogeneous responses.
Third, the meanings of cohabitation and marriage can change across the
life course, and even throughout relationships. Individuals’ values and
ideas undergo a process of development as they age and transition throughout different life stages, and this may result in shifting perceptions of
cohabitation and marriage as they grow older. As the Austrian focus groups
highlighted, people often think that cohabitation is ideal when individuals
are young and free, but marriage is best when individuals are more mature
and ready to take on more responsibilities, for example childbearing. This
evolution of the importance of marriage may especially be embedded in
cultures that perceive marriage to signify stability and security. On the
other hand, the purpose and meaning of cohabitation may change as
relationships progress. At the beginning of a relationship, cohabitation
may be a desirable alternative to living apart and a testing ground to see if
the relationship is secure, but as the partners become more committed,
sharing a home and investing in a long-term relationship may be just as
significant as an official marriage certificate. Thus, both cohabitation and
marriage are imbued with multiple meanings that can change across multidimensional life courses linked to other life domains (Perelli-Harris and
Bernardi 2015).
To reiterate, these different types of heterogeneity are essential to keep
in mind when considering the association between partnership formation
and inequality. The great complexity across settings, couples, and
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individuals creates challenges for understanding how family change is
exacerbating or reinforcing inequalities. While some studies have begun
to investigate to what extent family structure is responsible (or not) for
increasing inequality (Bernardi and Boertien 2017a; Härkönen 2018), far
more research is needed to understand these complex relationships,
especially in different contexts.
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Family Structure and the Decline of Work for Men
in Postwar America
Nicholas Eberstadt*

INTRODUCTION

Over the past two generations, America has experienced an extraordinary –
and yet somehow, also widely overlooked – collapse of work among its men. In
the half-century between 1965 and 2015, work rates for the American male
ratcheted relentlessly downward, and an ominous migration gathered force: A
“flight from work,” in which ever greater numbers of working-age men exited
the labor force altogether. America is now home to a vast “idle army” of jobless
men no longer looking for work – as of 2015, over 7 million alone between ages
25 and 55, the traditional prime of working life.
To be sure, the decline of work in America is no longer entirely delimited to
men. After decades of postwar increase, the work rates and labor force participation rates for prime-age American women have likewise been falling since
roughly the beginning of the new century. But the decline of work for
American men is a much longer-term trend, and also one of much larger
absolute dimensions – and it is that problem, rather than the similarly troubling decline of work for women, that is the subject of this chapter.
The general decline of work for adult men, and the dramatic, continuing
expansion of a class of nonworking males (including those both ostensibly
able-bodied and in the prime of life) constitutes a fundamentally new and
unfamiliar sort of problem for America. It is a problem with manifold and farreaching economic, social, and perhaps even political implications.
The implications for the state of American families are immediate and
inescapable. Lest it otherwise go unsaid, these “prime working ages” in which
the present male work crisis is concentrated overlap significantly with the
*

This chapter draws heavily upon my study Men without Work: America’s Invisible Crisis
(Eberstadt 2016). The author wishes to thank Cecilia Joy Perez for her able research assistance
on this chapter. The usual caveats apply.
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conventional life course ages for family formation, parenting, and child-rearing for the contemporary American man.
As it happens, the long-term decline of work for prime-age men in modern
America has coincided with the long-term decline of the married two-parent
family structure. The correspondence and interaction of these two great sea
changes in daily life for contemporary Americans is a question of obvious
importance.
In the following pages, I will attempt to cast some light on the outlines of
this important relationship. My exposition is intended only to be exploratory
in nature: I recognize there are deep and vital questions my method and
approach cannot answer, or even adequately address. It is thus my hope that
this introduction will be followed by more detailed investigation into the
complex dynamics in play here.
In this chapter I will: (1) present a broad quantitative overview of the
ongoing decline of work for American men, and especially men 25–54 years
of age, placed in both an historical and international perspective; (2) offer a
corresponding quantitative overview of the attendant changes in the sociodemographic profile of prime working-age American men over this same
period; (3) decompose arithmetically contributions to declining long-term
work rates and labor force participation rates by major sociodemographic
factors, including family structure; and (4) conclude with a discussion of
what the evidence indicates, what it may suggest, and directions for further
research.

WORK RATES AND LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES
FOR US MEN IN THE POSTWAR ERA

One of the major and defining, if not necessarily widely heralded, social
changes in postwar America has been the secular decline in employment-topopulation ratios (also known as “work rates”) for men. Work rates for
American men have been falling for most of the postwar era.
The US government did not begin releasing continuous monthly data on
the American employment situation until after World War II. (We do this
today, as we have since late 1947, through the Current Population Survey (or
CPS), which is maintained by the US Census Bureau and used by the Bureau
of Labor Statistics (or BLS) to gauge employment conditions for the adult
civilian noninstitutionalized population.) By any broad measure we choose,
the US employment-to-population rates for civilian noninstitutionalized men
in 2015 and 2016 were very close to their lowest levels on record – and far lower
than levels in earlier postwar decades (see Figure 5.1).
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figure 5.1 Employment-to-population ratio, US males, selected age groups:
1948–2016 (seasonally adjusted)

Between the early 1950s and 2016 – between Eisenhower’s America and
Obama’s America – the nation’s work rate for adult men (those 20 years of age
and older) relentlessly ratcheted downward. Very broadly speaking, this downward trajectory tracked with the business cycle: With each new recession, male
work rates typically hit a new low – and typically failed to snap back to
prerecession levels over the course of the subsequent recovery. We tend to
think of the Great Recession of 2008/09 as the “epic” event in postwar labor
markets, and of course the devastation that it wrought is incontestable. What is
not generally appreciated, however, is that the drop in male work rates since
the Great Recession accounts for less than a quarter of the total long-term
downward spiral of 20+ employment-to-population ratios for American men
in the postwar era. Three quarters of that slide took place before the crash of
2008.
Between 1948 and 2015, the work rate for American men 20 and older
(all postwar employment data are for the civilian noninstitutionalized
population) fell from 85.8% to 68.1% – or by almost 18 percentage points.
Put another way, between 1948 and 2015, the proportion of American
men 20 and older without paid work of any sort more than doubled –
from about 14% to almost 32% (see Figure 5.2). This work rate for adult
men in 2015 was only a little over a percentage point higher than the 2010
level (its all-time low, at least to date). It rose just a bit more in 2016, from
68.1% to 68.5%. (It registered 68.7% in July 2017, the latest reading
available at this writing.) Despite purportedly “near full employment”
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conditions, at least according to much of the received wisdom currently
circulating in business and policy circles, the work rate for the US male
20+ group was fully one fifth lower in mid-2017 than it had been in 1948,
almost seventy years earlier.
Of course the 20+ work rate measure includes men 65 and older (i.e., those
of classical retirement age), but when I exclude the 65+ population and look
instead at men 20–64 years of age, work rates reportedly trace a long march
downward here as well – from 90.8% in 1948 to 78.4% in 2015. The 20–64-yearold male work rate in 2015 was thus nearly twelve and a half percentage points
below the 1948 level, meaning work rates in America for men in this “classical”
working-age group were only about six sevenths as high in 2015 as they had
been in the early postwar era. In 2015, the fraction of US men aged 20–64 not at
work was 21.6% – 2.3 times higher than it had been in 1948 – and the situation
was only very slightly better in 2016 and mid-2017, when the proportion of men
20–64 years of age without any paid work at all was reportedly 21% and 20.7%,
respectively.
Note that the impact on recorded work rates from changes in the population
composition within the male 20–64 age group was altogether negligible,
accounting for less than one hundredth of the intervening twelve or more
percentage point decline for the 1967–2015 period (Eberstadt 2016).
Population structure effects likewise had virtually no effect on work rate trends
for prime working-age men – the 25–54-year-old cohort, whose changing
fortunes are the focus of this chapter.
Prime working-age men are a critical demographic cohort for reasons both
economic and social. They comprise the backbone of the male workforce,
currently accounting for roughly two thirds of the 20+ men in the US workforce today, and close to three quarters of adult US men with paying jobs
(Eberstadt 2016) (see Table 5.1). They are also the group in which labor force
participation tends to be highest, due to health and life cycle considerations,
and of course, they are also the group arguably most central to family formation and the raising of children, not only in contemporary America.
Between 1948 and 2015, for the male 25–54 age group, work rates for primeage US males sank almost 10 percentage points, from 94.1% to 84.4% (see
Figure 5.1). Since 2016 these have improved, the rate was 85.0% for 2016, and
registered 85.5% in July 2017. One may say that prime-age male work rates have
recovered appreciably since their nadir in the wake of the Great Recession,
when they hit 80.6% in the fourth quarter of 2009. Even so, at the time of
writing, prime-age male work rates are on a par with the lowest-ever BLS
readings before the 2008 crash (i.e., from the depths of the deep recession in
the early 1980s).
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table 5.1 US male employment-to-population ratios: 2015 vs. selected depression
years

Year and source

Employment-topopulation ratio,
males aged 20–64
(percentage of civi- Employment-to-population ratio, males
lian noninstitutiona- aged 25–54 (percentage of civilian noninstitutionalized population)
lized population)

2015 (BLS)
1940 (Census)
1930 (Census)

78.4
81.3
88.2*

84.4
86.4
91.2*^

Notes: *= calculated for total enumerated population, not civilian noninstitutionalized population
^ = 25–44 population – corresponding male 25/44 work ratio for 2015 would be 85.3 for civilian
noninstitutionalized population alone
Sources:
• For 2015:
• US Bureau of Labor Statistics. “Current Population Survey.” Retrieved June 21, 2016. http://
data.bls.gov/pdq/querytool.jsp?survey=ln
• For 1940:
• Chandra, Amitabh. 2000. “Labor-Market Dropouts and the Racial Wage Gap: 1940–1990.”
The American Economic Review 90(2): 333–338. www.jstor.org/stable/117246?seq=1#page_
scan_tab_contents
• US Census Bureau. 1940. “Census of Population: The Labor Force” (Sample Statistics).
Retrieved August 5, 2016. www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1940/population
-labor-force-sample/41236810p1_ch1.pdf
• US Census Bureau. 2012. “1940 Census of Population.” Retrieved August 5, 2016. www2.census
.gov/library/publications/decennial/1940/population-institutional-population/08520028ch2.pdf
• US Department of Defense, Progress Reports and Statistics Division. 1956. “Selected
Manpower Statistics.” Retrieved August 5 2016. www.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a954007.pdf
• For 1930:
US Census Bureau. “1930 Census of Population.” Retrieved March 2, 2016. http://digital.lib
rary.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc26169/m1/1/high_res_d/R40655_2009Jun19.pdf

The drop in the work rate of prime-age US men did not actually commence
until roughly two decades after the end of World War II. In 1948, the work rate
for this cohort was 94.1% – exactly the same rate recorded in 1965. (Between
1948 and 1965, the entirety of the decline in work rates for adult men – for those
20–64 years of age as well as those 20 and older – was due to falling work rates
for the cohorts 55 years of age and above.1) Roughly speaking, the long-term

1

Between 1948 and 1965 the work rate for men 55 and older dropped by over 13 percentage points,
from 68.4% to 55.0%. The 55+ male work rate continued to fall to 35.8% in 1993 – but has
subsequently risen, and as of 2016, was back up to 44.4%. Ironically, just as the 55+ cohort was
the only major component of the adult male population to register sustained declines over the
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figure 5.2 Percentage of civilian noninstitutionalized prime-age (25–54) males
without paid employment: USA 1948–2017 (seasonally adjusted)

decline in prime-age male work rate did not start until around 1965. Therefore
I shall use 1965 and 2015 as the end points for much of my analysis in this
chapter, as that timeframe neatly offers us a half-century of long-term data on
changes in prime-age male work rates and their correlates.
As Figure 5.2 illustrates, the percentage of prime-age men without paid work
rose fitfully but inexorably from the 1960s to the present. In the 1960s, the
average monthly fraction of prime-age men was 6.3% – not appreciably
different from the 6.2% of the 1950s. That mean monthly level has risen
markedly in every successive decade since the 1960s. For the decade that
commenced in 2010, the monthly average to date works out to an astonishing
16.9% – well over two and a half times the mean monthly level from the 1960s.
Naturally, this decadal average is affected by the truly awful employment
trends in the immediate wake of the Great Recession. In 2010, a monthly
average of 19% of all prime-age males had no paid work of any sort. Yet today’s
“new normal” should still give pause. In 2015, the corresponding proportion
was 15.7%; in 2016 – that is to say, seven years after the end of the Great
Recession – it was still 15.0%; and for the first quarter of 2017, it was slightly
over 15%. This range appears to be the “new normal” for America today: An

first two decades of the postwar era, it is now the only major component to have registered
sustained increases over the past two decades. (Calculations based upon the US Bureau
of Labor Statistics. “Data Finder 9.0.” Retrieved April 22, 2017. https://beta.bls.gov/dataQuery
/search)
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employment pattern where at any given moment between one in six and one
in seven prime-age men is not engaged in paid work.
This “new normal” for US male nonwork may be instructively compared to
work rates for American men during the Great Depression (see Table 5.1). As
we can see, work rates for both men 20–64 years of age and those of prime
working age were lower in 2015 than in either 1930 or 1940; the same would be
true for male work rates in 2016 and early 2017 if these were added to the table.
Contraposition of today’s rates and those from the year 1940 is most meaningful. For one thing, employment data in the 1940 census was for the first
time recorded in a manner directly comparable with our postwar jobs data; for
another, America’s unemployment rates in 1940 are extremely high, pushing
15% on a nationwide basis – sharply higher than in 1930, when the Depression
was just getting underway. Even so, measured work rates for prime-age men
were 2 percentage points lower in 2015 than in 1940. Thus, it is empirically
accurate to describe the current work crisis for American men as a Depressionscale problem.
The critical difference between the joblessness situation for men in 1940
and 2015, however, concerns the shifting balance between unemployment
and economic inactivity. In 1940, the overwhelming majority of the men
without jobs were looking for one: That is to say, they were unemployed in
the classic definition of that term. Only a relatively small number of the
men without jobs were economically inactive: That is to say, not in the
labor force, neither working nor looking for work. The situation is reversed
today: As of 2015, for every prime-age male formally unemployed, there
were three neither working nor looking for work (see Figure 5.3). Modern
America’s job problem for prime-age men has principally been a long-term
exodus from the labor market, a flight that started in the mid-1960s and as
yet shows no sign of stopping. Nonworking (or NILF, not-in-labor-force)
men are the very fastest growing component of the civilian noninstitutionalized prime-age male population in America, increasing at over three
times the tempo of the overall cohort for fully half a century between 1965
and 2015. The decline in labor force participation rates (or LFPRs, the
ratio of persons in the workforce to total population) between 1965 and
2015 amounted to 8.4 percentage points (96.7% vs. 88.3%), while the
overall decline in work rates for that same period came to 9.7 percentage
points (94.1% vs. 84.4%). This means the retreat from the labor force
accounted for nearly seven eighths of the fall in prime-age male work
rates in America over that half-century, and unlike withdrawal from the
labor force at older ages, mass withdrawal from the workforce in the prime
of life cannot plausibly be attributed to retirement.
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figure 5.4 Labor force participation rates for males aged 25–54: USA vs.
twenty-two “original” OECD member states, 1960–2015

The postwar prime-age male flight from work has been more extreme in
America than in almost any other economically advanced democracy. This is
apparent when I compare prime working-age LFPRs for the United States with
the corresponding patterns traced out in other “traditional” members of the
OECD (or Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, the
de facto club of affluent aid-giving Western democracies) (see Figure 5.4).
This grouping includes Japan, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and eighteen
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Western European nations as well as the United States: Twenty-three countries in total. Today, America is at the bottom of all these states in prime-age
male labor force participation – twenty-second out of twenty-three, underperformed only by Italy. This troubling state of affairs is also puzzling in a
number of respects. For the decline in US prime-age male LFPRs is more
severe than in countries beset by “lost decades” of economic growth (e.g.,
Japan), or those burdened with notoriously dirigiste labor market regulations
and hypertrophied welfare states (e.g., France), or even those seemingly
enmeshed in perennial debt-and-austerity crises (e.g., contemporary
Greece). Why male workforce participation rate performance should be
poorer in the United States than in any and all of these comparator states is
an important but seldom-examined question.

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHANGE AND THE DECLINE
OF PRIME - AGE MALE LFPRS ,

1965–2015

The sea change in employment patterns for prime working-age men that
took place over the years between 1965 and 2015 coincided with a sea change
in their sociodemographic profiles. The population profile for American
men aged 25–54 in 2015 differed markedly from half a century earlier in a
number of respects. Important characteristics that registered major changes
over this period included (but were not limited to): Ethnicity, educational
attainment, family structure, and nativity (that is to say, whether one was
native-born- or foreign-born). In this section, I examine the dimensions of
some of these broad sociodemographic shifts within the overall composition
of the US prime-age male population, and how these shifts related to both
the overall decline of work for prime-age men and the closely related
increase in the number of such men who have left the workforce altogether.
(As already mentioned, the reference population under consideration here is
prime-age men in the “civilian noninstitutionalized population,” per CPS/
BLS survey coverage.)
The availability of data series for my examination below does not always
nicely match my designated 1965–2015 time frame. Over the decades under
consideration, the CPS, from which the BLS’ monthly employment report is
derived, gradually extended its scope and asked more detailed and nuanced
questions about the nation’s sociodemographic profile. Often, these new
questions signified official recognition of the importance of changes already
well underway. Thus, in 1965, CPS already provided detailed information on
educational attainment for the US population, but its breakdown of data by
ethnicity or “race” was still rather rudimentary. It was not until 1971 that it was
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possible for respondents to identify as themselves as Hispanic, and it took over
another two decades before it was possible to do so for Asians, much less
multiracial. By the same token, CPS did not begin to track “nativity” (whether
the respondent was foreign-born or native-born) until the early 1990s. As for
family structure, back in 1965, the CPS could tell us whether a man was
married, separated, divorced, or never married, but nothing else. Beginning
with the year 1968, CPS started providing information about living arrangements as well, including whether men in these various marital categories were
with their spouses and children under 18, and if the latter, how many.
Convenient or no, my analysis must conform with the time spans for which
the requisite CPS data are available.
Figures 5.5–5.17 illustrate some of the major sociodemographic shifts that
have transformed the composition of the US prime-age male population over
the half-century under consideration. I describe these briefly below.
Race and Ethnicity
The 1965 CPS offers just three alternatives for categorizing the “race” of
the US population: White/Black/Multiracial. By 2015, the categories of
Asian and Native American have also been added to the taxonomy.
Between 1965 and 2015 the proportion of prime-age men identified as
White dropped by about 12 percentage points, from roughly 90% to 78%.
But roughly eight points of this twelve-point decline was due to the newfound availability of Asian and Native American classifications for 2015;
almost all of whose contingents would have been represented as White
under the 1965 schema. The only two consistent racial categories for the
1965–2015 period are Black and Multiracial/Other; the proportion of
prime-age men identifying as Black rose by a little over 3 points, from
around 9% to around 12%, while the proportion for Multiracial/Other rose
by somewhat less than one point, from 1% to a bit less than 2%. In all,
then, these “race” data do not seem to reveal any major shifts in US “racial
composition” over the period in question (apart from the introduction of
new categories) – in part perhaps because of the limitations of this
classification system for modern America.
A more nuanced and informative picture of heritage and ancestry comes
from the CPS information on “ethnicity,” which in addition to counting Asian
and Other/Multiracial persons, also identifies the population of Hispanic
origin (both White and Black), non-Hispanic Whites, and non-Hispanic
Blacks. This CPS series commenced in 1971, and the breakdown from that
year for prime-age men can be compared with results for 2015.
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figure 5.5 Distribution of prime-age males by race, 1965 vs. 2015
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figure 5.6 Work rates for prime-age males by race, 1965 vs. 2015

Between 1971 and 2015 the ethnic composition of US prime-age males
changed appreciably. The most dramatic change was for the proportion of
Hispanic men, which soared from under 5% to almost 18%. (Almost all of these
Hispanic men classified themselves as White; as of 2015, less than 1% of all
prime-age men were Black Hispanics.) In 2015, self-identified Asians comprised almost 7% of prime-age US men, and though I lack corresponding data
for 1968, I may suspect the percentage was much smaller back then. NonHispanic Black men accounted for just under 12% of prime-age males in 2015,
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figure 5.7 Distribution of prime-age males by race and ethnicity, 1971 vs. 2015

up about 2 percentage points from 1971. By 2015, non-Hispanic Whites (or
“Anglos”) made up just 62% of the prime-age male population, down roughly
17–23 percentage points, depending on the initial number of Asians in the
prime-age male pool in 1968. This is a considerable reduction in the “Anglo”
proportion of the prime-age male population in somewhat less than half a
century, but with only a very small part of the increase in the “minority”
percentage (somewhere between less than an eighth and less than a tenth) due
to an increase in the proportion of non-Hispanic Blacks.
For prime-age men overall, work rates fell by nearly 9 percentage points
between 1965 and 2015, and by almost 8 percentage points between 1971 and
2015. Over those same years, Black and Non-Hispanic Black work rates fell
even more sharply than this: By nearly 15 points and over 13 points, respectively. By 2015, roughly 27% of all prime-age Black or non-Hispanic Black men
in the civilian noninstitutionalized population – over one in four – reported no
paid work at all. The Black/White and non-Hispanic Black/non-Hispanic
White gap in work rates widened over these decades: From 7 points in 1965/
71 to 13-plus points in 2015. White/“Anglo” work rates fell somewhat less than
the national average over these years.
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figure 5.8 Work rate for prime-age males by race vs. ethnicity, 1971 vs. 2015

The work rates for non-Hispanic Blacks in the prime-age male population in
2015 are thus perhaps akin to those for the United States during the darkest hours
of the Great Depression – and there are other minority groups with similar grim
prospects. In 2015, the prime-age male work rate for Native Americans was just
72% – meaning 28% had no paid work. Likewise, prime-age men with
Multiracial backgrounds, as well as the small contingent who self-identified as
Black Hispanic, were in groupings where over 20% had no paid work.
However, the story of the collapse of work for the modern American man is
by no means an unrelieved story of differentially poor performance for ethnic
minorities. By 2015, White Hispanics and Asians accounted for nearly one
quarter of the prime-age male population – twice the number for nonHispanic Blacks. Of all ethnic groups whose trends can be traced over the
decades under consideration, the group with the best (or perhaps I should say
least-bad) work rate trends are the Hispanics, whose work rates dropped by
“only” 1 percentage point between 1971 and 2015.
By 2015, interestingly enough, both Hispanic and Asian work rates for
prime-age men were slightly higher than those of “Anglos.” Not only has
America become more ethnically diverse over the past half-century but
diversity in work rates for America’s ethnic minorities has become more
apparent as well. At the same time, these racial and ethnic differentials
help place the dimensions of the postwar collapse of work for prime-age
men in sharper perspective: Work rates for Blacks in 1965 were higher
than for Whites fifty years later, and rates for non-Hispanic Whites in 2015
were just about the same as they had been for non-Hispanic Blacks back
in 1971.
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figure 5.9 Distribution of prime-age males by nativity, 1994 vs. 2015

Nativity
Most of America’s changing ethnic complexion since 1965 is due to immigrants and their descendants, and much of this change is accounted for by the
foreign-born themselves. CPS did not begin to track employment patterns by
nativity until the 1990s, but even in just over two decades for which such data
are available, we can see the impact on both prime-age male population
composition and on overall prime-age male work rates.
In 1995, foreign-born men accounted for a little over 13% of all
prime working-age males in the US civilian noninstitutionalized
population. Just twenty-one years later, the corresponding proportion
was nearly 22%. In 2015, foreign-born prime-age men were overrepresented in the employed population, meaning their work rates were higher
than those of native-born men. (This turns out to be true, incidentally,
for all major ethnic groups in America: Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, and
Asians alike.)
Between 1994 and 2015, prime-age male work rates fell by a little over 3
percentage points, but trends for native- and foreign-born men moved in
opposite directions: Down sharply for the former, up distinctly for the
latter. Indeed, foreign-born men are the only group covered in my study
for whom long-term work rates were reported to rise. As of 2015, work
rates were over five points higher among prime-age men for the foreignborn than the native-born, and over four points higher than the national
average.
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figure 5.10 Work rates for prime-age males by nativity, 1994 vs. 2015

Educational Attainment
In terms of sheer years of schooling, America was a much more educated
society in 2015 than in 1965 – and of course the same was true for America’s
prime-age men. In 1965, high school dropouts formed the largest single
grouping within the prime-age male population, making up nearly 43% of
the total; by 2015, they accounted for less than 12% of that population.
Conversely, only 14% held a college degree or higher in 1965, as against
nearly 33% in 2015. By 2015, nearly three fifths of America’s prime-age men
had at least some college training in their résumé, as against just a quarter
back in 1965.
From 1965 to 2015, work rates for prime-age men have always tracked
positively with education: The higher the level of educational attainment,
the higher the work rate. Over these decades, though, the gradient has grown
far steeper. Work rates have declined for every educational attainment, but
they have more or less collapsed for those at the lower end of the spectrum.
Work rates for men with a graduate education fell by only 2 percentage points
over that half-century, yet even for men with no bachelor’s degree but some
college training, work rates dropped by eleven points. For men with just a high
school diploma, rates plunged by nearly seventeen points, and for those with
no high school diploma, they plummeted by almost eighteen points. By 2015,
nearly 20% of prime-age men with high school diplomas but no higher
training were jobless; the same was true for over 27% of high school dropouts,
and the vast majority of these same jobless, lower educated men were entirely
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figure 5.11 Distribution of prime-age males by educational attainment,
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out of the labor market, no longer actively seeking employment. In retrospect,
no less astonishing than the collapse in work for lower skilled men may be the
high work rates those same educational groups still maintained just two
generations ago. In 1965, after all, work rates for prime-age men with just a
high school diploma were higher than those for men with graduate education
today (i.e., 2015), and rates for high school dropouts in 1965 were over five
points higher than the overall average for a the much more schooled primeage male population of 2015.
Family Structure
Between 1965 and 2015, as in most other affluent Western societies, US marital
patterns and living arrangements underwent upheaval, the reverberations
from which are evident in my data on prime-age men. In 1965, five out of six
prime-age men were currently married; by 2015, married men formed only a
bare majority of that population. In 1965, less than a tenth of men aged 25–54
had never been married; by 2015, this group formed nearly a third of the entire
prime-age male population. The proportion divorced or separated likewise
roughly tripled over these decades. (The widowed proportion actually shrank
slightly, but this was a tiny segment of the US prime-age male population: Less
than 1% in 1965.)
This postwar disruption in previously extant family patterns is all the more
evident from 1968 onward, once CPS began reporting on living arrangements
and children. In 1968, nearly 70% of prime-age men were not only married,
but married and living with at least one child under 18 years of age at home. By
2015, barely 40% of prime-age American men were married with children at
home, while close to 30% were never married and currently not living with
children. In all, less than half of all prime-age men – just 46% – were living
with children in 2015; in 1968, by contrast, more than twice as many prime-age
men had a child in their home as did not (70% vs. 30%).
This upending of previous living arrangement profiles, I should emphasize,
was partly the result of declining fertility levels, which were considerably lower
in 2015 than 1968 – but only partly. A major driver was the increasing likelihood that a man would not live in the same home as his children,
irrespective of his marital status. By 2014, according to the Census
Bureau’s Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) survey, only
three quarters of US men were living with all their identified biological
children (Monte 2017). This estimate, furthermore, only covers children
those fathers reported or acknowledged. An analysis of SIPP data for the year
2004 noted that the average number of biological children reported by adult
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men was 20% lower than the number reported by adult women – a discrepancy possibly explained, in the words of the authors, by “underreporting in
the survey or men not knowing about their offspring” (Emens and Dye
2007).
Just as we observe major differentials in prime-age male work rates – both
at any given point in time and also across time – by race or ethnicity,
nativity, and education, so we do with family structure. Very broadly speaking, work rates are always higher for married men than for others, and
almost higher for men with children at home, irrespective of their marital
status.
Let us begin by looking just at marital status. In 2015, the work rate for all
married men aged 25–54 was 91% – over 6 points higher than the national
average. Work rates for these married men were roughly 14 points higher
than for their never-married and separated/divorced peers, and nearly 20
points higher than for their widowed counterparts (although this is a tiny
population – less than two thirds of a percent of the total). Interestingly
enough, back in 1965, work rates for married men were already much higher
than for others: 10 or more points higher than for those never married or
widowed, and 13 points higher than for those separated or divorced. Work
rates for married prime-age men did decline between 1965 and 2015, but by
less than for any other marital status. Some may be surprised by how little
work rates fell for never-married prime-age men over this half-century: The
drop was a bit under seven points, as against an average drop of nearly nine
points for prime-age men overall. Part of the answer to this apparent paradox
may lie in the extraordinarily low levels to which work rates for nevermarried prime-age men had already dropped. In 1965, work rates for nevermarried prime-age men were already down to 83% – over 4 points below the
national average that same year for Black prime-age men; fully 7 points
below the level that same year for high school dropouts; and, despite an
intervening half-century of sharp work rate declines, lower than the national
average for prime-age men in 2015.
Now, let us consider the matter of prime-age men with children under 18 in
their homes, biologically related or otherwise. In 2015, the work rate for any
prime-age men with any children at home was 91% – almost the same as for the
average for married prime-age men that same year. The gap in work rates
separating prime-age male homes with and without children in them was
almost 12 percentage points – a differential comparable to that separating
college graduates and high school graduates in 2015, and almost as large as
the 2015 White/Black work rate disparity for prime-age males. An appreciable
gap in work rates between prime-age male homes with and without children
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figure 5.14 Work rates for prime-age males by marital status, 1965 vs. 2015

was already apparent in 1968, but by 2015, that gap had close to doubled,
meaning that work rates fell much further for childless homes than those with
children in them.
I can further disaggregate work profiles by both marital status and presence
of children for America’s prime-age men in 2015 and 1968.
In 2015, the prime-age work rate for married men with children at home was
almost 93% – very slightly higher than for college graduates that same year.
Married men without children at home reported work rates over six points

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Nicholas Eberstadt

124

Distribution of Prime-Age Males by
Children Under the Age of 18 Living at
Home, 1968

No Child

Distribution of Prime-Age Males by Children
Under the Age of 18 Living at
Home, 2015

Child

No Child

Child

figure 5.15 Distribution of prime-age males with children under the age of 18
living at home, 1968 vs. 2015
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figure 5.17 Work rates for prime-age males by family structure, 1968 vs. 2015

lower; even so, their rates were above the overall average for 2015, and indeed,
higher than for those of any other category of men not currently married.
Whether or not they had children at home, prime-age men who were separated/divorced, widowed, or never married all reported work rates below the
national average, but work rates tended to be lower still for those without
children (excepting only never-married men, where the rates were very slightly
higher for those without children at home).
In 1968, the relationship between work rates and family structure was
similar (if not identical) to the patterns witnessed in 2015. Then as now,
married men had the highest work rates, with the very highest reported by
married men with children at home. (In 1968 the work rate for this “married
with kids” contingent was over 96%!) The nonmarried men had lower work
rates than their married counterparts, and for each of the other designations for
marital status, men with children at home tended to have higher work rates
than those who did not.2 For those prime-age men not currently married and
without children at home, work rates were already very low by 1968 – more or
less on a par with America’s overall average prime-age male work rates for 2015,
which, as we have already seen, were actually lower than prime-age male work
rates in 1940, at the tail end of the Depression.
We can see from these comparisons that work rates had already commenced
to collapse by the mid- or late 1960s among prime-age men with what we might
2

The generalization has to be qualified because there were so few never-married prime-age men
with children at home in 1968 that CPS cannot provide estimates of their work rates to match
up against the work rates that year for never married without children at home.
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call “nontraditional” family types (i.e., for those who were not currently
married, and especially for those not currently married without children at
home). The work rates for all not currently married men in 1965 were lower
than the corresponding rates for either contemporary Black men or high
school dropouts. Work rates for not currently married prime-age men without
children at home – all “races” included – in 1968 were lower than for nonHispanic Blacks of all family types in 1971. By such indications, the collapse of
work rates for nontraditional family types preceded the great drop in work rates
that were to come for both non-Hispanic Black and less highly educated prime
working-age men in subsequent decades.

EXAMINING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FAMILY STRUCTURE
ON PRIME - AGE MALE WORK PATTERNS

As we have seen, family structure – like race and ethnicity, nativity, and
educational attainment – appears to be a powerful predictor of postwar work
patterns for American men. We can begin to assess the impact of these social
factors on changing male work profiles – on those major postwar declines in
male work rates and dramatic upsurges in the percentages who have exited the
workforce altogether – with two simple quantitative comparisons.
The first is to estimate the relative risk of being out of the workforce (or
NILF, not in labor force) – a condition that mirrors the work ratio
closely, albeit imperfectly – in accordance with given sociodemographic
characteristics. The second is to present illustrative counterfactuals for
the potential contribution of sociodemographic change on employment
patterns. We derive this counterfactual by holding constant the characteristic-specific work rates or NILF rates for prime-age men for the year
2015, but applying these against the composition of the prime-age male
population in 1965 (or whatever the earliest year for my analysis in the
previous section may have been), so as to indicate what the NILF rates
and work rates would have been like if the composition of the prime-age
male population composition were the same nowadays as, say, half a
century earlier.
Statistically speaking, these metrics cannot tell us how much changes in
family structure have altered postwar male employment patterns. For one
thing, changes in US family structure are correlated with other big social
changes – in education, ethnicity, nativity, and other factors – which I do not
attempt to disentangle in this section. For another, any statistical associations I
uncover are just that – associations – in which questions of causation remain
unanswered. Recognizing these important caveats, we can begin to quantify
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the relationship between family structure and the decline of work for the
postwar American man.
Table 5.2 outlines the relative risk for prime-age men ending up in the NILF
pool by social characteristic. The interpretation of the results is straightforward: Each cell indicates how much more likely, or less likely it is that the
particular group of men in question will be represented in the NILF pool than
the “average” prime-age US man in the year 2015.
Consider first the factor of race and ethnicity. In 2015, non-Hispanic Whites
were about 7% less likely to fall into the pool of prime-age men neither
working nor looking for work than would have been suggested by their overall
numbers alone. This necessarily means that non-“Anglo” minorities as a
whole were overrepresented in the prime-age male NILF population. Yet,
there were strikingly divergent dispositions and risks here for different ethnic
minorities. On the one hand, non-Hispanic Blacks were far more likely to be
NILF than their national numbers alone would have suggested: They were
overrepresented by 71%. By the same token, Multiracial men were 31% more
likely to be NILF than would have been expected just from their population
total. On the other hand, Asian men were less likely than “Anglos” to be NILF
– 10% less likely than prime-age American men as a whole – while Hispanic
men were 20% less likely to be NILF than American prime-age men overall.
America’s prime-age men of color, in other words, included both the ethnicities most likely to have dropped out of the labor force, and those very least
likely to have done so.
Now consider the variable of nativity. On the whole, native-born men are
more likely to have dropped out of the workforce than would have been
predicted by their proportion in the national prime-age population: They
are overrepresented by about 8% in the NILF pool. On the other hand,
foreign-born men are markedly underrepresented: 28% less likely than their
proportion in the overall prime-age male population would have suggested.
(We may note that the great majority of foreign-born men nowadays are Asian
or Hispanic – groupings, as we have already seen, distinctly less likely to be
NILF; thus ethnicity and nativity appear to be significantly overlapping
factors.)
With respect to educational attainment, we see a stark and already quite
familiar gradient of risk. At one extreme, prime-age men with a graduate
education are nearly three fifths (59%) less likely to be found in the NILF
pool than the overall average; at the other extreme, prime-age men without a
high school diploma are over three quarters (77%) more likely to be NILF. In
between these end points, men whose highest attainment was a college degree
college were 43% less likely to be NILF than the population-wide average,
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table 5.2 Who is more likely – and who is less likely – to be in the 7 million pool of prime-age NILF Males? Relative odds by demographic
characteristic: 2015

Hispanic
Asian
“Anglo” (Non-Hispanic White)
Multiracial
Non-Hispanic Black

Educational Attainment
−20%
−10%
−7%
+31%
+71%

Graduate Studies
Bachelor’s Degree
Some College Training
High School Diploma only
No High School Diploma

Marital Status
−59%
−43%
−3%
+25%
+77%

Married
Divorced/Separated
Never Married
Widowed

Nativity
−36%
+41%
+48%
+116%

Foreign-Born
Native-Born

−28%
+8%

Source: Flood, Sarah, Miriam King, Steven Ruggles, and J. Robert Warren. 2015. “Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, Current Population Survey: Version 4.0.”
Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota. Retrieved August 2016. http://doi.org/10.18128/D030.V4.0
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while men with a high school diploma were 25% more likely to be NILF, and
those with some college training were close to the nationwide average (3%
below it). The powerful and predictable regularity of the correlation between
educational attainment and employment in America is one of the widely
accepted relationships in the contemporary social sciences, and Table 5.2
demonstrates the importance of this social factor with respect to prime-age
NILF men.
Thus far, the strongest NILF risks identified in the US prime-age male
population in 2015 are for non-Hispanic Blacks and for high school dropouts of
all ethnicities: Note furthermore that the relative risk of being NILF is of
roughly the same magnitude these two groups. We might assume that part of
the explanation for this outcome would be the strong overrepresentation of
African–American prime-age men in the pool of high school dropouts,
but such an assumption would appear to be erroneous. Within the civilian
noninstitutionalized population of prime-age men, the proportion of nonHispanic Black men with no high school diploma is only very slightly higher
than the national average for all races together: 10.2% vs. 9.7% in 2015.3 Other
powerful influences, apart from differences in educational attainment levels,
must also be at work determining this highly unfavorable employment outcome for Black men in modern America.
Although perhaps less generally recognized than race/ethnicity and education, marital status and family structure turn out to be powerful predictors
of male employment status, too. In 2015, widowed men were over twice as
likely to be in the NILF pool as their totals in the overall population would
have suggested, but as already mentioned, this was a very small contingent
in terms of absolute numbers. On the other hand, the very large numbers of
never-married men in 2015 were 48% more likely to be NILF than their
population weighting would have suggested. Separated or divorced men
were over 40% more likely to be NILF than the “average” prime-age man.
By contrast, married men are 36% less likely to be neither working nor
looking for work.
Much the same is true for the relationship between employment status and
presence of children at home. In 2015, prime-age men with no children at
home were 37% more likely than average to be NILF, while those with one or
more children at home were 43% less likely. Even larger differentials are
evident when I parse by both marital status and presence of children at
3

Derived from US Census Bureau. 2015. “Educational Attainment in the United States: 2015.”
Retrieved November 2016. www.census.gov/data/tables/2015/demo/education-attainment/p20
-578.html
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home. On the one hand, currently married men with children at home are
only half as likely to be NILF (–51%) as would be expected by their overall
numbers; on the other, never-married men without children at home were
nearly 50% (49%) more likely to be long-term absentees from the labor force
than we would have expected from their total numbers.
Those numbers underscore just how powerful a predictor of employment status for prime-age men the factor of family structure appears to
be. Consider the following: In Table 5.2, the odds of being a prime-age
NILF male are 50% higher for the native-born than foreign-born; 84%
higher for non-Hispanic Blacks than non-Hispanic Whites; and 119%
higher for men with only a high school education in relation to those
whose highest degree is a college degree. By comparison, the odds of
being NILF were 127% higher for a prime-age man with no children at
home than one living in a home with children: A gap far larger than the
Black/White differential, and indeed, slightly greater than the high
school/college differential. Similarly, the odds of being NILF were over
130% higher for never-married prime-age men than for those currently
married. Even greater disparities in NILF risk were evident for prime-age
men who were currently married with children at home as against nevermarried men with no children at home: Here the odds were over 200%
higher for the latter, very nearly the same differential as for high school
dropouts in relation to college graduates.
Suffice it then to say that differences in marriage patterns and family
structures are strongly associated with employment differentials for primeage men in contemporary America. A quick glance at Table 5.2 offers the
impression that the influence of differences in family structure may roughly in
the order of differences in educational attainment for prime-age male employment, or more specifically, the risk of being absent from the labor force. That
impression is reinforced by estimates of conditional compositional effects in
today’s (2015) prime-age male NILF rates and work rates: Holding 2015 work
and NILF rates for subgroups constant, but recalculating hypothetical
national rates on the basis of these subgroups’ weighting in society as they
were back in 1965, or some other earlier benchmark year in the previous
section of this chapter (see Figure 5.18).
Perhaps surprisingly, America’s shifting postwar racial and ethnic composition appears, by my calculations, to have had very little impact at all on
changes in either work rates or NILF rates for prime-age men.
Superimposing the 1965 “race” distribution for prime-age men on 2015 racespecific work rates results essentially in zero adjustment against either actual
reported 2015 prime-age male work rates or their NILF rates. A very slight (half
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figure 5.18 Conditional compositional effects on prime-age male work rates
and NILF rates in 2015

of 1 percentage point) downward adjustment in work rates would result from
matching the 1971 racial and ethnic composition of the prime-age male
population against work rates by ethnicity for 2015, while at the same time
such an exercise would result in a downward reduction of NILF rates by less
than one third of 1 percentage point. In effect, increasing ethnic diversity looks
to have had little impact with respect to prime-age male employment status:
Poor performance by non-Hispanic Blacks and some other less populous
groupings were balanced out by the above-average performance of other
groups, specifically Asians and Hispanics.4
The conditional compositional effect for nativity looks to be somewhat
larger than for race and ethnicity. With current (2015) nativity-specific work
rates but a 1994 breakdown of population by nativity, prime-age male work
rates would have been 0.4 percentage points lower in 2015 than those actually
recorded – actual work rates over that period declined by 2.3 points. By the
same token, the conditional compositional adjustment raises NILF rates by
over one point; in actuality, NILF rates fell by about three points over that
same period. These hypotheticals suggest that the overall employment profile
of contemporary prime-age men would look worse, not better, without the
intervening influx of foreign-born prime-age men.
4

It may seem curious that the race and ethnicity adjustment should be negated for both work
rates and NILF rates, as such adjustments customarily would be expected to move in opposite
directions. The paradox appears to be explained by the sharp reduction in Hispanic unemployment between 1971 and 2015.
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Educational attainment, however, appears to exert a larger influence on
adjustments for work rates and NILF rates than either race and ethnicity, or
nativity. With 2015 education-specific work rates but 1965 distributions of
educational attainment, the conditional calculation for prime-age male
work rates would be 5.7 percentage points lower than those actually recorded
in 2015, and the conditional calculation for NILF rates would be 4 points
higher. Those hypothetical adjustments can be compared with the actual drop
in work rates of 9.3 points, and the jump in NILF rates of 8.8 points. By these
illustrative computations, improvements in educational attainment appear to
have played a very important role in preventing a far worse decline in male
work over the past half-century. Hypothetically speaking, with today’s education-specific rates and a 1965 distribution of educational attainment, the drop
in prime-age male work rates would be over half again as dramatic as that
which took place, and the jump in NILF rates would likewise be almost half
again as large as what was actually recorded.
Big as these hypothetical conditional adjustment effects for educational
attainment may appear, those for marital status are of the same magnitude –
in fact, even a bit larger. Whereas the calculated compositional effect for
changes in educational attainment for 1965–2015 on prime-age male work
rates amounted to –5.7 points, it would be +6.1 points for marital status.
Where the calculated compositional effect for educational attainment over
those same years on NILF rates would be +4 points, it would be –5.7 points
for marital status. By one reading, this might suggest that that the impact on
prime-age male work rates and NILF rates from changes in marriage
patterns would have been sufficient to cancel out the impact of half a
century of improvements in educational attainment, entirely – and then
some.
I may note as well that the conditional compositional effect for presence
of children at home (using a 1968 benchmark) would adjust work rates
upward by nearly 3 points (2.9 points) against their actual 2015 levels, and
would adjust NILF rates downward by more than 2 points (–2.2 points).
Even without more refined calculations, taking into account the marital
status of men in homes with children, it is apparent that the “child at home
factor” looks to be somewhat over half as large in magnitude as the educational attainment factor.
In this section, we have seen that marital status and family structure
correlate strongly with employment status for prime-age men nowadays –
indeed, that the predictive power of family structure on work rates and
NILF rates are on a par with that of education, which is commonly recognized
as an extremely powerful factor in social outcomes. We have also seen that
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changes in family structure over time could be associated with changes in
male work patterns over time, and that, here again, the conditional compositional effect on male employment patterns over the past half-century
might be of the same absolute magnitude as improvements in educational
attainment, albeit weighing in the opposite. However, we need to look at
these relationships more closely to draw inferences about the independent
statistical contribution of changes in family structure to changes in male
work patterns, to say nothing about causality or the possible casual mechanisms at play here.

IS FAMILY STRUCTURE A DETERMINANT OF POSTWAR MALE WORK
PATTERNS ?

Establishing a correlation or association between two factors – even a strong
one – is not the same thing as establishing an independent and causal
influence of one factor on the other. For one thing, such associations may
be due to additional, unobserved conditions or variables with which both
observed factors happen to correlate. However, even if a genuinely independent and statistically meaningful relationship can be established
between two factors, that correlation tells us nothing about the direction
of causality: In statistical jargon, we cannot tell which variable is independent and which is dependent simply by demonstrating that a relationship
exists in the first place.
In the context of the family structure/male employment relationship,
these cautionary methodological generalizations have at least two immediate and practical implications. First, it could be possible that the correlation we have detected between family structure and male employment
patterns are in reality due largely, or entirely, to a deeper underlying
relationship between male employment patterns and some other factor
closely tracking with changes in family structure: Educational attainment,
for example, or race and ethnicity, or health. Second, even if a methodologically sound and independent relationship between family structure and
male employment patterns could be identified, this would tell us nothing
about which variable was influencing which. Far from assuming that family
structure is affecting employment patterns, one might instead make the
case that the declining availability of work for men is forcing a disintegration of traditional family patterns, as ever greater numbers of disadvantaged
men find it impossible to find spouses and earn the wherewithal to form
families. As it happens, recent social science studies include methodologically sound research by authors pointing the arrow of causality in each of
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these opposing directions (Ahituv and Lerman 2007; Autor, Dorn, and
Hanson 2017).
An exhaustive examination of these methodological issues cannot be undertaken in this brief section; It will suffice instead to make two simple points.
First, controlling for such important social factors as race/ethnicity and education does not eliminate the strong relationship between family structure and
male employment patterns. Second, while the “declining male work causes
declining male marriage” interpretation of causality is inherently plausible,
and may indeed persuasively speak to part of the observed association between
employment and family structure for US men, it also leaves a number of
important aspects of the contemporary social tableau manifestly unexplained.
Consider, to begin, the potentially confounding factors of race/ethnicity
and education. It is true that each of two factors tends to correlate with family
structure and male work rates at one and the same time. With respect to
ethnicity, Asian prime-age men report the highest proportion of those currently married and among the highest work rates; conversely, non-Hispanic
Blacks report among the lowest numbers currently married and among the
lowest work rates. By the same token, with respect to education, overall work
rates and proportions currently married are lowest for prime-age men without
a high school diploma and highest for those with a college degree or graduate
education.
Clearly, race and education have a bearing on family structure in modern
America, but when I attempt to control for them, a residual independent
“family structure” effect is revealed, and its association with male employment
profiles appears to be a strong one.
As already mentioned, a significant differential separates workforce participation rates for currently married and never-married prime-age men of
every major US ethnic or “racial” grouping: White, Black, Hispanic, and
Asian. As we already know, overall prime-age male NILF rates are much
lower for Blacks than Whites 18.8% vs. 10.0% in 2015. Nevertheless, workforce participation rates for prime-age married Black men are distinctly
higher nowadays than those for never-married White men, and have been
for decades (see Figure 5.19). In this particularly vivid example, the “marriage effect” trumps the “race effect” – and it is by no means the only such
example that could be adduced.
To be sure, Figure 5.19 does not control for education, and it is possible that
the educational profile of married Blacks could be different from (and more
favorable than) that of their never-married White peers. However, if we look at
education, we find that currently married prime-age men of all ethnicities
report higher workforce participation if they are currently married than not
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figure 5.19 Labor force participation rate for males aged 25–54 by marital status
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figure 5.20 Labor force participation rate for males aged 25–54 by marital
status and educational attainment: never married with bachelor’s degree
or higher vs. married high school dropout

currently married (divorced/separated, widowed, or never married) – and that
this holds for every level of educational attainment. The lower the level of
educational attainment, the greater the gap in workforce participation
between men who are married and men who are not. Indeed, despite their
ostensible disadvantages in the contemporary labor market, married high
school dropouts record roughly the same workforce participation rates as
never-married college graduates (see Figure 5.20). Here we see a particularly
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instructive instance of the “marriage effect,” one in which it apparently
compensates entirely for the “education effect” with regard to workforce
participation rates for prime-age American men.
I could provide similar examples of the effect of marital status after controlling for race and education, and analogous examples for the influence of the
“child at home” effect after controlling for other social factors, but the point
should already be clear: Even after controlling for other social factors, we see a
strong residual “family structure” effect in play after taking such formidable
social forces as race and education into account. The plain fact is, all other
things being equal, currently married prime-age men appear to have consistently higher work rates and consistently lower NILF rates than those whose
are not currently married – and the same holds true for prime-age men who
have children living in their home.
Isolating a “marriage effect” or a “family structure effect,” of course, does
nothing to clarify the direction of causality between changes in employment
patterns and changes in family patterns. An inherently plausible case can be
made that the decline of work is driving the decline of marriage and family
formation for men. In this interpretation, the key factor in the decline of
male work is a decline in the demand for male labor due to structural
economic change: Technological change, globalization and trade, decline
of manufacturing, outsourcing and all the rest. (The important 2016 study on
the decline in prime age male labor force participation rates by the
President’s Council of Economic Advisers is representative of this broadly
accepted school of thought.) By this assessment, for example, demand for
lower skilled male labor has fallen disproportionately over the postwar era, so
marriage among lower skilled men has also fallen disproportionately during
the postwar era.
On the face of it, this “demand-side” hypothesis would seem to have much
to commend it. I would certainly not contest the proposition that it can
explain some, perhaps even much, of the decline in employment for primeage men over the past two generations. However, it clearly cannot explain all
of it. In a number of important respects, the labor market patterns for primeage men that have unfolded over the past half-century look to be fundamentally inconsistent with the “demand-side” hypothesis – and thus with the
assessment that causality leads from changes in work patterns to changes in
family structure.
Three empirical challenges to the “demand-side” theory deserve particular
attention. The first is the trajectory of the prime-age male “inactivity rate” – the
percentage of men not in the workforce – over the 1965–2015 period (see
Figure 5.21). The trouble for the “demand-side” theory is the remarkable
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figure 5.21 Rate of nonlabor force participation from 1965 to 2016: US civilian
noninstitutionalized males aged 25–54

regularity of this trend: It is almost a straight line upward for fully fifty years.
There is no indication whatever of any influence of the business cycle: The
Great Recession of 2008/09 is not visible, nor for that matter are any of the
previous six recessions that occurred over the decades between 1965 and 2008.
Likewise with respect to trade shocks, it is impossible to detect the NAFTA
agreement, or of China’s entry into the WTO, in the steadily increasing
inactivity rates over these years. As with regard to technological disruptions,
it is impossible to identify from the prime-age male inactivity rate the trend
line for the advent of personal computers, Internet use, or any of the other
great innovations that may have had a profound or disruptive effects on the
demand for labor over these years. While the remarkable smoothness of the
ascent in inactivity rates does not concord with any of these many major
“demand-side” shocks, we note that it does track with the relative smoothness
of the trends in changing family structure over the past two generations at the
aggregate or national, level.
Second, there is the curious and, for the labor market-driven causality
theory, rather inconvenient pattern of prime-age male inactivity rates at the
state level (see Figure 5.22). From 1980 to 2014, interstate variations in such
inactivity rates steadily increased, even though one would ordinarily expect a
nationwide labor market to seek equilibrium in the wake of demand shocks.
Furthermore, some of the states with the very highest prime-age male inactivity rates (for example, Maine) happened to border some of the states with the
very lowest inactivity rates (e.g., New Hampshire – Maine’s only land
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figure 5.22 Nonlabor force rates among prime-age males by state (2015)

boundary within the United States). On first impression, these growing statelevel imbalances do not look like “demand-side” problems but rather “supplyside” problems: Insufficiency of migration or mobility. However, it should be
remembered that the family structure-to-employment profile causation
hypothesis is also a “supply-side” labor theory, since it implicitly posits that
men who are not currently married and/or do not have children at home are
less likely to seek work than those who do.
Finally, there is the matter of the wildly disparate workforce participation
rates for less skilled men in accordance with their marital status (see Figure
5.23). According to CPS data, in 2015, a gap of almost 20 percentage points
separated labor force participation rates for currently married and nevermarried prime-age male high school dropouts. This means that between
1965 and 2015 prime-age male LFPRs fell by about 8 percentage points for
unmarried high school dropouts – somewhat less than for the prime-age male
population as a whole – while they fell by almost 28 percentage points for
never-married high school dropouts. If we attempt to explain this extraordinary disparity in outcomes as a “demand-side” effect, we are also obliged to
come up with an explanation for why the demand for labor would drop so very
little for less skilled men with more traditional family structures, and so
radically for those with alternative family structures. To date, I am unaware
of any such theorizing yet attempting such acrobatics.
These few pages can only begin to address the complexities of a quantitative
investigation of family structure as a determinant of male employment patterns in contemporary America. What I hope to have demonstrated, however,
is that further rigorous examination of this topic is warranted, as there appears
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figure 5.23 Labor force participation rate for males aged 25–54 by marital
status and educational attainment lower than a high school diploma

to be evidence of an independent relationship between family structure and
employment patterns after holding other potentially confounding variables
constant – and reason as well to believe there may be some genuine causal
relationship between changes in family structure and changes in male
employment patterns in postwar America (in additional to whatever causal
relationships may work in the other direction).

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

This chapter has made the case that changing patterns for marriage and living
arrangements correspond strongly with changing patterns of male employment
in the United States over the postwar era, or, to offer a formulation perhaps more
in keeping with the framing of this volume, that there is a strong relationship
between increasing family inequality and increasing male employment inequality in contemporary America. I have offered evidence that differences in family
structure track with differences in male employment patterns, even after taking
account of alternative and perhaps competing social factors, such as race/
ethnicity and education. Furthermore, I have offered evidence of a causal
relationship between changes in family structure and changes in male employment patterns – evidence that the competing hypothesis of employment
(“demand-side”)-driven changes in family patterns cannot explain readily, if at
all. This chapter does not presume to undertake an exhaustive examination of
the topic, but it does attempt to provide sufficient groundwork to justify and
encourage further and more exhaustive research in this area.
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It may be suitable to conclude by indicating some potentially fruitful
directions for such work. This chapter established evidence of broad relationships on the basis of aggregate “macro”-statistics of a cross-sectional nature.
For delving deeper into the dynamics of this relationship, and for teasing out
possible causal mechanisms, quantitative analysis microdata would appear to
be most suitable – and ideally, microdata from a longitudinal survey, as such
information would help us better understand how and whether male employment behavior changes in the aftermath of changes in marital status or living
arrangements.
It might also be beneficial, if possible, to add several additional social
variables I did not include in my examination for this study. One of these
would be prime-age male utilization of government benefits, including
means-tested benefits and disability program benefits. Broadly speaking, we
know that unemployed men are more likely to participate in such programs
nowadays than employed men, and that NILF men are more likely to participate in them than unemployed men, but the interplay with family structure,
and the issue of “demand-side” versus “supply-side” drivers of such increased
participation, surely deserves more careful illumination. Another, and scarcely less important, variable would be criminal justice system history – in
particular, previous criminal conviction record or comparable serious criminal history. Between the early 1960s and 2010, the number of adults in the
United States with a criminal record is estimated to have more than quadrupled (Shannon et al. 2017). Rough calculations suggest that something like
one in eight adult men not behind bars in the United States may have a
criminal conviction in his past – the figure for prime-age men today may be
even higher (Eberstadt 2016). Criminal justice status may possibly be the most
important typically unexplored variable in social research on the dynamics of
change in family structure and male employment. Casting light on this
strangely unexplored dimension of modern American life would surely permit
us to clarify and refine our understanding of the dynamics of family inequality
and employment inequality in modern America.
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Single-Mother Families, Mother’s Educational Level,
Children’s School Outcomes
A Study of Twenty-One Countries
Anna Garriga and Paolo Berta*

INTRODUCTION

The increase of single motherhood and parental divorce has become of the
most important social transformations experienced by Western societies in the
last half-century. This change has not been even across these societies; it has
started later and moved slower in some places (Härkönen 2017). Hence, there
are substantial cross-national differences in the percentage of nontraditional
living arrangements (Pong, Dronkers, and Hampden-Thompson 2003). It has
been demonstrated that parental divorce and growing up in a single-mother
family have negative effects on children’s well-being (McLanahan, Tach, and
Schneider 2013), and several studies have tested to what extent these effects
diverge between countries and over time (see Bernardi et al. 2013 for a review).
It was expected that these negative associations would be lower in countries and
time periods where nontraditional family forms are more common, where there
is a greater acceptance of new family forms, and where there are generous
policies for single-mother families (Gähler and Garriga 2013). Surprisingly,
most studies that address the variation across countries and over time show
that the effects of parental divorce and family structure on children’s well-being
have been relatively constant (see Bernardi et al. 2013). Some studies have even
found that the impact of parental divorce has increased over time, contradicting
most expectations that a reduction in stigma and an increase in father involvement might mitigate the effects (Bernardi et al. 2013).
A possible explanation for why the consequences associated with single
parenthood have not decreased is that over time, the prevalence of single
*
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motherhood has increased faster among those with lower levels of education
(Gähler and Garriga 2013). Research documenting this has mainly focused on
the United States and has not considered whether or not the increasing
polarization of family structure by educational level diverges between countries in different time periods (Garriga, Sarasa, and Berta 2015; McLanahan
and Jacobsen 2015). McLanahan (2004) showed that in Canada, Finland,
Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United Kingdom, lesseducated women were more likely to be single mothers, while in Italy it was
more educated women who were more likely to be single mothers. However,
to our knowledge, only four studies have focused on the changes in trends in
the educational differences of single motherhood from multiple causes in
European countries. Kennedy and Thomson (2010) show that the probability
that a Swedish child spent time in a single-mother family during her childhood increased between the 1970s and 1990s. Garriga and Cortina (2017)
showed that between 1991 and 2011, the educational gradient of single motherhood reversed from positive to negative in Spain. Garriga, Sarasa, and Berta
(2015) have also found that in Italy the relationship between mother’s education and single motherhood was positive in 2005 and became insignificant by
2011. Härkönen (2017) is the only study that has observed the educational
gradient of single motherhood in different time periods in multiple countries.
Using data from the Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) Database, Härkönen
showed that “diverging destinies” are not confined only to the United States,
but there are nonetheless major cross-national variations. The main limitation
of this study, however, is that the educational gradient of single motherhood is
not adjusted for mother’s immigration status. Taking this variable into account
might substantially affect the results since the percentage of foreign born
mothers has increased in most Western countries and, on average, they have
a lower educational level than native born mothers (Garriga and Cortina,
2017; OECD, 2012).
Several researchers have argued that marked increases in the prevalence of
single motherhood among the low-educated together with the welldocumented negative effects of parental divorce and growing up in a singlemother family on child outcomes have exacerbated the inequality between
children from different socioeconomic backgrounds and different family
structures (Augustine 2014; Cherlin 2005; Härkönen 2017; Härkönen 2018;
McLanahan and Percheski 2008). However, Bernardi and Boertien (2016)
and Bernardi, Boertien, and Popova (2014) have argued that this conclusion
is only true if a third premise is also true; namely that the consequences of
parental divorce and family structure are greater among children of lower
socioeconomic background, or that the consequences are the same regardless
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of socioeconomic background. If instead growing up in a nonintact family
entails more negative consequences for children from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds, they have claimed that this might actually counterbalance the
increase of nonintact families among children from disadvantaged backgrounds. In other words, the increase of parental divorce and single-mother
families may reduce inequality in children’s outcomes and life chances
between children from different socioeconomic backgrounds if these singlemotherhood costs relatively advantaged children more (Leopold and Leopold
2016).
Despite the importance of the issue of varying costs of divorce and family
structure by family socioeconomic background, it has not received much
attention until recently. To date, the research has obtained mixed findings.
Some studies have found that higher socioeconomic background can compensate for the negative effects of family structure and parental divorce, but
other studies have found that larger negative effects at higher socioeconomic
status. Alongside methodological reasons, two other possible explanations for
why these studies may not produce consistent results are that they focus on
different children’s outcomes and on different countries: The conditioning
role of family socioeconomic background may depend on the outcome and
country studied.
Overall, this chapter aims to address these gaps in the literature by using
data from twenty-one Western countries from the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) of 2012. First, we explore to what
extent there is a general pattern in Western countries of single motherhood
being common among women with less education. Second, we analyze the
effects on children of being in a single-mother family on three school outcomes: Standardized math test scores, grade repetition, and truancy. Most
cross-national studies on the effect of family structure on school outcomes
have only focused on achievement tests, despite evidence of stronger effects of
family structure on educational attainment and school behavior outcomes
than on test scores (McNeal 1999). In addition, truancy or repeating a grade
has negative consequences for children’s educational attainment, plus both
are also strongly associated with labor market and socio-emotional outcomes
and risk behaviors such as drug abuse or crime (Garry 1996; Jones, Lovrich,
and Lovrich 2011; Range, Yonke, and Young 2011). Third, we look at the
heterogeneity of family structure effects by focusing on a specific dimension
of family socioeconomic background: Mother’s education.
We use this analytical approach based on the study of different outcomes and countries to address the question of whether the growing
number of single mothers in Western countries generally increases or

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

146

Anna Garriga & Paolo Berta

decreases inequality in children’s outcomes and life chances between
those from different socioeconomic backgrounds. Answering this question
requires knowing: (1) whether single motherhood is generally concentrated
among women of lower education in most Western countries; (2) if the
effects of single motherhood matter across a range of children’s important
educational outcomes; and (3) whether the impact associated with single
motherhood depends upon the mother’s education. We argue that even if
children of lower socioeconomic status are generally more likely to be in
single-mother homes, the retreat from traditional family structures would
increase children’s inequality only if there were a consistent pattern across
countries and outcomes of single motherhood having consistent negative
effects on children’s outcomes and life chances regardless of mothers’
education, or if children with less-educated mothers have greater disadvantages associated with single motherhood. In contrast, if living with
a single mother were associated with deeper disadvantage among children
of more educated mothers across countries and outcomes, then the retreat
from traditional family structures could decrease children’s inequality.

COMPENSATORY HYPOTHESIS AND FLOOR EFFECT HYPOTHESIS

The sociological literature has developed two general perspectives about the
heterogeneity of parental divorce and family structure effects by mother’s
education: The “compensatory hypothesis” and the “floor effect hypothesis.”
These perspectives are based on diverging interpretations of how various mediators of the effects of family structure on children’s well-being work according
to different levels of mother’s education. These mediators are financial constraints, quality of parenting, mother’s psychological well-being, involvement of
the noncustodial father, and social support and networks (Amato 1993; SigleRushton and McLanahan 2004).
The compensatory hypothesis posits that mothers with a higher educational
background are better equipped to buffer their children from the negative
consequences of growing up in a single-parent family and, consequently, there
are no – or few – differences in children’s outcomes by family types among
those that have a mother with a higher educational level. On the other hand,
this hypothesis states that lower educated mothers are more vulnerable to
factors that intensify the negative consequences of growing up in a singlemother family. Single mothers with a low educational level are in a worse
position than single mothers with high educational level, and are less likely to
mobilize resources to compensate for their children’s disadvantages
(Augustine 2014; Leopold and Leopold 2016).
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With respect to financial constraints, it is well-known that women with
more education are more likely to be in the labor market and to be better paid
(Pettit and Hook 2005). Highly educated women may, therefore, already have
jobs before becoming single mothers. They also have better opportunities to
re-enter the labor market after a period of nonemployment than women with
a lower educational level (Drobnič, Blossfeld, and Rohwer, 1999). Further,
research has found high levels of educational homogeneity within couples in
Western countries (Blossfeld and Timm 2003). Consequently, children with
a mother with a high educational level have a higher probability of having
a father with a high educational level. Couples with high educational levels
tend to be wealthier and, even when family income and wealth have to be
divided after parental separation, mothers may retain more financial resources
than their less-educated counterparts. Finally, resources may also increase
mothers’ ability to navigate the legal system on behalf of herself and her child
to obtain child support payments. Case, Lin, and McLanahan (2003) show
that mothers with a higher level of education have a greater chance of
receiving child support payments in high amounts than mothers with
a lower education, who often do not receive any child support.
With respect to quality of parenting, Augustine (2014) argued, that bettereducated single mothers are better placed to overcome many family-structurerelated barriers to maintaining higher levels of parenting quality. The first
barrier is financial resources. Single mothers have less time and energy than
mothers in two-parent families, and this is mainly due to task overload since
they have to obtain financial resources and take care of their children alone
(Astone and McLanahan 1991). Mothers with a high educational level have
greater financial resources to pay for hiring domestic workers or good quality
child care. These mothers also have larger and wealthier social networks that
may help by taking care of the children directly or providing them with
financial support. Economic resources and the related social networks of
highly educated single mothers can help them to minimize their stress and
task overload and hence, they may have more time and energy to provide
better quality parenting to their children.
A second barrier that affects quality of parenting of single mothers is
psychological well-being, and this barrier may be more consequential for lesseducated mothers. In fact, research shows that mothers with lower socioeconomic resources experience more psychological problems after dissolution
of their unions than those with greater resources (Liu and Chen 2006;
Mandemakers and Monden 2010). Better-educated mothers may also be
more conscious of the negative effects of divorce and single motherhood
since they may be more familiar with psychological and sociological research
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that has been popularized on this topic (Mandemakers and Kalmijn 2014).
Therefore, despite the psychological problems that these mothers may experience, they may be more aware of the importance of providing high quality of
parenting to counterbalance these effects.
In addition, several studies show that mothers with higher education are
more likely to enroll their children in academically stimulating preschool
programs and are more likely to sign their children up for extracurricular
activities or summer programs (see Augustine and Crosnoe 2010 for a review).
These pro-academic experiences provide children with learning opportunities
that may not be available at home due to the task overload or psychological
problems that single mothers often face. For these reasons, highly educated
mothers who cannot give these learning opportunities to their children
directly may plan so that children receive them indirectly. They may also
monitor the results in ways that enhance outcomes.
A third impact on children’s well-being is the quality of the father-child
relationship (Amato and Gilbreth 1999). As mentioned, mother’s education is
correlated with father’s education; this, in turn, is associated positively with
fathers’ involvement (King, Harris, and Heard 2004). Cheadle, Amato, and
King (2010) show that children whose mothers have a high educational level
also have a greater probability of maintaining a consistently high level of
contact with their fathers over time – a precondition of having a good relationship with them. In addition, mothers who share joint physical custody have
a higher educational level than those who are awarded sole custody (Juby, Le
Bourdais, and Marcil-Gratton 2005), and joint physical custody may be somewhat beneficial for children when compared to sole custody (see Baude,
Pearson, and Drapeau 2016 for a review). In addition to parental relationships,
several studies show that the amount of social support children receive outside
the home is positively related to their adjustment after divorce (Zartler and
Grillenberger 2017 for review), and affluent children receive more social
support (Putnam 2015).
On the other hand, in direct opposition to the compensation hypothesis, the
“floor effect hypothesis” posits that the family structure penalty is smaller for
children with less-educated mothers (Bernardi and Radl, 2014; Leopold and
Leopold, 2016). This perspective maintains that children with less-educated
mothers are less vulnerable to the negative effects of family structure given that
their mothers are poor, have low psychological well-being, provide poor
quality parenting, and their fathers have little involvement – regardless of
whether their parents are together (Bernardi and Boertien 2017b). In other
words, women with a low educational level are (Bernardi and Boertien 2017b)
already in a bad situation that cannot become much worse. In contrast,
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children of highly educated mothers are better situated – have a higher level of
family income, better maternal psychological well-being, a greater likelihood
of good quality parenting, and are more likely to have an involved father – so
those who become single mothers have more to lose; family structure matters
more for their children.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH AND LIMITATIONS

As mentioned, the few studies that have focused on how parental divorce and
family structure effects differ by mother’s education have obtained mixed
findings (Bernardi and Boertien 2017b). First, substantial research shows that
children’s educational attainment suffers less from parental divorce if they
have more highly educated mothers (Albertini and Dronkers 2009; Fischer
2007; Grätz 2015). However, the two studies that used test scores rather than
educational attainment obtained contradictory results. Augustine (2014),
comparing children in the United States who live in intact married families
to those who live in other family forms, found that the effect of family
structure on math and reading achievement is greater for those whose
mothers have a lower educational level. On the other hand, Mandemakers
and Kalmijn (2014), using the British Cohort Study (1970), found that the
effect of parental divorce on reading and math test scores did not vary by
maternal education. These findings suggest that the choice of educational
outcome affects the conclusions drawn from the research. In addition, outcomes such as mental health and behavior problems that have been extensively analyzed in the literature on family structure effects have not been
tested for heterogeneous effects across maternal education levels (with the
exception of Mandemakers and Kalmijn 2014). For these reasons, more
research on other outcomes alongside educational attainment is needed in
order to have a more complete picture of how mother’s education conditions
the effect of family structure.
An alternative explanation for the conflicting findings on test scores is that
the two studies on this outcome are based on data from different countries.
There are several reasons to argue that the role of mothers’ education may vary
by country (Bernardi and Boertien 2017b; Mandemakers and Kalmijn 2014).
For example, less-educated mothers may be less vulnerable to separationrelated declines in income when they live in generous welfare states where
various social policies protect citizens against financial hardship (Leopold &
Leopold, 2016). Mothers with a low educational level would have similar
income levels regardless of whether they live in two-parent or single-mother
families, since family income cannot be lower than a state-guaranteed
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minimum. By contrast, children with highly educated mothers should suffer
more from single motherhood because they are likely to experience lower
income than in two-parent families.
A third reason for these conflicting findings is that there is substantial crossnational variation in the percentage of children living in joint physical custody
(Bjarnason and Arnarsson 2011), and children with highly educated mothers
have a higher likelihood of living in joint physical custody (Juby, Le Bourdais,
and Marcil-Gratton 2005). The number of children with highly educated
mothers in this living arrangement should, therefore, be greater in countries
with a high proportion of children in joint physical custody. Taking into
account that joint physical custody is beneficial for children (Baude,
Pearson, and Drapeau 2016), mother’s education may be associated with
smaller negative effects of parental divorce and single motherhood in countries with a high percentage of joint physical custody. Additionally, societal
characteristics related to the outcome studied may affect the interplay between
family structure, mother’s education, and children’s well-being (Bernardi and
Boertien, 2017b). Mare (1993) argues that in a society with a high level of
inequality in educational opportunity, only very talented children from poorly
educated families may obtain higher education. Following this argument,
Bernardi and Radl (2014) argue that floor effects are exaggerated in the most
unequal societies – children from disadvantaged socioeconomic background
are so unlikely to succeed in the educational system that parental divorce or
the experience of single motherhood does not reduce their odds substantially.
In spite of these theoretical reasons for cross-national variation, previous
research was based on single-country studies (with the exception of Bernardi
and Radl 2014), and a cross-national approach is required to determine
whether mothers’ education conditions the effects of family structure differently across countries or whether there is a similar pattern in Western
countries.

DATA AND VARIABLES

For the purposes of this study, we have used data from the 2012 Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) organized by the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). PISA data provide internationally comparable measurements on the socioeconomic background and
cognitive and noncognitive educational performance of 15-year-old students
from OECD countries. In this study, we focus on twenty-one countries that
share similar Western cultural traditions and social institutions (Garib,
Garcia, and Dronkers 2007). These countries follow the well-known welfare
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state regime categories (e.g., Armingeon, 2001; Esping-Andersen, 1990;
Ferrera, 1996). The Liberal countries are Australia, Canada, United
Kingdom, Republic of Ireland, New Zealand, and the United States.
The Nordic countries are Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden.
The Continental countries are Belgium, France, Netherlands, Austria,
Germany, Switzerland, and Luxembourg. The southern Europe countries
are Spain, Greece, Italy, and Portugal.
PISA data have some strengths and some weaknesses. The main strength of
PISA is its cross-national comparability. The most significant weakness is the
limited nature of the data collected. It is a snapshot of 15-year-old students:
No information about either the children’s further development or about their
earlier experiences and outcomes is available (Garib, Garcia, and Dronkers
2007). For example, the causes of the current family structure are not known.
Single-parent families may be due to divorce, cohabitants’ separation, parental
death, or the parents never having lived together. Furthermore, the most
recent PISA survey, the PISA 2015, contains no information about family
structures. For this reason, PISA 2012 is used in this chapter.
There are several outcome variables that measure cognitive and noncognitive performance. Cognitive performance is measured using math tests developed by PISA since mathematical literacy was the focus of the PISA 2012
survey. The grade repetition variable takes into account students who repeated
a grade in primary school or in secondary school (value “1”) and students who
never repeated a grade (value “0”). Truancy is used as a measure of noncognitive performance. Students were asked if, in the last two weeks, they had
played truant for a whole day or just from some classes. Students who reported
that they had played truant from classes or for days of school at least once in the
two weeks leading up to the PISA test have lower scores than students who did
not (OECD 2013b). The truancy variable takes value “1” when they played
truant all day or from some classes one or more times during the last two weeks
and “0” when the student did not.
The family structure variable is based on the child’s response to the questionnaire item asking them with whom they live. This is made up of two
categories: single-mother family referring to children who said that they live
with only with their mother, and two-parent family referring to children who
said that they live with their two biological parents or stepparents.1

1

Unfortunately, the PISA 2012 data do not distinguish whether the parents are natural parents or
stepparents. For this reason, we include stepparent and biological two-parent families in the
same category in our analysis. As Dronkers, Veerman, and Pong (2016, p. 4) suggest, “any bias
resulting from this problem only makes our estimations more conservative, which means that
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Mother’s education is measured using the International Standard
Classification of Education (ISCED) scale. Four categories are created:
Lower secondary education or below (None education, ISCED levels 1 and
2), upper secondary education and non-tertiary postsecondary (ISCED levels 3
and 4), tertiary education (ISCED levels 5 and 6). The control variables are
gender of the child (“1” female and “0” male), immigrant statuses of the mother
and the child, and age of the child (measured continuously). The immigrant
status of the child, used when predicting child outcomes, has three categories:
(1) native student; (2) first-generation student; and (3) second-generation student. Mother’s immigrant status, used when estimating how much education
affects the probability of single motherhood, takes value “1” if she is foreign-born
and “0” if she is native-born.

RESULTS
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SINGLE MOTHERHOOD
AND EDUCATION

Table 6.1 shows the percentages of different family types across the twenty-one
countries in 2012. As previous studies have found, there is a substantial variation in the percentage of single-mother families. In 2012, the United States had
the highest percentage and Greece the lowest.
We tested whether less-educated mothers were more likely to be single
using logistic regression with family structure as the dependent variable.
Separate models were done for each country, and the effect of mother education was estimated controlling for whether the mother was foreign-born.
Table 6.2 only presents the coefficients for mother’s educational level.
In Anglo-Saxon and Nordic countries, single mothers are significantly more
likely to have less education, while mothers in two-parent families are more
likely to have higher educational levels. There are only two exceptions to this
generalization. In the United Kingdom, the effect of tertiary education is not
significant. In Denmark, lower education does predict single motherhood, but
not significantly.
The Continental countries have two different patterns. In France, the
Netherlands, and Belgium, less-educated mothers are more likely to be single,
but the relationship is not statistically significant in Belgium. In contrast, in
we are likely to underestimate the difference between two parent families and the single mother
families.” Additionally, we have excluded children that live in single-father families or apart
from both biological parents from my sample, since in some countries there are not enough
cases to perform the analyses.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Single-Mother Families: A Study of 21 Countries

153

table 6.1 Percentages of children by family types, PISA 2012

Australia
Canada
United Kingdom
Ireland
New Zealand
United States
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Switzerland
Luxembourg
Spain
Greece
Italy
Portugal

Two
Parents

Single
Mother

Single
Father

Not Living with
Parents

N

85.7
86.3
82.8
88.7
77
77.9
84.2
83.4
88.9
89.7
85.7
84.3
88.3
86
85.8
86
87.1
89.2
90.2
89.9
85.8

11.6
10.4
15
10
16.1
17
12.7
13.4
9
7.6
11.7
13.3
9.8
12.2
11.6
12.2
10.7
8.9
7.5
8.5
11

1.8
2.3
1.6
1
3.6
3.3
2.4
2.6
1.7
1.9
1.9
1.7
1.5
1.3
2
1.4
1.6
1.3
1.3
1
1.3

0.9
1
0.6
0.3
3.3
1.8
0.7
0.6
0.4
0.8
0.7
0.7
0.4
0.5
0.6
0.4
0.6
0.6
1
0.6
1.9

13.15
9.672
11.341
4594
4.16
4.466
6.976
8.081
4.322
4.289
8.012
4.226
4.227
4.438
3.974
10.583
4.912
24.797
4.834
29.719
5.193

100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100
100

countries where German is spoken – Germany, Switzerland, and Austria –
more educated mothers are more likely to be single, though the relationship is
only significant in Switzerland. In Luxembourg, single motherhood is distributed almost evenly across the educational spectrum. There is no clear pattern
in Mediterranean countries where more educated mothers are more likely to
be single in Portugal, Italy, and Greece (not significantly in Greece), but in
Spain, like Denmark, less-educated mothers are insignificantly more likely to
be single mothers.
Overall, these findings indicate that in spite of the fact that there are
still substantial cross-national differences in the relationship between
mother’s education and single motherhood, there is a general pattern
toward a negative relationship between mother’s education and single
motherhood in most Western countries. Higher education significantly
predicted greater odds of single motherhood only in Switzerland,
Portugal, and Italy among the twenty-one countries analyzed, although
in a few other countries, there was no significant effect. Because single
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table 6.2 Logistic regression coefficients of mother’s education on the probability
of being a single mother
Lower Secondary or
Below
Upper Secondary
Australia
Canada
United Kingdom
Ireland
New Zealand
United States
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Switzerland
Luxembourg
Spain
Greece
Italy
Portugal

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.26**
−0.06
−0.26
−0.38*
−0.41**
−0.21
−0.01
−0.37*
−0.36
−0.58**
0.03
−0.25+
−0.48**
−0.01
−0.06
0.06
−0.14
−0.09
−0.06
0.12
0.29*

Tertiary
−0.20*
−0.33*
−0.26
−0.50**
−0.31*
−0.59***
−0.17
−0.71***
−0.47*
−0.55**
−0.19
−0.39**
−0.40*
0.14
0.12
0.25+
−0.03
−0.07
0.09
0.24**
0.22+

Note: These models control for whether the mother was foreign-born. +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05;
**p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

motherhood is commonly concentrated at the bottom end of the educational spectrum, it makes sense to continue considering whether trends
away from traditional family structure are contributing to an increase of
inequality in children’s outcomes and life chances between those from
different socioeconomic backgrounds. To answer this question, as mentioned, we need to know if single motherhood matters across several
educational outcomes, and if its effects vary by maternal education.
THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SINGLE MOTHERHOOD , MATERNAL
EDUCATION , AND VARIOUS CHILDHOOD OUTCOMES

Table 6.3 shows the main effects of growing up in a single-mother family and
mother’s education on math test scores, grade repetition, and truancy
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table 6.3 OLS and logistic regression coefficients of effects of children’s family structure and mother’s education on math test scores, grade
repetition, and truancy
Math Test Scores
Single
Mother
Australia
Canada
United
Kingdom
Ireland
New Zealand
United States
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Switzerland
Luxembourg
Spain
Greece
Italy
Portugal

Grade Repetition

Lower
Secondary Upper
or Below Secondary Tertiary

Single
Mother

Truancy

Lower
Secondary Upper
or Below Secondary Tertiary

Single
Mother

−18.55*** Ref
−11.79*** Ref
−24.93*** Ref

18.05*** 49.47*** 0.58***
27.41*** 52.52*** 0.52***
33.22*** 46.79*** 0.54***

Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.05
−0.05
0.44***
−0.87*** −1.43*** 0.43***
−0.62+
−0.44
0.21*

−22.39***
−16.45***
−22.46***
−17.01***
−14.59***
−8.88*
−11.14*
−24.83***
−16.96***
−23.62***
−9.37*
−2.93
−15.60***
−9.00*
−4.80
−7.60
−5.37*
−0.82

19.22***
25.56***
28.63***
18.16***
17.41***
18.40***
33.22***
24.62***
31.84***
1.05
37.70***
35.51***
34.70***
34.86***
27.26***
32.17***
37.50***
43.27***

0.54**
0.56**
0.37**
0.51*
0.89***

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

0.09
0.03
−0.42*
0.1
−0.51+

−0.03
−0.03
−0.68***
−0.51*
−1.00***

0.47
0.73***
0.37**
0.21+
0.71***
0.29*
0.53***
0.40***
0.50***
0.72*
0.78***
0.29*

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.57**
−0.60***
−0.69***
−0.21
−0.49*
−0.59***
−0.46***
−0.54***
−0.61**
−1.17***
−0.65***
−0.95***

−0.47+
−1.10***
−1.32***
−0.35**
−0.42*
−0.65***
−0.45***
−0.97***
−1.15***
−1.76***
−0.70***
−1.47***

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

45.76***
59.58***
57.91***
43.84***
43.22***
38.88***
46.79***
63.21***
66.52***
19.96***
61.65***
47.10***
43.54***
61.94***
48.90***
60.56***
37.47***
70.13***

0.43**
0.46***
0.26**
0.50***
0.48***
0.56***
0.63***
0.69***
0.43***
0.33*
0.28*
0.56***
0.30*
0.45**
0.38***
0.17
0.22**
0.49***

Lower
Secondary Upper
or Below Secondary Tertiary
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.17**
−0.33*
−0.31

−0.30***
−0.46***
−0.33*

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

0.12
−0.49***
−0.38**
−0.22
−0.44**
−0.54**
−0.15
−0.11
−0.37*
−0.19
−0.43*
−0.16
−0.24+
−0.21
−0.21***
0.1
−0.17***
−0.01

0.08
−0.64***
−0.69***
−0.24+
−0.53***
−0.36+
−0.42**
−0.20
−0.11
0.2
−0.05
0.15
0.27*
−0.11
−0.30***
0.05
−0.14**
−0.11

Note: There are no cases of grade repetition in Norway. Background control variables (children’s immigration status, age, and sex) were included in all models. +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05;
**p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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controlling for sex, age, and immigration status of the child. We have performed three separate models for each of the twenty-one countries; OLS
regressions for math test scores, and logistic regressions for the other two
outcomes. The effect of being in a single-mother family is significant for
math test scores in all countries except Germany, Spain, Greece, and
Portugal. As previous research has shown, there is substantial variation in
the magnitude of this effect across countries; the largest negative effects are
observed in United Kingdom, the United States, Republic of Ireland,
Belgium, and the Netherlands. In all countries, the effect of having
a mother with tertiary education is significant and, with the exception of the
Netherlands, tertiary education has a substantially greater positive effect on
math ability than the negative effect of being in a single-mother family. That
is, the magnitude of the effect of tertiary education is greater than the magnitude of the effect of single-mother family. For test scores, it seems that mother’s
education is more important than family structure.
Turning to grade repetition, the effect of being in a single-mother family is
significant across nineteen of the twenty of the nations studied (there is no grade
repetition data for Norway). The estimated effect in Sweden is in line with the
other countries, but not significant (b = 0.47, p = 0.125). Finland, Belgium,
Austria, Greece, and Italy all show very large effects associated with single
motherhood. Unlike math test scores for which the positive effect of mother’s
tertiary education outweighed the negative effects of single motherhood in virtually all of the countries, this is only true in slightly more than half (12) of the
countries when considering grade repetition. In fact, having a mother with tertiary
education did not significantly affect grade repetition in Australia, New Zealand,
United Kingdom, and Republic of Ireland, and the estimated family structure
effect is larger than the estimated effect of tertiary education in Sweden, Austria,
Switzerland, and Italy. In all eight of these countries, family structure seems more
relevant in predicting grade repetition than mother’s tertiary education.
The effect of living in a single-mother family on truancy is significant in all
countries with the exception of Greece (p = 0.140). The largest effects of family
structure on truancy are found in Sweden, Belgium, Germany, and Norway.
Unlike math test and grade repetition, the estimated effect of having a mother
with tertiary education is not significant in eight of the twenty-one countries,
and it is greater than the estimated effect of family structure in ten other
countries. Only in the United Kingdom, New Zealand, and United States does
the estimated positive effect of mother’s tertiary education exceed the estimated negative effect of being in a single-mother family.
Overall, our analysis reveals substantial differences in the importance of
family structure depending on the outcome studied. Growing up in a single-
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mother family has negative effects on math test scores in only seventeen of the
twenty-one countries analyzed, while children of single mothers are more
likely to repeat a grade or play truant practically everywhere. In addition, the
magnitude of the coefficient of having a mother with tertiary education is
clearly more important than family structure on cognitive performance in all
countries analyzed, while this is only true in about half for grade repetition and
around a fifth for truancy.

TO WHAT EXTENT DOES THE EFFECT OF FAMILY STRUCTURE ON
EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES DIVERGE BY MOTHER ’ S EDUCATION ?

We now turn to investigate whether the impact of being in a single-mother
family depends on the mother’s educational level. We show the main and
interaction effects between family structure and mothers’ education for each
outcome (math test scores in Table 6.4; grade repetition in Table 6.5; truancy
in Table 6.6) in every country.
Our results show important cross-country differences. The interaction
between family structure and having a mother with a tertiary education is
negative and significant in six countries, specifically in Republic of
Ireland, United States, Belgium, France, the Netherlands, and Italy.
This means that the negative effect of growing up in a single-mother
family in these countries is larger when the mother is highly educated.
In the United Kingdom, this interaction is also negative but nonsignificant
(b = −17.55, p >0.10). We cannot rule out the possibility that the interaction would be significant if United Kingdom had a larger sample size.
In contrast, having a mother with tertiary education positively interacts
with family structure in Germany and New Zealand, showing that the
negative effect of growing up in a single-mother family in these countries
is smaller when the mother is highly educated. In the other twelve
countries, the penalty associated with being in a single-mother family
does not significantly vary by mother’s education. Unlike tertiary education, upper secondary education conditions the effect of family structure
in only three countries. In the United States and the Netherlands, the
negative effect of growing up in a single-mother family is greater for
children who have a mother with upper secondary education than one
with lower secondary education. The opposite is true in Australia.
Turning to grade repetition, being in a single-mother home increases the
odds of grade repetition more for children of highly educated mothers in the
Republic of Ireland, the United States, Belgium, Spain, and Greece (shown by
the positive coefficient on the interaction term in Table 6.5). In other words,
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table 6.4 OLS regression coefficients of main effects and interaction terms of children’s family structure and mother’s education on math test scores for
each country

Australia
Canada
United Kingdom
Ireland
New Zealand
United States
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Switzerland
Luxembourg
Spain
Greece
Italy
Portugal

Lower Secondary
Single Mother or Below
Upper Secondary Tertiary

Lower Secondary or
Below * Single Mother

Upper Secondary Tertiary * Single
* Single Mother Mother

−27.02***
−6.62
−17.55
−9.10
−29.62**
2.89
−22.63**
−8.13
5.65
−10.25
−6.17
−3.42
0.68
3.82
−14.65+
−7.00
−7.93
−5.03
−9.69
2.68
3.01

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

12.5+
−9.52
7.6
−12.14
8.78
−20.41+
5.73
−11.02
−18.13
−1.53
−17.72
−8.90
−22.53+
−15.59
6.95
−12.48
−0.75
6.12
−1.5
−8.39
−14.42

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

16.41***
28.64***
32.5***
20.92***
23.28***
−3.15***
17.30***
19.65***
20.88***
27.69***
27.23***
33.69***
4.65
39.51***
34.67***
36.12***
34.95***
26.65***
32.27***
38.15***
45.04***

48.18***
53.03***
50.5***
48.24***
55.18***
65.29***
42.89***
44.60***
41.02***
37.63***
66.47***
70.33***
24.68***
62.95***
43.48***
44.42***
62.19***
49.31***
60.07***
38.71***
70.15***

Note: Background control variables (children’s immigration status, age, and sex) were included in all models. +p <0.10; *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001

9.44
−3.18
−22.15
−20.46+
21.69+
−36.95**
6.59
−5.60
−14.39
−6.69
−23.31*
−23.78*
−34.52*
−11.32
29.66**
−8.16
−2.15
−4.82
6.15
−14.61*
−1.05
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table 6.5 Logistic regression coefficients of main effects and interaction terms of children’s family structure and mother’s education on grade repetition for
each country

Australia
Canada
United Kingdom
Ireland
New Zealand
United States
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Switzerland
Luxembourg
Spain
Greece
Italy
Portugal

Lower Secondary
or Below * Single
Mother

Upper Secondary * Tertiary * Single
Single Mother
Mother

Single Mother

Lower Secondary
or Below
Upper Secondary Tertiary

0.67**
0.5
0.39
−0.13
0.5
−0.18
0.11
1.48

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.03
−0.88***
−0.60
0.02
−0.04
−0.53**
−0.6
−0.54

−0.2
−1.44***
−0.55
−0.18
−0.2
−0.86***
−0.52
−0.62+

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.7
0.05
−0.15
0.62
0.25
0.52
0.8
0.12

−0.17
0.03
0.4
0.94+
−0.11
0.79*
0.1
−1.36*

−0.00
0.3
0.37
−0.13
1.37
0.53
0.45*
0.69
0.35
−0.53
0.79
0.26

Ref
−0.31
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.61
−0.32
0.67
−0.27+
−0.38+
−0.54***
−0.48***
−0.51***
−0.62***
−1.28***
−0.63***
−0.97***

−0.60
−0.33
−1.35
−0.42**
−0.25
−0.58***
−0.46***
−0.90***
−1.19***
−2.12***
−0.73***
−1.47***

Ref
−0.34
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

0.16
−0.35
−0.16
0.37
−0.65
−0.41
0.17
−0.26
0.11
1.26
−0.21
0.09

0.82
0.61*
0.17
0.45
−0.92+
−0.49
0.05
−0.57*
0.35+
2.46**
0.2
0.08

Note: Background control variables (children’s immigration status, age, and sex) were included in all models. +p <0.10; *p <0.05; **p <0.01; *** p <0.001
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table 6.6 Logistic regression coefficients of main effects and interaction terms of children’s family structure and mother’s education on truancy
for each country

Single Mother
Australia
Canada
United Kingdom
Ireland
New Zealand
United States
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Netherlands
Austria
Germany
Switzerland
Luxembourg
Spain
Greece
Italy
Portugal

0.59***
0
0.52
0.56
0.44
0.16
0.51+
0.3
0.78
0.95
0.93*
0.14
0.2
0.57
0.75
0.14
0.51
0.32
−0.02
−0.03
0.52

Lower Secondary
or Below
Upper Secondary
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.15*
−0.40***
−0.23
0.15
−0.52
−0.42**
−0.23
−0.49**
−0.51*
−0.07
−0.08
−0.44
−0.20
−0.39+
−0.17
−0.23+
−0.24***
−0.23***
0.08
−0.19***
−0.04

Tertiary

Lower Secondary
or Below * Single
Mother

Upper Secondary * Tertiary * Single
Single Mother
Mother

−0.26***
−0.51***
−0.26
0.1
−0.61
−0.71***
−0.22
0.58***
−0.30
−0.37*
−0.10
−0.17
0.17
−0.00
0.24
0.22
−0.06***
−0.30***
0.03
−0.17***
−0.06

Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref
Ref

−0.13
0.55+
−0.34
−0.17
0.15
0.17
0.09
0.16
−0.08
−0.70
−0.10
0.41
0.04
−0.28
−0.01
−0.02
0.23
0.21
0.23
0.28+
0.22

Note: Background control variables (children’s immigration status, age, and sex) were included in all models. +p <0.10; *p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001

−0.23
0.39
−0.33
−0.15
−0.10
0
−0.07
0.22
−0.36
−0.21
−0.43
0.31
0.22
−0.38
−0.57
0.34
−0.37
−0.03
0.23
0.46**
−0.37
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the cost associated with single motherhood is greater among children of the
more highly educated. The opposite is true in Finland, Austria, and
Luxembourg where children of less-educated mothers have a greater cost
associated with being in a single-mother family. Germany shows the same
pattern (b = −0.49, p = 0.16). In the remaining eleven countries, the effect of
being in a single-mother family does not differ significantly between children
with tertiary and lower educated mothers. In addition to that, in every country
the effect of being in a single-mother family did not differ significantly between
mothers with an upper secondary education and mothers with less education.
In most countries, the probability of truancy does not differ by mother’s
education. There are only few exceptions. In Italy, the probability of truancy
among children of single mothers is higher if the mother has upper secondary
or tertiary education, and the same is true among those having a single mother
with upper secondary education in Canada.

DISCUSSION

The goal of this study was to determine to what extent the increase of singlemother families, especially among the less educated, is associated with an
increase in children’s inequality in twenty-one Western countries. To do so,
we first analyzed to what extent there is a negative relationship between singlemother families and mother’s education in these countries. This is important
because most previous evidence on “diverging destinies” has come from the
United States. We also investigated the effect of being in a single-mother
family, and how this effect differs by mother’s education. To do so we tested
the two main hypotheses developed by the literature: The “compensatory
hypothesis,” which posits that mothers with a high educational level are better
equipped to protect their children from the negative consequences of growing
up in a single-parent family; and the “floor effect hypothesis,” which maintains
that children with less-educated mothers are less vulnerable to single motherhood given that their mothers are already in a bad situation than cannot
become much worse. We used multiple children’s outcomes and countries
in order to overcome the limitations of previous research on how mother’s
education conditions the effects of being in a single-mother family.
Our findings highlight substantial cross-national differences in the relationship between mother’s education and single motherhood. However, lesseducated mothers are generally more likely to be single mothers in most
Western countries. In eleven of the twenty-one countries, there was
a significant negative relationship between mother’s education and the probability of being a single mother, and in four more this relationship is also
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negative but insignificant. More educated mothers are significantly more
likely to be single in only three countries – Portugal, Switzerland, and
Italy – and previous research has demonstrated that the positive gradient
observed in Italy is decreasing (Garriga, Sarasa, and Berta 2015). Overall
these findings indicate that the negative educational gradient toward single
motherhood is not only an American phenomenon. However, to what extent
does concentration of single motherhood among mothers with less education
increase inequality in children’s outcomes between children from different
socioeconomic backgrounds?
In all countries analyzed, living with a single mother has a negative effect on
at least one of the three outcomes studied. However, we also found substantial
differences in the importance of family structure depending on the outcome
studied. Being in a single-mother family does not have negative effects on
math performance in four of the twenty-one countries analyzed, while its
effect on grade repetition and truancy is significant in practically all of
them. In addition, mother’s tertiary education is clearly more important
than family structure on cognitive performance in all countries analyzed,
while this is only true in about half of them for grade repetition, and around
a fifth for truancy. Overall, our results highlight that the effect of family
structure is more important and consistent across countries for grade repetition and truancy than on cognitive performance. This finding accords with
several literature reviews that have concluded there is less consistent evidence
on the effects of family structure on test scores than on educational attainment
and behavioral outcomes (Amato and Keith 1991; McLanahan 1997;
McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013; Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft, and
Kiernan 2005). Most previous comparative work had used standardized test
scores despite of the fact that grade repetition and truancy are both important
outcomes since, as mentioned, they are strongly associated with labor market
and socio-emotional outcomes and risk behaviors such as drug abuse or crime
(Garry 1996; Jones, Lovrich, and Lovrich 2011; Range, Yonke, and Young 2011).
In other words, these additional two outcomes tell us more about the likelihood that destinies will diverge than cognitive achievement alone does; they
have strong behavioral components.
With respect to how the effect of family structure varies by mother’s
education, our results show substantial variation across countries and outcomes. Consistent with the “floor effect hypothesis,” the negative impact
of being in a single-mother family is greater among otherwise advantaged
children on math performance in six countries, on grade repetition in four
countries, and on truancy in one country. However, we also obtained a few
results consistent with the “compensatory hypothesis”: The negative effect
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associated with being in a single-mother family is smaller among advantaged children on math performance and grade repetition in three
countries.
When taking into account all three of the outcomes studied in each
country, we can derive the extent to which the increase of single-mother
families would increase inequality between those children from different
socioeconomic backgrounds. According to Bernardi and his colleagues, the
rise of nontraditional family forms will only increase inequality if single
motherhood has a negative effect regardless of maternal education, or if
these effects are greater among children with less-educated mothers
(Bernardi and Boertien 2016; Bernardi, Boertien, and Popova 2014). One of
these two possibilities is the case for all three outcomes in eleven of the twentyone countries analyzed. For this reason, it is possible to argue that in countries
such as Nordic countries, Australia, and New Zealand, there is evidence that
an increase in single-mother families, especially among the less educated,
implies an increase in inequality on children’s outcomes. In addition, it is
important also to remark that only in Germany, having a mother with tertiary
education compensates for the harmful effects of being in a single-mother
family on math performance; the same is true for the other two outcomes,
though the interaction between family structure and education does not reach
statistical significance. These findings accord with those obtained by Grätz
(2015) for the probability of attending the upper track in secondary school
(Gymnasium) and on school grades in German and Mathematics.
In contrast, it has been argued that if the costs associated with single
motherhood are greater at higher maternal education levels, the growth of
single-mother families may reduce inequality in children’s outcomes and life
chances between children from different socioeconomic backgrounds
(Leopold and Leopold 2016). In no country are the negative effects of being
in a single-mother family greater at higher maternal education levels across all
of the outcomes studied. Therefore, we do not have any evidence that the
growing number of single-mother family structures is consistently reducing
inequality in societies. In fact, we obtained mixed findings in ten countries.
For some outcomes, the negative effect of family structure is greater with
higher maternal education (especially math performance) and for other outcomes, the conditioning effect of mother’s education is insignificant. For
example, in contrast to Augustine (2014) whose results supported the compensatory hypothesis, we found that in United States being in a single-mother
family was associated with lower math test scores and more grade repetition
only among children whose mothers had more education, and the odds of
truancy among children in single-mother families did not depend at all on
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maternal education. Overall, our findings reveal that in around the half of the
countries studied, the growth of single-mother families increases inequality in
some outcomes and reduces inequality in others.
Alongside these contributions, the study has limitations. Foremost, due to
the cross-sectional nature of the PISA data, we were not able to control for
selection into single-mother families on unobserved variables and therefore,
the interaction effects reported in this study may be spurious due to differences
between social origin groups on the probability of being in a single-mother
family (Grätz 2015). The data also did not allow testing how mother’s education mattered in different types of single-mother families – single mother at
birth, single mother due to parental divorce, and single mother due to parental
death – and between different types of two-parent families: Biological and
stepfamilies.
The findings of this study demonstrate the importance of more crossnational research on how family structure effects differ by socioeconomic
status. They also indicate the need for work across a broader range of outcomes
than those analyzed here such as psychological well-being. Such research is
essential in order to determine to what extent there is an increase of inequalities in children’s outcomes due to the growing number of single-mother
families. Future research should also analyze contextual mechanisms that
may explain why maternal education seems to condition family structure
effects differently across outcomes and countries, such as the cross-national
variations on the percentage of children in joint physical custody.
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Family Structure and Socioeconomic Inequality of
Opportunity in Europe and the United States
Diederik Boertien, Fabrizio Bernardi, and Juho Härkönen

Family demography and the study of inequality of opportunity have become
increasingly intertwined over the last decades (Amato et al. 2015; Bernardi and
Boertien 2017a; Cherlin 2014; Esping-Andersen 2007; McLanahan and
Percheski, 2008; Western, Bloome, and Percheski 2008). An important reason
underlying this trend is that family dynamics are increasingly stratified by
socioeconomic background in the United States and several European countries (Härkönen and Dronkers 2006; McLanahan 2004). Given that growing
up in a nontraditional family is associated with various disadvantages and
child outcomes (Amato 2010; Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017), the
stratification of family dynamics could have an influence on inequality of
opportunity among children. Several scholars have therefore argued that
family dynamics are an important engine of growing socioeconomic inequality of opportunity (Cherlin 2014; Esping-Andersen 2007; McLanahan and
Percheski 2008; Putnam 2015; Wax 2014). This argument goes back to
McLanahan’s (2004) “diverging destinies” thesis that several developments
related to the second demographic transition, and changes in family structures
in particular, have increased inequality of opportunity between children from
different socioeconomic backgrounds (Amato et al. 2015; McLanahan 2004;
McLanahan and Percheski 2008).
The two premises underlying the diverging destinies thesis – namely that
growing up in a nontraditional family is negatively related to child outcomes
and that it is a more common experience for socioeconomically disadvantaged
children – have been widely documented across a large body of studies (Amato
2000; 2010; Matysiak, Styrc, and Vignoli 2014). A recent update of these trends
has shown that the “diverging destinies” thesis remains relevant today
(McLanahan and Jacobsen 2015). However, whether and how much variation
in family structures contributes to inequality of opportunity does not solely
depend on these two premises.
165

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

166

D. Boertien, F. Bernardi, & J. Härkönen

First, the causal effects of family structure (and transitions between them)
need to be strong enough to make a difference to children’s life chances. If the
association between nontraditional family forms and children’s outcomes is
weak or reflects other pre-existing differences between families rather than
causal effects (McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013), variation in family
structures will not have a major impact on inequality of opportunity.
Second, it matters whether family structures and transitions affect children
from different socioeconomic backgrounds the same way. Recently, many
studies have documented that growing up in a nonintact family has more
consequences for the educational outcomes of advantaged children (Bernardi
and Radl 2014; Bernardi and Boertien 2016, 2017b; Martin 2012). Hence, even
though children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds might be more likely
to grow up without a parent present in the household, they also appear to be
affected less by the absence of a parent. If that is the case, the overall impact on
differences in opportunities between socioeconomic groups might be smaller
than expected.
Finally, the “diverging destinies” thesis has been especially prominent
in the United States where associations of nontraditional family forms with
poverty and child outcomes are comparatively large (Hampden-Thomson
2013; Heuveline, Timberlake, and Furstenberg 2003; Raymo et al. 2016)
and family dynamics relatively stratified by ethnicity and socioeconomic
status (Härkönen and Dronkers 2006; S. P. Martin 2006). The thesis,
however, has also been claimed to apply to Western countries more in
general (McLanahan 2004; McLanahan and Jacobsen 2015) where the
effects of growing up in a nontraditional family could be different and
less stratified across socioeconomic strata. The answer as to whether family
structure contributes to inequality of opportunity is therefore likely to
depend on the country studied.
In the remainder of this chapter we will briefly discuss the existing empirical
evidence for the different premises that together determine the influence of
family structure on inequality of opportunity. The negative associations of
nontraditional family forms with child outcomes, the stratification of family
dynamics, and issues of causality have been subject to extensive earlier reviews
(Amato 2000, 2010; Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017; Matysiak, Styrc,
and Vignoli 2014; McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013). We therefore will
be relatively succinct on those topics. After discussing existing evidence on the
different premises, we give an overview of a set of recent studies that has
attempted to quantify the overall contribution of family structure to inequality
of opportunity. In that section, we built heavily on our earlier work published
in Bernardi and Boertien (2017a).
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Our discussion of research on family structures concentrates on (transitions
into and out of) single-parent, stepparent, and biological two-parent families.
The chapter focuses on the possible role of family structure in increasing
differences in life chances between children coming from different socioeconomic backgrounds, but the arguments might also be applicable to ethnic
inequalities (Erman and Härkönen 2017). We focus primarily on educational
and other socioeconomic outcomes. Whereas the substantive conclusions of
whether and how much differences in family structures matter for the reproduction of intergenerational inequality can be different for other outcomes
(such as psychological well-being), the general premises outlined above are
not outcome-dependent.

FAMILY STRUCTURE AND CHILD OUTCOMES

Many children growing up in households with nontraditional family structures, such as single-mother or stepfamilies, do at least as well as their peers
(Amato 2010). On average, however, they are disadvantaged on a wide range
of outcomes compared to children growing up in traditional two-parent
families. For instance, several studies have documented that they have
lower levels of cognitive ability, noncognitive skills, educational attainment,
income, and psychological well-being (Amato 2000, 2010; Härkönen,
Boertien, and Bernardi 2017). These associations are in general relatively
modest in size (Amato 2000) in comparison to other socioeconomic background characteristics such as parental education (Bernardi and Boertien
2016), have been relatively stable across time (Gähler and Palmtag 2015; Li
and Wu 2008; Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft, and Kiernan 2005), but vary to some
extent across countries (Hampden-Thompson 2013; Pong, Dronkers, and
Hampden-Thompson 2003).
What is it about family structures and transitions between them that could
have an influence on children’s outcomes? Some authors have argued that it is
the stability of a family structure rather than the particular characteristics of
a family structure that matters for children’s development. The transition from
one family structure type to another (e.g., the exit or the entrance of a parent or
stepparent) creates a new situation to which children have to adapt, this might
interfere with the development of cognitive and noncognitive characteristics
(Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Waldfogel, Craigie, and Brooks-Gunn 2010).
To test this hypothesis empirically, several studies compared children living
in stable nontraditional families to stable two-parent families and other family
forms. In general, little empirical support has accumulated for the “family
stability” perspective. Single-parent families often do worse compared to two-
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parent families also if they are stable throughout childhood (Magnuson and
Berger 2010; Mariani, Özcan, and Goisis 2017), and the separation of a twoparent family appears to be more impacting for children’s outcomes than
other family transitions (Bzostek and Berger 2017; Lee and McLanahan 2015).
The characteristics particular to certain family structures and transitions
therefore appear to be responsible for its associations with child outcomes.
The specific family structures and transitions that have received most attention
are single-parent families (McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013), the separation of two-parent families (Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017), and the
formation of a family including a stepparent (Sweeney 2010). Characteristics
held responsible for the effects of living with a single parent include less
authoritarian parenting styles, obstacles to employment for the co-resident
single parent, and access to resources of the non-resident parent (Amato 2010;
McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Seltzer 2000). Parental separation, besides
implying a transition to a single-parent family, can also come with family
conflict and financial costs (Cherlin 1999; Kalmijn, Loeve, and Manting
2007; Pryor and Rodgers 2001; Uunk 2004). Many studies find the income losses
related to parental separation to be responsible for a large part of its effects on
educational outcomes (Jonsson and Gähler 1997; McLanahan and Sandefur
1994; Thomson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994). Parental separation can also
have a negative impact on psychological well-being, both in the short and the
long term (Amato 2010; Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017), which can
translate into poorer educational performance. Stepparents can provide time
and financial resources that can compensate for some of the disadvantages
experienced by single parents. Children living with a stepparent, however,
appear to be more similar in their outcomes to their peers living with a single
parent compared to peers living with two biological parents (Gennetian 2005;
Jonsson and Gähler 1997; Thomson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994).
The documented association between family structure and child outcomes
could also be due to endogeneity, and hence be spurious. Variation in child
outcomes across groups might reflect other processes that are both related to
family structures and transitions as well as child outcomes. A major suspect in
this respect is socioeconomic disadvantage of parents that might influence
both child outcomes and the likelihood to enter a given family structure.
In many countries, socioeconomically disadvantaged mothers are more likely
to have children outside a union (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010) and to separate
after forming a union (Härkönen and Dronkers 2006; Matysiak, Styrc, and
Vignoli 2014). Associations between family structures and child outcomes
might therefore reflect socioeconomic disadvantages that were already present
before family formation or before a family transition took place.
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In the study of the effects of parental separation, family conflict has
been marked as an additional possible source of endogeneity. Many
families who break up are likely to experience high levels of conflict
before separation. In that case, parental conflict might both lead to
a separation and have consequences for children’s outcomes. The actual
separation of the parents could in that case have little extra consequences
for children’s outcomes (Demo and Fine 2010; Dronkers 1999; Härkönen,
Bernardi, and Boertien 2017).1
Several methods have been employed to monitor or control away the
possible influence of these sources of endogeneity (see McLanahan, Tach,
and Schneider 2013, and Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017 for overviews). Whereas in some studies associations of family structure with child
outcomes disappear, they persist, at least to some extent, in most studies
(McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013). Associations were more often
found to be spurious once looking at cognitive ability, whereas they often
appeared of a more causal nature once studying educational attainment
(Bernardi and Boertien 2016; McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013).
The actual role of family structure in affecting inequality of opportunity is
therefore likely to depend on the outcome variable considered. Nonetheless,
given that educational attainment is a key socioeconomic outcome, family
structure appears to matter for children’s chances in life at least to some extent.

PREVALENCE OF FAMILY STRUCTURE TYPES AND ITS SOCIAL
STRATIFICATION

Family structure does thus appear to matter at least to some extent for
children’s outcomes. However, whether and to what extent variation in family
structure also contributes substantially to the observed inequality of opportunity between socioeconomic groups depends crucially on whether nontraditional family forms are common, and whether variation in family structures is
socioeconomically stratified.
Giving birth as a single mother has been traditionally more common among
women with lower socioeconomic status, but it is still an uncommon course of
events in most countries, with the Czech Republic, Russia, the United
Kingdom and the United States as some exceptions (Andersson, Thomson,
1

Although most analyses that attempt to estimate the causal effect of (changes in) family
structure have attempted to control away the effects of parental conflict, much of the conceptual discussion on parental separation and related transitions see it as a part of the separation
process. The implications of this for interpreting causal effects were discussed in Härkönen,
Bernardi, and Boertien (2017).
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and Duntava 2016; Mariani, Özcan, and Goisis 2017). Most episodes of living
in a nontraditional family therefore start after the break-up of a two-parent
family. The extent to which parental separation is socially stratified (i.e.,
correlated with socioeconomic characteristics) differs across countries, especially once looking at the socioeconomic status of the mother (Härkönen and
Dronkers 2006; Matysiak, Styrc, and Vignoli 2014). Explanations for variation
in the socioeconomic gradient of divorce often go back to Goode (1962), who
argued that when divorce is relatively uncommon, individuals need resources
to overcome social, economic, and legal barriers to divorce. In such situations,
the socioeconomic gradient of divorce will be more positive, but this gradient
is expected to reverse to negative once barriers to divorce fade out and also
those with fewer resources can divorce. The supposed greater stress experienced by disadvantaged couples will eventually cause them to divorce more
once barriers to divorce cease to play a key role (Boertien 2012; Conger,
Conger, and Martin 2010; Härkönen and Dronkers 2006). In addition to
Goode’s long-standing narrative about why the socioeconomic gradient of
divorce would become negative, contemporary reasons have been proposed
as to why the socioeconomically advantaged are less likely to divorce. These
include a higher prevalence of egalitarianism among the educated, which
could stabilize relationships (Esping-Andersen et al. 2013; Goldscheider,
Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015), and greater internal barriers to divorce
caused by common investments and commitment to relationships (Boertien
and Härkönen 2018).
Table 7.1 shows the prevalence of different family types and the extent to
which they are more common among low-educated mothers across countries.
If we take mother’s education as a proxy for a family’s socioeconomic position,
these numbers provide an indication of the scope for family structure to affect
socioeconomic inequality of opportunity across countries. As discussed above,
disadvantageous family types should be fairly common and concentrated
among socioeconomically disadvantaged families in order to make
a substantial contribution to inequality of opportunity.
The table combines information on the percentage of mothers who are
single and its stratification by mother’s education. This classification is based
on Härkönen’s (2017) results using cross-sectional data from the Luxembourg
Income Study (LIS) for the period 2011–2015 (or 2006–2010 if recent data are
missing).
The more prevalent single motherhood, and the more negative the association between mother’s education and single motherhood, the more likely family
structure is to contribute to socioeconomic inequality of opportunity. Hence, in
countries toward the bottom right corner of the table, such as Australia,
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table 7.1 Countries according to the percentage of mothers who are single and the
educational gradient in single motherhood
% of Mothers Single in Country
<12% Single
Mother

>12% but <16.8%
Single Mother

Gradient in Single
Motherhood
Positive/No Educational HU, IT, RS,
Gradient
Modest Negative
ES, GR, IL, TW CA, FR, NL
Educational Gradient
Strong Negative
KR, SI, SK,
AT, CZ, FI, LU,
Educational Gradient
NO, PL

>16.8% Single
Mother

EE, DE(West),
IS, RU
AU, DK, DE(East),
IE, UK, US

Note: Based on Härkönen (2017) cross-sectional estimates of the prevalence of single motherhood
using Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) data. Data refer to 2011–2015 or 2006–2010 in the case of
Australia, Canada, France, Iceland, Republic of Ireland, and Slovakia. Gradient considered
modest if at least 2 percentage points difference in the prevalence between lower and higher
educated mothers, and strong if double as large for lower educated compared to higher educated
mothers.

Denmark, East Germany, and the United Kingdom, family structure is more
likely to play a role in amplifying socioeconomic inequalities, whereas this is less
likely to be the case in countries toward the upper-left corner, such as Hungary,
Italy, and Serbia. Estimates of the accumulated exposure toward single parenthood across childhood based on union histories indicate a similar ranking of
countries (for the countries with data available), but with France and the Czech
Republic being among the countries with the highest percentage of children
ever exposed to single parenthood (Andersson, Thomson, and Duntava 2016).

DIFFERENCES IN THE EFFECTS OF FAMILY STRUCTURE ACROSS
SOCIOECONOMIC GROUPS

A final key factor that determines to what extent family structure contributes to
socioeconomic inequality of opportunity is the heterogeneity in its effects on
child outcomes across groups. It could be that family structure is socially stratified
and that it matters for child outcomes on average, but that its effects are restricted
to socioeconomically advantaged children. In that case, its effects on socioeconomic inequality of opportunity will still be limited. In contrast, if family
structure especially matters for the disadvantaged, the contribution of family
structure to inequality of opportunity might be bigger than expected.
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Should we expect heterogeneity in the effects of family structure according
to socioeconomic status of families? An in-depth of discussion of this issue can
be found in Bernardi and Boertien (2017b). Two competing expectations can
be formed in that regard. On the one hand, children from socioeconomically
advantaged backgrounds might have more resources to deal with the challenges posed by living in a nontraditional family form. On the other hand,
children from socioeconomically advantaged backgrounds might have more
to lose from an absent parent. It could be harder for nonresident parents to
transmit their cultural, social, and economic capital to their children
(Coleman, 1988). Following Bernardi and Radl (2014), these competing
expectations can be labeled as the “compensatory” and “floor effect” hypotheses respectively (see also Chapter 6). Kearney and Levine (2017) described it
in more economic terms as variation in the “marriage premium for children”
according to socioeconomic background.
Studies on differences in the effects of family structure according to socioeconomic background have accumulated rapidly over the last years (Bernardi
and Boertien 2017b) and do not all come to the same conclusions. Studies
looking at educational attainment mostly find that children from advantaged
backgrounds are affected more by parental separation (Bernardi and Radl
2014; Kearney and Levine 2017; Martin 2012; McLanahan and Sandefur
1994). A recent study on the United Kingdom (Bernardi and Boertien 2016)
documented how this pattern can to an important extent be explained by
changes in family income following separation. Not only do children with
higher educated parents lose more family income following separation, these
losses in income are also more consequential for their college attainment.
Given that family income matters less for the educational attainment of
socioeconomically disadvantaged children (as family income could be too
low to invest in education to begin with), losses in family income due to
separation are less consequential for them (Bernardi and Boertien 2016).
Results from studies on other outcomes such as cognitive ability and
psychological well-being come to more mixed conclusions with both possibilities finding support across studies (Augustine 2014; Grätz 2015; Mandemakers
and Kalmijn 2014; Ryan, Claessens, and Markowitz 2015). Results depend
crucially on whether one looks at heterogeneity according to maternal or
paternal resources, as maternal resources are often directly accessible to
children living with a single parent, whereas access to the resources of the
father could be more complicated. The results of most studies can indeed be
aligned with a narrative where effects of family disruption are larger when
maternal resources are low and paternal resources are high (Bernardi and
Boertien 2017b).
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The context studied also appears consequential for conclusions. For
instance, Grätz (2015) provided one of the few results on Germany, and
found that only the school performance of socioeconomically disadvantaged
children is affected by parental separation. Studies on Italy, the Netherlands,
and Sweden find smaller effects for children with resourceful mothers
(Albertini and Dronkers 2009; Fischer 2007; Jonsson and Gähler 1997), but
larger effects for children with resourceful fathers (Fischer 2007; Jonsson and
Gähler 1997). Single-country studies on the United Kingdom and the United
States in general support the conclusion that socioeconomically advantaged
children are affected more by separation (Biblarz and Raftery 1993;
Mandemakers and Kalmijn 2014; Martin 2012; McLanahan and Sandefur
1994).
Bernardi and Radl (2014) documented the extent to which effects of parental separation on educational attainment differ by parental education across
countries. They found, overall, that socioeconomically advantaged children
were affected more by parental separation than socioeconomically disadvantaged children. Importantly, however, these differences in effects were smaller
or even the opposite in countries where ability tracking in schools occurs at
early ages. If crucial transitions in children’s school careers take place at an
early age, separations taking place after that age will have small effects on
children’s educational attainment (Bernardi and Radl 2014), reducing the
estimated influence of parental separation experienced during childhood
when averaged across ages.
In general, our reading of the empirical evidence is that socioeconomic
heterogeneity in the effects of family structure tends to limit the influence
family structure has on inequality of opportunity. In any case, there is no
strong evidence that the consequences of growing up in a nontraditional
family are greater for children from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds, and hence, that heterogeneity in the effects of family structure would
be another factor contributing to the accumulation of disadvantages. Whether
this is indeed the case is an empirical question that has so far been addressed
only on few occasions.

QUANTIFYING THE CONTRIBUTION OF FAMILY STRUCTURE TO
INEQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY

We are now in a position to go back to the key question of this chapter: How
large is the contribution of variation in family structures to inequality? This
question has been central to many studies on income inequality and poverty.
Various decomposition and simulation techniques have been used to estimate
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how much changes in family structure have contributed to changes in income
inequality and poverty over time (M. A. Martin 2006; McLanahan and
Percheski 2008; Western, Bloome, and Percheski 2008). Studies on the
United States in general come to the conclusion that family structure has
been consequential for inequality. A review of the literature stated that
between 11% and 41% of the increase in income inequality over the last
decades in the United States can be attributed to increases in female-headed
households (McLanahan and Percheski 2008). Evidence for other countries is
more mixed with one study arguing that family structure only matters for
income inequality in the United States (Esping-Andersen 2007) and other
studies finding an income inequality amplifying effect for family structure
across sixteen countries (Kollmeyer 2013). A comparative study on poverty
among single mothers comes to a similar conclusion (Härkönen 2017).
That variation in family structures matters for income inequality and
poverty, however, does not automatically imply that it also matters for inequality of opportunity between children coming from different socioeconomic
groups. Few studies have, until now, aimed to quantify the extent to which
family structure could explain differences in child and adult outcomes
between individuals coming from socioeconomically advantaged and disadvantaged backgrounds.
Bernardi and Boertien (2017a) presented such estimates of the contribution
of family structure to socioeconomic background differences in educational
attainment for four countries: Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. Their main question was to what extent differences in the
likelihood of attaining tertiary education between children with higher and
lower educated parents could be explained by family structure. Their results
are summarized in Figure 7.1, which displays observed differences in college
attainment between individuals with a lower (ISCED 1–2) and higher
(ISCED 5–6) educated mother. These observed differences are compared to
predicted differences between both groups of individuals in the hypothetical
situation that all children would have grown up in a two-parent family.
Figure 7.1 reveals that, in all four countries, differences in college attainment depending on maternal education are predicted to be very similar to
observed differences in the hypothetical situation that all individuals would
have grown up in a two-parent household. This suggests that the explanatory
power of family structure is limited.
The reasons for this result differed according to country. In Italy, the
number of children living in a nontraditional family was too small (see
Table 7.1) to have a major impact on inequality of opportunity. In Germany,
family structure was not (yet) clearly stratified according to parental
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figure 7.1 Actual and predicted university attainment in hypothetical situation
“where all children grow up with both parents in the household”

education, preventing its influence on inequality of opportunity. In the United
Kingdom and the United States children of lower educated parents were more
likely to grow up in a nontraditional family structure. This was most clearly so
in the United States where differences in college attainment between individuals with lower and higher educated parents were estimated to be 10% lower
if family structure would not be stratified by parental education. However, in
both countries children of higher educated parents were more negatively
affected by growing up in a nontraditional family. This heterogeneity in effects
almost entirely canceled out the effects of the stratification of family structure
by parental education.
A lack of such “diverging destinies” due to variation in family structures in
the United States has also been documented in another study using a similar
approach (Alamillo 2016). However, evidence quantifying the possible role of
variation in family structures is limited to studies on educational attainment.
It could well be that socioeconomic background differences in other outcomes are amplified by variation in family structures.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Does the result that family structure can explain little of socioeconomic
background differences in educational attainment imply that family structure
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does not matter for socioeconomic inequality of opportunity in general? More
evidence is needed before such a conclusion can be reached. The existing
evidence quantifying the contribution of family structure is limited to studies
on educational attainment and current research is limited to a small set of
countries and time periods.
Even though tertiary education is an important socioeconomic marker, it
could be that family structures and transitions between them are important for
socioeconomic background inequalities in other outcomes such as income,
status, health, or even secondary education. Whether this is the case depends
on how strongly family structure is related to these outcomes, and how this
relationship varies between socioeconomic groups. Kearney and Levine (2017)
argued that the additional resources that a second parent (in their framework
the father) brings to the household matter less for socioeconomically disadvantaged children when the outcome is only attained by relatively few people,
as is the case with tertiary education. This may explain why higher educational
attainment is the outcome for which the clearest evidence exists that
socioeconomically advantaged individuals are more negatively affected by
growing up in a nontraditional family (Bernardi and Radl 2014; Martin 2012;
McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). For other outcomes, such as psychological
well-being and cognitive ability, evidence is less uniform (Grätz 2015;
Mandemakers and Kalmijn 2014).
Kearney and Levine made a contrasting argument for outcomes attained by
the majority of the population, such as living out of poverty. In such cases, an
inverted U-shaped pattern is predicted to be observed with both the mostdisadvantaged and advantaged individuals benefiting the least from an additional parent’s resources. This is because socioeconomically advantaged single
parents have sufficient resources to enable their children to attain such outcomes, while for many of the most-disadvantaged children, the additional
resources of a second parent would still not bring them to a level that enables
them to attain “basic outcomes.” If family structure indeed matters little for the
attainment of “basic outcomes” by socioeconomically advantaged individuals,
its contribution to inequality of opportunity might be greater once considering
adult outcomes such as secondary education, employment, and living without
debt. Conversely, its role in creating unequal access to outcomes attained by
a smaller proportion of the population such as home ownership and other assets
might be more limited because, like tertiary education, these are outcomes that
advantaged individuals may be less likely to attain if they lose immediate access
to the resources of a second parent in the household.
Can we expect family structure to matter more for socioeconomic
background inequality of opportunity in contexts that have not been studied
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so far? Returning to the above discussion on the conditions under which
family structure can matter provides clues to answer this question. First,
nontraditional family structures have to be common and be socially stratified
in order to impact on inequality of opportunity. Both the prevalence and
social stratification in single parenthood have continued to increase in many
countries during the latter decades (Härkönen 2017), whereas most of the
above results pertain to individuals born in the 1970s and 1980s (as educational attainment was measured around age 30). Stratification in family
structures can therefore have become more important for inequality of
opportunity over time. The role of family structure also remains unclear in
countries where educational differences in family structures are relatively
large but which have not featured in previous studies (such as Australia,
Denmark, and Republic of Ireland [see Table 7.1]).
Second, the (negative) effects of family structures on the outcomes studies
have to be relatively strong. Family structure effects are found in each country
and they have remained relatively stable over time, despite the increase in
nontraditional families (Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017).
An important implication of the insight that the role of family structure in
the intergenerational reproduction of inequality is contingent on effect size is
that intergenerational inequality can be potentially addressed by targeting the
effects of family structure on child outcomes (cf. Cohen 2015). Family structure effects on economic outcomes – such as child poverty (Härkönen 2017) –
are readily modified by public policies, but findings suggesting that the effects
on school performance can depend on social policies (Pong, Dronkers, and
Hampden-Thompson 2003) or the features of the educational system
(Bernardi and Radl 2014) support that public policies can address the consequences of family change more broadly. Family change need not inevitably
lead to increasing inequality, and whether it does can depend on appropriate
policy measures.
Third, the impact of variation in family structures on inequality of opportunity will be particularly large if family structure matters most for socioeconomically disadvantaged families. Many studies have shown, instead, that family
structure effects are stronger for children from socioeconomically advantaged
backgrounds. This particular heterogeneity in the consequences of growing up
in a nonintact family reduces the contribution of family structures to the overall
inequality of opportunity. It still remains unclear for many countries and outcomes whether heterogeneity in the effects of family structure exists and, if so,
whether socioeconomically disadvantaged children are affected more.
All in all, however, the example from the United States is instructive. This is
a context where effects of growing up in a nonintact family are large
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(Hampden-Thomson 2013) and strongly socially stratified (Härkönen 2017),
but nonetheless the consequences for equality of opportunity are small
because of larger consequences associated with nonintact families experienced by advantaged children. Moreover, inequality of opportunity would
be only 10% lower if family structure effects were homogenous across socioeconomic groups (Bernardi and Boertien 2017a). Therefore, it is unlikely that
the contribution of family structure to inequality of opportunity in education
will be very large in other contexts. The overall conclusion of this chapter thus
remains: Currently it does not appear to be the case that family structure
contributes to inequality of opportunity between children of different socioeconomic groups in a major way. This conclusion does not mean that family
structure does not matter per se for children’s outcomes. Children growing up
in nontraditional families do, on average, differ in their outcomes from their
peers growing up in stable two-parent families and are overrepresented among
children living in poverty (Härkönen 2017). Family structure is therefore
a factor to take into account once studying income inequality, poverty or the
characteristics of the most-disadvantaged children. Overall, however, the
argument that variation in family structure is a major engine behind socioeconomic inequality of opportunity is not yet empirically supported.
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Families and the Wealth of Nations
What Does Family Structure Have to Do with Growth around
the Globe?
W. Bradford Wilcox and Joseph Price*

One of the ironies of contemporary economics is that a discipline that has its
roots in the Greek term, Oikonomikos, or household rules, has devoted so little
attention to the familial origins of contemporary macroeconomic growth.
Recent research on the sources of economic growth has instead focused
largely on human capital (e.g., education) (Aghion et al. 2009), public policies
(e.g., taxes and regulatory burdens) (Padovano and Galli 2001), and social
norms (e.g., trust) (Bjornskov 2012; Young 1995) as drivers of growth. Important
as these factors may be for growth, however, we believe that the culture,
character, and composition of families in a society also matter for growth.
The importance of family composition (i.e., family structure) is the most
novel of these claims. It is already recognized that the culture and character
of families in different nations matter when it comes to economic growth.
The East Asian family emphasis on education, for instance, may help
explain the tremendous economic expansion enjoyed by the Asian tigers
in the last half-century, insofar as high levels of human capital in countries
such as Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan aided their rise (Hofstede and
Bond 1988; Marginson 2011; Shin 2012). Undoubtedly, other features of
parenting and family life are linked to patterns of economic growth across
the globe as well.
We focus here on the role that family structure plays in economic growth,
in particular, on how the prevalence of marriage and two-parent families is
correlated with economic growth. A stable marriage matters in part because
it allows couples to make decisions over time that maximize the economic
prosperity of their family unit. Stably married persons have incentives to
invest in their marriage and benefit from specialization and economies of
*
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scale; their households also tend to earn and save more than their peers who
are unmarried or divorced (Stevenson and Wolfers 2007; Lerman and
Wilcox 2014). Marriage also has a transformative effect on individuals,
especially men. It seems to increase men’s productivity at and attachment
toward work, and reduces men’s willingness to engage in risky behaviors,
including criminal activity (Akerlof 1998; Nock 1998; Sampson, Laub, and
Wimer 2006). What is more, it looks like married parenthood may be
especially influential in encouraging men’s engagement in the labor force
(Killewald 2012). In the aggregate, then, higher levels of marriage, and
probably two-parent families, should boost men’s labor force participation
and reduce criminal violence, both to the benefit of national economies. At
the same time, insofar as motherhood tends to reduce women’s participation
in the labor force (Budig and England 2001), we also explore the possibility
that higher rates of marriage and two-parent families reduce growth. Finally,
higher rates of intact marriage foster stable two-parent families, which are
more likely than single parents to supply children with the human capital
they need to thrive first in school and later in the labor force (Lerman and
Wilcox 2014; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Accordingly, the more children are born and raised in stable, two-parent families, the more a society
should experience economic growth.
MARRIAGE , FAMILY , AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

The Noble Laureate, Robert Lucas Jr., has noted that once one starts to think
about economic growth, it becomes hard to think about anything else (Lucas
1988). His comment reflects the fact that even small differences in economic
growth rates can accumulate into very large differences in standards of living
over time. Nations that create even small improvements in economic growth
rates will see dramatic improvements in economic prosperity over time.
Previous research suggests that higher levels of household income and
savings, male labor force participation, low levels of violent crime, and
educational attainment all potentially play a role in fostering the conditions
for economic growth. Here, we consider the ways in which marriage and the
proportion of two-parent families in a nation may influence these factors. In
this analysis, two-parent families include both married and cohabiting couples
with children. Our assumption is that any effects of family structure on crossnational economic growth may be mediated in part by these mechanisms.
That is, higher rates of marriage and two-parent families may foster more
household income and savings, male labor force participation, public safety,
and educational attainment among children, and in ways that – in turn –
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promote higher rates of economic growth. At the same time, more marriage
and a higher proportion of two-parent families might also inhibit growth,
insofar as they reduce female labor force participation. In this section, we
explore associations between the proportion of children living in two-parent
families and these potential mechanisms through which we expect stable
families to encourage growth. In the section that follows, we test for net effects
of family structure on economic growth, controlling for country-specific fixed
effects and time-varying country-level characteristics that are also likely to
contribute to economic growth.
Household Income and Savings
Compared to single individuals, married households enjoy greater economies of scale, often access to more income, and higher savings rates. One
might note that marriage creates a mechanical bias in household income
since there are two potential earners in the family compared with only one
potential earnings’ stream in households with a single adult. That is
exactly the point. Marriage can create two sources of income and allows
the household to take advantage of economies of scale (Lerman and
Wilcox 2014). Even in married households where only one spouse is in
the labor force, the presence of both individuals allow them to specialize
to maximize the welfare of the household and provide a natural source of
insurance if the primary earner loses his or her job (since the spouse that
was previously not working can enter the labor force to provide additional
income) (Becker 1993). All these things are conducive to growth because
they foster positive economic outcomes at the household level (which can
aggregate up to the national level) (Samuelson and Modigliani 1966).
They may also promote economic growth by encouraging a stronger
work ethic and by reducing the need for government-funded social welfare
programs (Plümper and Martin 2003).
Even compared to comparable cohabiting couples, married couples have
an economic advantage. Because they enjoy more commitment and, in many
cases, more legal recognition and benefits, married couples enjoy more
stability. New research from the Social Trends Institute, for instance, indicates
both that cohabiting families are less stable than married families in much of
Europe and North America, even when they have children together, and that
the growth of cohabitation across much of the globe is linked to increased
family instability in countries around the world (DeRose et al. 2017). If
research in the United States is representative of trends across the globe,
marriage’s comparative advantage in commitment and stability should
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translate into higher levels of savings; married couples are also less likely to
incur expenses from a union dissolution, insofar as union instability is markedly higher in cohabiting families than in married families (DeRose et al.
2017). Indeed, stably married Americans typically accumulate more assets
than men and women who are single, divorced, remarried, or cohabiting,
even controlling for a range of background factors (Lupton and Smith 2003;
Wilmoth and Koso 2002). The income, savings, and stability advantages
associated with marriage should help to explain any advantages that countries
with more married adults and families enjoy, compared to countries with
more single or cohabiting adults.
Finally, the links between marriage and economic growth should also be
paralleled when we turn our attention to the proportion of two-parent families
in a society. Specifically, a greater proportion of two-parent families – especially when such families are stable – should promote economies of scale,
income pooling, and higher levels of savings in societies across the globe. That
is, we expect that adults in two-parent families are more likely to pool income
and devote more money to savings than adults living by themselves or heading
up single-parent families.
So, what does the cross-national evidence suggest about the links between
marriage, two-parent families, and household economic patterns? We do
not have access to data about household income in countries across the
globe, but data taken from the World Bank, the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), and the Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS) indicate an association between family structure
and one important economic outcome, the savings rate, conducive to
growth. (For a list of the countries and years included in our data analyses
for Figures 8.1, 8.3, 8.4, 8.5, as well as for Tables 8.1 and Table 8.2, please
see our online Appendix, Table 8A.1: http://sociology.virginia.edu/media
/2696.) Specifically, Figure 8.1 indicates that the proportion of children
living in two-parent families is associated with higher savings rates in
nations across the globe. That is, in more than ninety countries, countries
that have more children living in two-parent families also have higher rates
of savings. This pattern is consistent with our hypothesis that two-parent
families foster economic behaviors conducive to economic growth.
Marriage is associated with two-parent families, but future research will
have to determine if marriage itself has a similar relationship with household saving. However, in general, we suspect that strong and stable families
foster patterns of household income and savings, both of which promote
economic growth at the national level.
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figure 8.1 Gross savings as percentage of GDP, by proportion of children being
raised by two parents: 2001–2015
Note: The y-axis in this figure provides the gross saving rates as a percent of GDP
(World Bank national accounts data for 2001–2015). The x-axis splits the sample of
countries into terciles based on the fraction of children being raised by two
parentsbased on data from the World Bank, OECD, and the DHS. The sample
includes 429 country-year observations from 90 countries representing the
following regions: Africa (30), the Americas (11), Asia (16), Europe (30), and
Oceania (3).

Male and Female Labor Force Participation
The research on men and work in the United States indicates that marriage
tends to have a transformative impact on men. After marrying, men tend to
work harder, smarter, and more successfully; they also are more likely to steer
clear of risky activities (Nock 1998; Lerman and Wilcox 2014). In the words of
Nobel laureate George Akerlof (1998, p. 290), “men settle down when they get
married,” adding, “Married men are much more attached to the labor force;
they have less substance abuse; they commit less crime, are less likely to
become the victims of crime, have better health, and are less accident prone.”
The United States experience is instructive here. Over the last forty years,
the drop in male labor force participation has been largest among men who
are not married (see also Chapter 5). In Figure 8.2, we plot the fraction of men
by family status from 1979 to 2013. This figure indicates that married fathers
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figure 8.2 Percentage of 25–50-year-old men employed, by marital status
and fatherhood: 1979–2013
Note: This figure is from Lerman and Wilcox (2014).

had the smallest declines in labor force participation, whereas unmarried men
who do not live with children have seen the biggest declines in labor force
participation. That is, the fraction of married men with children who are in
the labor force has stayed relatively stable during this time period (at about 90
percent), whereas the fraction of unmarried men without children in the
home in the labor force has fallen to about 75 percent. Lerman and Wilcox
(2014) estimate that about one third of the decline in men’s labor force
participation since 1979 in the United States is associated with the retreat
from marriage in the United States.
To be sure, there is a debate about whether marriage causes higher labor force
participation or vice versa. Several recent studies have noted that a contributing
factor to lower marriage rates are the lower employment prospects for lesseducated men (Carbone and Cahn 2014; Wilson 1987); however, research by
economists Ahituv and Lerman (2007) indicates that stable marriage increases
men’s attachment to the labor force and their income in the United States, even
after taking into account background factors like education and job experience.
Chapter 5 also shows that less-educated men who are married are much more
likely to be working than are less-educated men who are not working.
Men’s stronger connection to the labor force is also linked to a marriage
premium in personal income. Because men work more hours and work more
strategically when they are married, they tend to enjoy higher incomes than
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their equivalently credentialed single peers (Lerman and Wilcox 2014).
Research in the United States suggests this marriage premium is greater
than 10 percent (Lerman 2011). The evidence, then, suggests that marriage is
associated with both more work and more income for men in the United
States. Cross-national research in fifteen countries in Europe and North
America also indicates that married men enjoy an income premium in most
of these countries (Geist 2006). However, much of the premium can be
attributed to underlying human capital differences between married and
unmarried men or to increased engagement or better opportunities at work
associated with the transition to adulthood for men – rather than marriage per
se (Geist 2006; Killewald and Lundberg 2017). In other words, from this
research, it is not clear if marriage exercises a causal role on men’s wages or,
if instead, men with more human capital or better work opportunities are more
likely to get and stay married.
Finally, the link between family structure and men’s work seems to be
particularly strong for men who are married fathers. Evidence from the
United States indicates that men tend to work the most hours and garner the
highest income premiums when they are married fathers than when they are
in other family statuses (Nock 1998; Killewald 2012). Men may feel particularly
strong internal and external pressures to provide when they are married with
children to support financially. In other words, married fatherhood is associated with the greatest premium in work hours and income for men, at least
in the United States.
If our expectations about marriage and fatherhood are correct, we would
expect to find higher levels of labor force participation and income for men in
countries with more married men or two-parent families. Here, we look at
measures of men’s labor force participation by the proportion of children who
are in two-parent families. Specifically, we use data from the World Bank and
the Demographic and Health Survey to examine the relationship between the
proportion of children within two-parent families and male participation in
the labor force, hypothesizing that men who are helping raise their children
have additional motivation to support their families and seek employment.
Contrary to our expectations, Figure 8.3 indicates that men’s labor force
participation for ages 15 and older is negatively associated with children living
in two-parent families. Thus, at least in this international sample of more than
ninety countries, we do not see evidence that more two-parent families foster
higher paternal labor force participation. This runs counter to our predictions.
There is another way in which strong families, however, might weaken the
economy. Strong families may reduce female labor force participation and
income, which could serve as a drag on the economy. The evidence in the
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figure 8.3 Male labor force participation, by proportion of children in twoparent families: 2001–2015
Note: The y-axis in this figure provides the average male labor force participation is
based on the International Labor Organization database for 2001-2015 available
from the World Bank. The x-axis splits the sample of countries into terciles based
on the fraction of children being raised by two parents based on data from the
World Bank, OCED, and the DHS. The sample includes 443 country-year
observations from 97 countries representing the following regions: Africa (35),
the Americas (11), Asia (18), Europe (30), and Oceania (3).

United States and Europe is ambiguous about the effect that marriage has upon
women’s labor force participation and income (Geist 2006; Killewald 2012;
Lerman and Wilcox 2014). Motherhood, however, is associated with fewer
hours, less work, and lower income for women in many countries in the developed world (Budig and England 2001; Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann 2012; Gash
2009; Harkness and Waldfogel 2003). The maternal penalty is reduced in
countries where norms and public policies support mother’s work (Budig,
Misra, and Boeckmann 2012; Gash 2009), but the broader set of findings in
this research lead us to expect that motherhood is generally associated with lower
labor force participation, fewer hours, and less personal income for women.
Indeed, our analysis of data taken from the World Bank, the OECD, and DHS
indicates that a motherhood penalty exists at the national level when it comes to
women’s labor force participation. Figure 8.4 indicates that women are less likely
to be working when more children live in two-parent families. Accordingly, if
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figure 8.4 Female labor force participation, by proportion of children in twoparent families: 2001–2015
Note: The y-axis in this figure provides the average female labor force participation
based on the International Labor Organization database for 2001–2015 available
from the World Bank. The x-axis splits the sample of countries into terciles based
on the fraction of children being raised by two parents based on data from the
World Bank, OCED, and the DHS. The sample includes 443 country-year
observations from 97 countries representing the following regions: Africa (35),
the Americas (11), Asia (18), Europe (30), and Oceania (3).

strong and stable families discourage women from working, this may offset some
of the positive effects that strong and stable families have on the economy.
Public Safety
The strength of the family may also influence patterns of crime at the national
level. This, in turn, could have implications for the health of the economy,
insofar as crime discourages economic growth (Detotto and Otranto 2010). A
number of scholars (Akerlof 1998; Nock 1998; Sampson, Laub, and Wimer
2006) have argued that marriage fosters male responsibility and discourages
crime. As Sampson, Laub, and Wimer (2006, p. 467) note, marriage discourages
crime among men inclined to criminal activity because “it creates interdependent systems of obligation, mutual support, and restraint that impose significant
costs for translating criminal propensities into action.” Marriage also encourages
men to engage in ordinary work-related routines, rather than deviant activities,
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and to spend less time with friends and acquaintances who might encourage
criminal activity (Nock 1998; Sampson, Laub, and Wimer 2006). Marriage,
then, is an important social control mechanism reducing the likelihood that
men engage in delinquent or criminal acts.
Moreover, strong families reduce the odds that children engage in delinquent
or criminal behavior as adolescent and young adults. Two-parent families tend
to provide more attention and monitoring of children and adolescents
(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994), both of which discourage delinquent and
criminal activity. Boys, for instance, who are raised in intact-married families are
less delinquent, less criminally active, and less likely to be incarcerated, according to research in the United States (Antecol and Bedard 2007; Harper and
McLanahan 2004). In Sweden, substance abuse and suicide are higher among
children raised in single-parent homes (Weitoft et al. 2003). At the community
level, communities with more two-parent families have less violent crime, at
least based on research at the neighborhood and state levels in the United States
and Canada (Lerman, Price, and Wilcox 2017; Sampson 1987; Wong 2011).
The connections between family structure and crime, both at the individual
and the community levels, matter because crime tends to inhibit prosperity.
Specifically, high levels of crime discourage male labor force participation
(Eberstadt 2016), force businesses to spend more on security, and lead to
significant public-sector costs. As the economists Detotto and Otranto (2010)
note, “Criminal activity acts like a tax on the entire economy: it discourages . . .
direct investments, it reduces firms’ competitiveness, and reallocates resources
creating uncertainty and inefficiency.”
How, then, is family structure associated with violent crime? Using data
from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), we find a
strong negative association between the proportion of children raised in twoparent families and violent crime rates. Figure 8.5 indicates that the average
homicide rate is more than four times larger in the countries in the bottom
third of countries in terms of children living with two parents compared to
countries in the top third. This association leads us to hypothesize that strong
and stable families foster higher levels of public safety. In turn, we think that
lower levels of crime are linked to stronger economic growth, ceteris paribus,
thereby helping to explain any associations between family structure and
economic growth in nations across the world.
Educational Attainment
A long-standing literature suggests that higher levels of human capital increase
growth (Aghion et al. 2009). Moreover, research across the developed world
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figure 8.5 Homicide rate, by proportion of children in two-parent families:
2001–2015
Note: The y-axis in this figure provides the homicide rate based on data from the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime for the years 2001–2015. The x-axis splits the sample
of countries into terciles based on the fraction of children being raised by two parents
based on data from the World Bank, OCED, and the DHS. The sample includes 397
country-year observations from 83 countries representing the following regions: Africa
(24), the Americas (11), Asia (16), Europe (30), and Oceania (3).

indicates that children from intact, two-parent families are more likely to
flourish in school. Such children usually enjoy access to more income,
more parental attention and affection, and more stability in their lives, all of
which help them excel in school (e.g., McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). In
other words, higher rates of marriage and children being raised in two-parent
families might produce greater human capital in countries around the globe.
For instance, research in the United States indicates that children from
intact, married families are more likely to complete a high school diploma and
graduate from college, compared to children from intact families (Duncan
and Duncan 1969; Kearney and Levine 2017; Rumberger and Larson 1998;
Sandefur, McLanahan, and Wojtkiewicz 1992). Moreover, the economist
Jonathan Gruber has found that adults who were exposed to higher divorce
rates in their state as children have lower levels of educational attainment
(Gruber 2004). In general, then, research indicates not only that children are
more likely to acquire human capital in the United States when they are raised
in stable, two-parent homes, but that there are benefits to all children when
higher proportions of school children are from stable two-parent homes.
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Outside the United States, children in developed countries are less likely to be
held back in school and more likely to do well on standardized tests if they come
from two-parent families. Children from single-parent households in countries as
diverse as Sweden, Singapore, and Indonesia, for instance, are at least 70 percent
more likely to be held back in school, compared to their peers from two-parent
families (Scott et al. 2013). In Europe, research also indicates that children from
single-parent families are more likely to skip school, compared to children in twoparent families, as Garriga and Berta point out in Chapter 6.
In general, then, in much of the developed world, children may benefit
educationally from the higher levels of time, money, and stability found in
two-parent families, compared to single-parent families. Given that marriage is a
more stable context for the rearing of children, children are more likely to live in
two-parent homes in nations where marriage is the dominant pattern when it
comes to childbearing (DeRose et al. 2017). We suspect that higher rates of
marriage and two-parent families, then, foster greater educational attainment.
This, in turn, is probably one mechanism by which countries that have strong
and stable families are likely to experience the highest rates of economic growth.
MARRIAGE AND COUNTRY - LEVEL ECONOMIC GROWTH

To test our theories about the relationships between family structure and
economic growth in countries across the globe, we compile data from a
number of sources. We obtain historical data on marriage rates from the
United Nations Statistics Division as well as the World Values Survey
(WVS), which is a survey started in 1981 designed to gather national representative samples of individuals from almost 100 countries, which collectively
constitute 90 percent of the world’s population, and the sample we use
includes 340,000 total respondents providing on average about 4,000 respondents per country. Additionally, we merge in marriage statistics from census
data from 81 countries obtained from the Integrated Public Use Microdata
Series-International (IPUMS-I) database. Using the latest wave of data from all
three data sets, we have marriage statistics for 129 countries scattered over a 46year time period between 1968 and 2014, with a total of 401 unique countryyear observations. Within these observations, the marriage rate is calculated as
the fraction of adults who are legally married out of all adults.
We obtain historical data on the fraction of children who are living with two
parents from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), which is a survey
compilation beginning in 1984 including over 300 nationally representative
surveys in over ninety countries. Combining the most recent OECD and DHS
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data sets, we have statistics on the fraction of children living in two-parent
families for eighty-seven countries between 2001 and 2014, with a total of 416
unique country-year observations.
The other key measure of interest in our analyses is the gross domestic
product (GDP) growth experienced by each country. We use data from the
World Bank’s World Development Indicators to obtain data on per capita
GDP, adjusted for inflation. As additional controls, we also merge in information about each country’s population, the fraction of the population that lives
in cities, the proportion of the population under 15, the proportion of the
population over 65, the education index (which taps the expected years of
schooling as well as the historical average of years of schooling within each
country), and the average life expectancy. Some of these measures (such as
education) are likely to be influenced by family structure and so our estimates
are likely to slightly the understate the actual correlation between family
structure and economic growth.
We start by using a fixed effects regression to model the relationship between
the economic growth and the fraction of adults who are married. The results are
found in Table 8.1, indicating a positive relationship between marriage and
economic growth. The coefficient indicates that a standard deviation increase
(or 13 percentage point increase) in the fraction of adults who are married in a
country is associated with a per capita GDP that is 8 percent higher.
The subsequent columns in Table 8.1 indicate how the size and statistical
precision of this relationship between marriage and economic growth differs
based on the controls that we include. Since each regression already includes
country fixed effects, those fixed characteristics about each country (history,
geography, natural resources) are controlled for in all of the analysis that we
do. We find that the relationship is robust to the inclusion of additional timevarying controls such as population, urbanization, age distribution, education,
and life expectancy. In each model, a standard deviation increase in the
fraction of adults who are married is associated with about a 10 percent higher
per capita GDP.
We then use a similar fixed effects model to explore the relationship
between the fraction of children who are being raised by two parents in a
country and its economic growth. Again, the results indicate a positive
relationship (Table 8.2). The coefficient in this model is even higher and
indicates that a standard deviation increase (also about 13 percentage points)
in the fraction of children living with both parents is associated with a per
capita GDP that is 13 percent higher. This relationship gets even larger when
we include additional time-varying controls for each country. In the model
with full controls, a standard deviation increase in the fraction of children
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table 8.1 GDP growth by proportion of adults who are married, country-level
regression
(1)
Proportion of Adults
Married

0.0819***
(0.0297)

Population (log)
Percentage of Population
in Cities
Proportion of Population
under 15
Proportion of Population
over 65

(2)

(3)

0.103***

0.102***

0.106***

(0.0288)
−1.626***
(0.377)
0.0830

(0.0287)
−1.702***
(0.379)
0.106

(0.0286)
−1.764***
(0.377)
0.0640

(0.138)
−0.507***

(0.138)
−0.526***

(0.138)
−0.528***

(0.119)
−0.306*

(0.119)
−0.304*

(0.118)
−0.295*

(0.168)

(0.167)
−0.192

(0.166)
−0.206*

(0.117)

(0.116)
0.200**
(0.0897)
401

Average Years of
Education
Life Expectancy
N

401

(4)

401

401

Note: The outcome variable is the log of per capita GDP. Each regression includes country fixed
effects. All of the control variables are measured in standard deviation units. ***, **, and *
indicate statistical significance at the 1, 5, and 10 levels, respectively. This includes 129 different
countries. The regions represented by these countries are Africa (37), the Americas (24), Asia (32),
Europe (32), and Oceania (4).

who are living with two parents is associated with about a 16 percent higher
per capita GDP. Overall, then, our results indicate that marriage and family
structure are both strongly linked to patterns of growth using a sample of
more than eighty countries across the globe.
Our analysis has some important limitations. One of the limitations of this
analysis is that we have a limited number of observations per country and can
only exploit a limited amount of the full variation of data over time. In
addition, the results we present are descriptive and may not represent a
causal relationship for a variety of reasons, including unobserved heterogeneity and reverse causality. What we show here is that changes in the
proportion of adults who are married and changes in the proportion of
children who are living in two-parent homes are both strongly associated
with more economic growth. We assume that shifts in family structure
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table 8.2 GDP growth by proportion of children in two-parent homes,
country-level regression
(1)
Proportion of Children
with Two Parents

0.126**
(0.0516)

Population (log)
Percentage of Population
in Cities
Proportion of Population
under 15
Proportion of Population
over 65

(2)
0.185***

(3)
0.192***
(0.0513)
−0.239
(0.475)
−0.0940

(0.0517)
−0.242
(0.468)
−0.134

(0.186)
−1.054***

(0.187)
−1.038***

(0.185)
−1.055***

(0.166)
−0.510***

(0.168)
−0.522***

(0.165)
−0.435***

(0.112)

(0.113)
0.106

(0.115)
0.0232

(0.143)
Life Expectancy
416

0.157***

(0.0505)
−0.189
(0.470)
−0.0774

Average Years of
Education

N

(4)

416

416

(0.143)
0.399***
(0.121)
416

Note: The outcome variable is the log of per capita GDP. Each regression includes country fixed
effects. All of the control variables are measured in standard deviation units. *** and ** indicate
statistical significance at the 1 and 5 percent levels, respectively. This includes 87 different
countries. The regions represented by these countries are Africa (30), the Americas (10), Asia (16),
Europe (29), and Oceania (2).

predict shifts in growth, but changing economic conditions could also affect
family structure. For instance, the work of economist Autor and his colleagues (2017) indicates that regional declines in employment in the United
States fueled declines in marriage and increases in single parenthood in the
regions most-affected by trade-related losses in employment (Autor, Dorn,
and Hanson 2018).
Efforts in the future may be able to identify factors unrelated to economic
growth that had an independent effect on marriage and two-parent family rates
that could be used as an instrumental variable. The downside of such an
approach is that it is likely that identifying factors that influence the marriage
rates of a sufficiently large sample of countries may be difficult to find. We
present these results as a set of interesting descriptive findings of a largely
overlooked factor, family structure, which may contribute to economic
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growth. Future research on economic growth should seek additional ways to
explore the family structure–growth connection around the world.

CONCLUSION

Research on economic growth around the globe has tended to overlook the
role that family structure may play in fostering growth. This is surprising, given
a large body of evidence connecting marriage and family life to factors – from
education to household savings to crime – that have potential implications for
economic growth. In this chapter, we hypothesize that strong and stable
families are associated with higher levels of economic growth in countries
across the globe.
Indeed, we find that a significant association between family structure and
economic growth. Every 13 percentage point increase in the proportion of
adults who are married is associated with an 8 percent increase in per capita
GDP, net of controls for a range of sociodemographic factors. Likewise, every
13 percentage point increase in the proportion of children living in two-parent
families is associated with a 16 percent increase in per capita GDP, controlling
for education, urbanization, age, population size, and other factors. There is
clearly a link between family structure and economic growth.
However, this association does not prove causation. For instance, better
economic growth may encourage increases in marriage and two-parent
families even as poor economic performance may discourage marriage and
family stability (e.g., Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2018). Our results cannot
definitively prove that family structure has a causal impact on economic
growth.
Nevertheless, we also note that the cross-national relationship between
family structure, household savings, and crime are generally consistent with
our expectations about how marriage and two-parent families foster a social
environment more conducive to economic growth in countries around the
world. It is striking that more two-parent families are linked to less crime and
more savings. If nothing else, the patterns documented in this paper suggest
that stronger families, higher household savings rates, less crime, and higher
economic growth may cluster together in mutually reinforcing ways.
On the other hand, when it comes to labor force participation, we do not
find consistent evidence that two-parent families are more or less conducive to
work on the part of men or women. Not surprisingly, women in countries with
a greater proportion of two-parent families are less likely to work, and surprisingly, men in countries with a greater proportion of two-parent families are less
likely to be in the labor force, contrary to our expectations. On the other hand,
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after controlling for a number of demographic factors, our ancillary analyses
indicate a positive association between male labor force participation and the
proportion of children in two-parent families. Additional research ought to
explore the links between family structure, men’s labor force participation,
and economic growth, if any.
In conclusion, this chapter indicates that strong and stable families are
linked to higher levels of economic growth in nations across the globe, despite
the fact that marriage and two-parent families are in decline across much of
the globe. Given the potential economic importance of marriage and family
stability to a nation’s economic life, policymakers, business leaders, and civic
leaders should pursue a range of public and private policies to encourage and
strengthen marriage and stable families. That is because what happens in the
family may not affect only the welfare of private families but also the wealth of
nations.
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Family Policy, Socioeconomic Inequality, and the Gender
Revolution
Frances Kobrin Goldscheider and Sharon Sassler

INTRODUCTION

As is well known, there have been major changes in family processes in
industrialized countries, frequently referred to as the “second demographic
transition” (SDT) (Lesthaeghe 2010; Van de Kaa 1987). These include a retreat
from marriage and an increase in childbearing and rearing outside marriage,
all appearing to weaken the family by reducing its centrality and stability,
frequently with negative effects on its members. These changes have been
linked with the growth in female labor force participation.
However, evidence is accumulating that the link between family weakening
and female employment has attenuated and even reversed, at least at the
macro level, as a result of continued changes in gender relationships.
Female employment has become ubiquitous, even expected, suggesting that
the first half of the gender revolution is advancing rapidly as women come to
share the public sphere with men. Further, there is evidence that families
benefit from men’s increasing contributions of time to the care of their
children and their homes, so that unlike the first half of the gender revolution,
the second half might actually strengthen families, increasing union formation, fertility, and marital happiness, and decreasing union dissolution
(Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015). Most dramatic is the fertility
turnaround. The countries of southern Europe that once had the highest
levels of fertility, particularly Spain, have had the lowest levels of fertility for
several decades (Brewster and Rindfuss 2000; Brinton and Lee 2016).
The highest fertility in Europe is now found among the countries with the
highest levels of female labor force participation. However, these countries
also have the world’s most generous policies for reducing work–family conflict, including universal, subsidized, high-quality child care and generously
paid family leave, and have the lowest levels of socioeconomic inequality of all
industrialized countries (see Chapter 1).
199

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

200

Frances Goldscheider & Sharon Sassler

This makes it unclear how much the pro-family effects of the continuing
gender revolution are due to family policies or perhaps low levels of socioeconomic inequality and how much to actual increased male family involvement. The picture is further clouded by the problem that so much research on
these issues is done either in the United States, which has few policies
supporting the family and drastic levels of socioeconomic inequality, or in
the Scandinavian countries, which are so different in both these dimensions.
There are few, if any, class differences in these pro-family patterns of increased
fertility and union stability in the Scandinavian countries (Goldscheider,
Bernhardt, and Lappegård 2015). In the many other countries undergoing
gender change at work and at home, however, particularly those with high
socioeconomic inequality, the greatest changes appear to have occurred primarily among those with the highest class positions, particularly among the
most-educated (Cherlin 2016; Esping-Anderson and Billari 2015). Do these
class differences challenge hopes for strengthening families among substantial
segments of these populations, as Cherlin (see Chapter 3) has argued?
While we do not dismiss the importance of extrafamilial support that reduce
parents’ work–family conflict or the possibility that socioeconomic inequality
might delay the growth in men’s involvement in the family, we make a cultural
argument that rests on the basic structural change in women’s roles – the growth
in labor force participation. We argue that changes underway reveal a broader
shift in attitudes toward family roles and responsibilities that go beyond the effects
of state policies and include, although often in surprising ways, members of both
higher and lower classes, even in highly unequal societies. Fundamentally, there
appears to be an expansion of men’s roles to increasingly incorporate involvement
with their homes and children in a broader array of roles than was found as
recently as the mid-twentieth century. We consider studies examining whether,
like other large social changes, behavioral changes linked with the gender
revolution are first evident among the more educated, which can further exacerbate class differences, that then attenuate as attitude change diffuses to the wider
population. We draw on examples from recent studies of gendered family
behavior in order to assess the roles of family policy and inequality in delaying
or accelerating the effects of the gender revolution on the family.
WHAT AFFECTS THE GENDER REVOLUTION ?

Why might societies with weak or no family policies, or those with high
levels of socioeconomic inequality be less likely to move toward completion of the two parts of the gender revolution? To address this question, we
need to think about what factors underlie the progress of both halves of the
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gender revolution. We briefly summarize research on both its first part
(the growth of female labor force participation) and then its second part
(the growth in men’s involvement in their homes and families), and see
whether connections to generous family policies and low socioeconomic
inequality emerge.
The Growth of Female Labor Force Participation
There is a substantial literature on factors favoring the growth of female labor
force participation. In addition to the overwhelming effect of industrialization
(see the review in Pampel and Tanaka (1986), in which they show that the
relationship is actually curvilinear, as early increases in energy use actually
forced women out of the labor force), the major classic studies have emphasized the importance of the growth in the demand for “female labor” beginning in the post-World War II years and accelerating in the later decades of the
twentieth century (Goldin 1990; Mincer 1962; Oppenheimer 1970).
Continued industrialization resulted in the emergence of occupations quite
different from agricultural and early industrial jobs, which required both
substantial physical strength and long hours. More recent research, however,
has also emphasized the importance of the long-term rise in female education
(Walters 1984), which began in the late nineteenth century, and led eventually
to women surpassing men in the attainment of college degrees in the last few
decades of the twentieth century (DiPrete and Buchman 2013). At least initially, in the late nineteenth and the first half of the twentieth century, this did
not reflect reverse causality, in that the pursuit of educational attainment was
justified as necessary for becoming a successful wife, mother, and homemaker
(Walters 1984). Not until the growth in female labor force participation in
the second half of the twentieth century did female education increase in
response to the growth of economic opportunity.
The demographic transition from high to low fertility and mortality was
also important, as it made it no longer feasible to define all of women’s adult
years as needed for childbearing and rearing (Stanfors and Goldscheider
2017; Watkins, Menken, and Bongaarts 1989). Increased earnings no doubt
mattered as well, although analyses of the negative effects on earnings of
women’s concentration in “pink-collar” occupations (Cotter et al. 1997)
suggest that women were eager to earn anything that could contribute
more to their families than they were able to do with just their domestic
skills and time. The crumbling of the “marriage bar” (Goldin 1990; Stanfors
and Goldscheider 2017), which for so long prevented married women from
taking many jobs, such as teaching, contributed as well.
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The growth of female labor force participation emerged in response to these
interrelated economic, social, and demographic changes primarily over
the second half of the twentieth century. While women’s employment has
not reached parity with the labor force participation of men, it has reached the
point where most women expect to spend much of their adult lives in employment (and most men expect their partners to do so as well). This creates an
additional incentive for women to work, and to obtain more education in
order to prepare for better jobs (e.g., those with more pay and better working
conditions). It has also altered men’s expectations of desirable attributes in
a spouse; if their wives will be working, one who can earn more is preferred to
one who is unlikely to earn much (Goldscheider and Kaufman 2006; Schwartz
and Han 2014).
Clearly, these major changes in the structure of industrializing societies
have been critical for increasing female labor force participation, and hence,
are also likely to affect men’s increasing involvement in the family, about
which much less is known. However, if, as Cherlin and others argue, supportive family policies and socioeconomic inequality are also critical for encouraging or delaying the second half of the gender revolution, and perhaps also the
first half, it is important to assess these impacts. How might social policies and
greater socioeconomic inequality affect women’s labor force participation, the
first half of the gender revolution? We address these issues in the following
sections, and then address the same issues for the second half of the gender
revolution.
Family Policy and the First Half of the Gender Revolution
Until recently, few governments outside the (former) Soviet sphere of influence enacted policies explicitly to support women’s employment.1
Nevertheless, some policies developed for other purposes often affected
women’s likelihood of being employed, both positively and negatively.
The most common direct policy involves the development of quality, subsidized child care, allowing women to outsource some of their family

1

In the central and Eastern European countries under state socialism, policies supporting
women’s labor force participation were extensive: Child care, generous maternity leave, female
education on par with male, pronatalist housing policies, birth and child allowances, and
supposedly equal pay for women. Moreover, the inefficient economies created a high demand
for labor, which was met by female labor (Frejka 2008). By 1990, all these countries had
relatively high levels of female labor force participation, but with the abandonment of these
policies, female labor force participation (and fertility) collapsed (Sobotka 2011), perhaps
because none of the policies had encouraged men’s participation in the tasks at home.
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responsibilities (without having to involve their male partners). The United
States developed an extensive network of child-care facilities during World
War II, as women were needed to replace the men who had been conscripted
(Skocpol 1995), although it was dismantled after the war ended.
Some other European countries encouraged female employment more
permanently. The Scandinavian countries’ initial response to the increased
demand for labor in the post-World War II period was to encourage employment for mothers, going beyond the provision of subsidized, high-quality child
care to provide up to a year of paid family leave, which allowed new mothers to
maintain their connection with their employers while being able to care for
their tiny infants. These countries preferred to meet the need for a growing
labor force by supporting female employment rather than encouraging the
immigration of male workers (while making it more likely that women would
stay home), which was the policy choice taken by Germany in this period
(Kamerman and Kahn 1991).
Policies with indirect effects on female labor force participation have
primarily been those designed to increase fertility, although there are others,
such as retirement plans and family-level vs. individual-level taxation, that
have strong effects as well. As early as the 1930s, some countries experiencing
dramatic fertility decline linked with the Great Depression, such as France,
introduced baby bonuses, hoping to encourage more couples to take on the
costs of childbearing. Others instituted family allowances and paid maternity
leave, so that rather than the money being tied to childbearing, it was tied to
(women’s) child-rearing, often for an extended period, as in Germany.
In each case, the pro-fertility policies were designed to support a traditional
division of labor in families, in which women stayed home, and could afford to
stay home, to care for their families. Interestingly, there was little evidence that
either of these policies was successful (Friedlander and Goldscheider 1979).2,3
Research examining the relationship between length of parental leave and
women’s subsequent career progression has generally found that more
2

3

In the 1960s, Romania took a more direct, heavy-handed approach to increasing fertility,
banning abortion and contraception. While it had a dramatic short-term impact, as couples
were forced to carry unwanted children to term, fertility shortly thereafter reestablished its
downward trend (David 1970), as couples found alternative sources of birth control, essentially
bootlegging contraception.
Recent government exhortations designed to increase fertility have resulted in amused and
indignant condemnation; even government officials retrospectively deride attempts to raise
birth rates by appealing to nationalist sentiment. A September 2016 advertising campaign in
Italy, designed to promote “Fertility Day,” was withdrawn after an outraged backlash against
the images. Even Prime Minister Matteo Renzi criticized the campaign: www.france24.com
/en/20160903-italy-recalls-fertility-campaign-after-social-media-backlash
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generous leave hampers longer-term earnings (e.g., Aisenbrey, Evertsson, and
Grunow 2009).
Policies designed to reinforce mothers’ ability to combine work and family
might have a stronger effect on female employment, particularly by introducing subsidized, high-quality child care and job-protected, paid maternity
leave. Although these policies tend to reinforce women’s family roles by
making the “second shift” less onerous, they also encourage the attainment
of well-paid jobs, as the payments received during leave are normally tied to
prebirth earnings. The need to attain a well-paid job before taking family leave
also greatly reduces teen childbearing; job protection means a parent need not
search for work after taking leave, which hastens the return to work even for the
United States’ unpaid Family and Medical Leave Act (Klerman and
Leibowitz 1999).
Evidence that the provision of high-quality, subsidized child care supports
female labor force participation also comes from a recent study comparing
German-speaking residents in Belgium with those in an adjacent area in
Germany (Klüsener, Neels, and Kreyenfeld 2013). These two regions’ family
patterns closely resembled each other prior to Belgium’s introduction of
family-friendly policies; thereafter, these two regions diverged in terms of
both fertility (German fertility continued to fall while that of Germanspeaking Belgians did not because the German-speaking region of Belgium
had much lower childlessness and higher completed family size than in
Germany) and especially female labor force participation. By 2001, the proportion of mothers with children aged 0–2 in full- or part-time employment
was only 30.1% in western Germany, compared with 60.5% of similar mothers
in the German-speaking region of Belgium (Klüsener, Neels, and Kreyenfeld
2013). This is a clear case in which family-friendly policies not only support
higher fertility but also, even more clearly, increase female labor force
participation.
However, as we will discuss below in our consideration of the effects of
policy on the second half of the gender revolution, policies that encourage
men to share more of the family leave appear to have been even more
successful in incorporating men into the care of their homes and families.
Whether or not such policies are necessary for increasing men’s involvement
in the care of their homes and families, as we will see, they clearly help.
Inequality and the First Half of the Gender Revolution
Although the relationship between family policy and female labor force
participation is fairly clear, that between socioeconomic inequality and female
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labor force participation is much less so. The primary studies have focused
either on macro-level analyses of countries’ levels of female labor force
participation, mostly from the 1980s, or on more microstudies of how changes
in inequality focused on how husbands affect married women’s response.
More problematic (and interesting) is the fact that given a rapid change in
behavior, there is also a substantial change in the relationship between
women’s behaviors in the family and economic context.
The first major macrostudy (Semyonov 1980) undertook a comparative
analysis of the social context of women’s labor force participation. The study
used data from sixty-one countries for the 1960s and 1970s and found that
women were less likely to be economically active in societies where inequality
was high. This was followed with an analysis of a much narrower set of
countries (sixteen) but which included longitudinal data for five time points
between 1955 and 1975 (Ward and Pampel 1985). In contrast to the broader
analysis, however, this study found that increases in inequality increased
female labor force participation. There were a number of other differences
between the two studies, including the controls applied, however. It is not
clear whether further studies of this question have been undertaken.
There are more, and more recent, analyses, primarily by economists, which
examine how the labor force participation of married women responds to their
husbands’ earnings, motivated by the rapid increase in inequality in men’s
earnings and the initially high level of women’s responsiveness to their family’s
economic well-being. Early studies of female labor force participation showed
that family characteristics had a larger impact on married women’s employment than the women’s own characteristics. Small children were a major
deterrent to married women’s employment, as was husband’s income; women
were much more likely to work if they had no small children and their
husbands’ incomes were low (Blau and Kahn 2007). Hence, increases in
inequality of male incomes have contributed to the increase in female labor
force participation, as the growth-in-inequality losers (the number of men with
low incomes) is always far greater than the growth-in-inequality winners (the
number of men at the top of the earnings pyramid). The relationship between
inequality in men’s earnings and female labor force participation, however, is
not strong, because while declines in male employment and earnings have
been greatest for low-wage men, employment and earnings gains have been
largest for wives of middle- and high-wage men (Juhn and Murphy 1997). This
is because over the last few decades of the twentieth century, American
women’s labor force participation became much more responsive to their
own characteristics (education, work experience) than they had been in the
past (Leibowitz and Klerman 1995), so that in this way they became more like
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men. Further, educational homogamy has strengthened, so that inequality at
the family level increased, as highly educated men and women married and
both earned, while couples with few resources struggled (Karoly and Burtless
1995).
The Growth of Male Family Involvement
Any attempt to understand the growth of male involvement in the tasks of their
families and homes must first recognize that not that long ago, men were
highly involved in such tasks: Training their children and providing wood,
water, and far more to their homes in the household-based agricultural
economy. With industrialization came the construct of “separate spheres” as
men left agriculture and took on the industrial and commercial jobs that were
emerging in the new economy, leaving women behind in the home. It took
more than a century until the social, economic, and demographic changes
underway reached the point where women could join men in the public
sphere as well. By then, the home had taken on its gendered nature, as
a place for women and children (Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017), making it
more challenging for men to include domestic tasks as part of their
responsibilities.
Men resist not only the gendered tasks in the home, which causes a problem
in their relationships, but also the gender-linked tasks in the labor market,
which is a problem for their role as provider, given that, with the decline in
agriculture, the decline in manufacturing has meant that the jobs “real men”
used to take have been vanishing (see Chapter 3). We know much less about
the factors that increase men’s involvement in the home, and hence the
progress of the second half of the gender revolution, than we do about the
growth of women’s labor force participation, but it is important to examine
what we do know, particularly how it might be linked with family policy and
socioeconomic inequality, as Cherlin worries (see Chapter 3).
Family Policy and the Second Half of the Gender Revolution
Many of the Scandinavian countries (and Quebec) have developed policies to
address the second half of the gender revolution directly, by encouraging men
to take a portion of what is now called “family” (rather than “maternity”) leave
(Duvander and Johansson 2015). Such policies require that, to gain, and not
lose, the full benefit, each parent has to take some of the paid leave. If only one
parent takes family leave, the duration is less than if each parent takes some,
with lost leave ranging from one to three months. As a result, nearly all couples
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take at least the minimum required for the second parent (often called “daddy
days,” given that women continue to take most family leave). In Norway, 89%
of fathers take most or all of the daddy days, with similar levels in Iceland
(88%) and Sweden (86%) (Haas and Rostgaard 2011). Evidently, even managers in private industry do not want their workers to actually lose a paid
benefit.
A major problem with assessing the impact of policies on citizens’ behavior
is whether the causal arrow is being correctly interpreted. Perhaps only more
egalitarian countries enact egalitarian policies. Alternatively, men who take
advantage of such policies may be selective, in that they are just more familyoriented than other men. In Sweden, for example, the fact that men who take
more family leave with a first child are more likely to go on to have additional
children than those who take less (Oláh 2003) might just reflect their greater
family orientation. However, a recent study addressed this latter issue.
Duvander (2014) has shown that although Swedish men with more familistic
attitudes do indeed take more family leave, this is also the case for men with
more egalitarian attitudes (controlling for their attitudes toward families).
The question of path dependency – that more egalitarian countries are
more likely to enact egalitarian policies – is challenged by a recent analysis of
trends in men’s home involvement in the United States compared with the
Scandinavian countries. Despite (or perhaps because of) the lack of policies
reducing work–family conflict, the United States’ levels and trends in men’s
share of housework and child-care time closely approximate those in
Scandinavia (Stanfors and Goldscheider 2017). This is despite the fact that
the ratio of female to male labor force participation is considerably lower in
the United States than in the Scandinavian countries – about 85% in 2014
compared with ratios closer to 95% in Norway, Sweden, and Finland –
reflecting the lack of public policies, such as child care, that support female
labor force participation (Frejka, Goldscheider, and Lappegård 2018). This
suggests that more US families are forced to depend on male involvement
(perhaps coupled with shift work) to care for children while both parents are
employed than in countries with policies reducing work–family conflict.
Another series of studies that attempt to hold cultural values (and hence
path dependency) constant but vary potential family policies are “experiments” done in the United States (e.g., Pedulla and Thébaud 2015; Thébaud
and Pedulla 2016). Respondents were young, unmarried, and childless, and
were asked about their future work–family arrangements (essentially, who
should be the primary earner and who the primary homemaker). In one
study (Pedulla and Thébaud 2015), some respondents were randomly provided
a scenario that asked them to imagine that there were policies in place that
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included paid family leave, subsidized child care, and the option to work
flexible hours, and then asked about their preferred work–family balance.
The results were dramatic, at least for women. More highly educated
women (those with some college education or higher) who were told these
policies would be virtually universal chose a work–family balance of equal
sharing (94.5%) compared with similar women who did not receive this
information (more than 30 percentage points less). Among less-educated
women, the differences were also sharp, but smaller (82.2%, given the presence
of these family-friendly policies; over 20 percentage points more than similar
women who could not assume the presence of such policies).
Interestingly, men were much less responsive to the presence or absence of
family-friendly policies (and differences were not significant). This finding
suggests that men who had not confronted the possibility of work–family
conflict had not really thought about it. Nevertheless, a substantial majority
of men – both those with some college or more and those with high school or
lower – gave egalitarian responses (about 70%).
A second study (Thébaud and Pedulla 2016) explored this gender difference, and established that men’s preferred work–family arrangement was
conditioned by their understanding of their peers’ attitudes, not policy.
The results showed that in scenarios where supportive work–family policies
were available, men who were asked to assume that most of their peers
preferred gender-egalitarian relationships were significantly more likely to
prefer such arrangements for themselves. The researchers did not test to see
whether similar results would have obtained if men had partners who did or
did not prefer egalitarian relationships, or whether the families they had grown
up in featured father involvement in the domestic sphere, which also has
a strong impact on men’s domestic participation (Lahne and Wenne 2012).
Inequality and the Second Half of the Gender Revolution
There is no question that in many parts of the industrialized world there are
sharp differences in domestic sharing by socioeconomic status (Evertsson et al.
2009), as there are in other family patterns. In the United States, socioeconomic differences in family patterns seem to reflect nearly different universes
(Lundberg and Pollak 2015), as Cherlin has dissected in his most recent book
(Cherlin 2016), and as do Sassler and Miller (2017). The college-educated are
currently far more likely to get and remain married, have children within
marriage, and yet experience relatively egalitarian work–family relationships
than those with educational levels of high school or lower, shaping what Sara
McLanahan (2004) has termed the “diverging destinies” of young Americans
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from more and less advantaged backgrounds. Cherlin (2014) therefore argues
that the second half of the gender revolution may only be emerging among the
more educated (and perhaps most rapidly in a context of strong state support
for families).
The issues revealed in recent research suggest that the patterns are extremely
complex, which makes tracking class differences particularly challenging. Most
fundamentally, the “private sphere” of family tasks is heterogeneous (like the
public sphere), with the biggest divides between child care and housework, and
within those two categories, between routine and less routine activities (Craig
and Mullan 2013) and between taking responsibility and implementation
(Raley, Bianchi, and Wang 2012). As we will show, men’s entry into this
complexity has varied over time and by class.
For example, men’s time in child care and housework has been increasing
more rapidly on weekends rather than weekdays (Neilsson and Stanfors 2014),
a pattern that favors men with regular hours. Co-resident men are more
involved than those who do not live with their children, which also favors
the more educated, who are less likely to separate from their children, in part
because their behaviors often undermine relationship stability as well as
consistent child involvement (Barber et al. 2017; Cherlin, Chapter 3; Edin
and Nelson 2013). Nevertheless, many non-co-residential fathers remain
involved (Tach, Mincy, and Edin 2010).
Further, context appears to matter as well. Far more research is needed to
disentangle these issues, but here we will focus on the effects of class (normally
indicated by her education, but sometimes by his) on housework and child
care, the second half of the gender revolution. We focus primarily on class
differences and changes in child care. Child care is more consequential than
housework, as perhaps the most fundamental domestic investment activity.
Housework is both less problematic to ignore (beyond the most basic level)
and easier to outsource. There is also considerable variation in how housework
is measured over time, and too few studies have empirically explored class
differences in the ways that dual career couples juggle family responsibilities.
The general finding is that fathers with more education are more involved
with child care than fathers with less education. In the United States, more
educated fathers have particularly increased their involvement in basic caregiving and teaching time, and have increased their belief in the importance
of fathers in children’s lives (Amato, Meyers, and Emery 2009; Hofferth et al.
2014; Raley, Bianchi, and Wang 2012; Sayer, Bianchi, and Robinson 2004).
These findings are similar to those from a cross-national study of four countries
(Australia, Denmark, France, and Italy) (Craig and Mullen 2013), that found,
as well, that it was fathers’ education rather than mothers’ that mattered.
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Nevertheless, a growing body of both quantitative and qualitative research is
documenting that less-educated men are also viewing child care involvement
as a central role (Carlson, Hanson, and Fitzroy 2016), but may perform their
engagement differently than do fathers who are professionals (Edin and
Nelson 2013; Shows and Gerstel 2009). Some research suggests that although
men in the working/service classes express strongly gender-differentiated
views, they often find themselves actually living quite egalitarian lives
(Usdansky 2011). This finding reinforces a concern that such men might
understate their household contributions.

THE CHANGING GENDER REVOLUTION

Might these effects of family policy and class on men’s involvement in the
tasks of their homes and families, the second half of the gender revolution, also
be changing, much as changes have occurred in the determinants and consequences of women’s labor force participation, the first half of the gender
revolution? If so, do these changes suggest that we should be more or less
worried about the necessity for supportive family policies and the problems of
socioeconomic inequality for the possibility of gender equality in the home
(Cherlin 2014; Cherlin, Chapter 3), and the demographic benefits of higher
fertility and more stable unions gender equality seems to be linked with? This
trend is a relatively new one, even newer than the growth of female labor force
participation, and many changes take time.
That change takes time is evident in a study that focused on the effects of
family policies, which appear to be strengthening, at least in Scandinavia.
It addressed the question of under what circumstances couples adjust their
balance of work and care in a more traditional direction after the birth of
a child, and under what circumstances they do not. All research, starting with
studies of United States couples of the 1970s (e.g., Morgan and Waite 1987),
had found such a “traditionalization” until Dribe and Stanfors (2009) showed
that while Sweden in the 1980s and 1990s had followed this pattern, this was no
longer the case starting about 2000. Neilsson and Stanfors (2013) found the
same pattern for the other Nordic countries. These are countries that had had
such policies for nearly a generation, yet their impact was clearly increasing.
Neilson and Stanfors (2013) also explored changes for other countries, such
as Germany, Italy, and Canada, where policies are less supportive of families,
to see if similar changes were observed. They found that in all the nonScandinavian countries they studied, gender differences had attenuated, at
least to some extent, though the traditionalizing effect of parenthood had not
totally vanished. In addition, in both Canada and Germany there was
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a considerable move toward equality on weekends, which is also the case in
the United States (Yeung et al. 2001).
Further, there has been considerable growth in the prevalence of family
supportive policies. New, stronger policies have been introduced in Canada
(in Quebec), Germany, and the United Kingdom. Even in the United
States, individual states have introduced policies that reduce work–family
conflict by providing some paid family leave (California, New Jersey,
New York as of 2018, Rhode Island, and perhaps the District of
Columbia). Hence, to the extent that the growth in family-friendly policies
supports the second half of the gender revolution, it seems unlikely that
a major slowdown is in prospect.
The effects of socioeconomic inequality on sharing in the home also seem
to be changing. A widely found pattern is that the more educated lead many
types of social change, so that differences by education widen early in the
change process and then attenuate as the new behavior diffuses more generally. More educated women led the decline in breastfeeding early in the
twentieth century, and led, as well, its resurgence in the last third of that
century, followed by the less-educated (Goldscheider and Waite 1991).
Sullivan’s (2010) research on men’s involvement in the private sphere of the
family supports this model. She examined changes in British and United
States’ men’s contribution to domestic work and child care and found differences by education that were attenuating for housework, as the less-educated
“caught up” with the more educated, yet differences were widening for child
care, as the more educated led the later increase. In a further study, Sullivan,
Billari, and Altintas (2014) found a fertility “catch-up” in countries with lowestlow fertility that also experienced recent increases in the contribution of
younger, more highly educated fathers to child care and core domestic
work. They interpret this result as suggestive evidence for a process of crossnational diffusion of more egalitarian domestic gender relations.
Other evidence comes from studies of gender-role attitudes. Most prominent among these are two analyses by Pampel (2011a,b). The first analyzes the
relationships between education and gender-egalitarian attitudes in historical
depth for the United States and finds for the range of cohorts born between
1900 and 1985 that structural change leads to adoption of new ideas and values
supportive of gender equality by the more educated, but that the new ideas
later diffuse to other groups through cultural processes. He obtains similar
results in a cross-national study of roughly the same cohorts born in nineteen
countries, showing that the effects of education first strengthen early in the
growth of gender egalitarianism and then weaken as other groups come to
accept the same views.
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These results reinforce our view that studies indicating the power of educational differences in gender-related behavior are really showing a transient
barrier to the progress of the gender revolution. Clearly, there is considerable
resistance to men’s sharing more at home, reflecting the continued strength of
what is sometimes called “gender essentialism”: the view that men and women
are fundamentally different, making it appropriate that men should be providers and women carers. To the extent that men and women hold these views,
men are less likely to want to share family responsibilities (and women are less
likely to want them to do so).
However, while class appears to be linked with ideas about gender
essentialism, with those in lower positions clinging more strongly to
gender-typed behavior, it seems that these differences are changing and
that there is class convergence. Unfortunately, ideas about gender essentialism are common not just among young adults making decisions about
their planned work–family balance, but also among family scholars who
promote ideational approaches to the analysis of gender roles. The most
prominent in this group are Catherine Hakim (2001), Arland Thornton
(2001), and Ron Lesthaeghe (2010).
Of these, Hakim is perhaps the most strident, claiming in her analysis of
“preference theory” that most women would prefer to be employed no more
than part-time, with little consideration that such a preference might reflect
the lack of family-friendly policies (and sharing partners) that reduce
women’s work–family conflict. A recent test of Hakim’s preference theory
(Vitali et al. 2009), for example, examined links between individual-level
preferences and both fertility outcomes and fertility intentions in a variety of
settings. Counter to expectations based on the theory, they found that while
there was the expected relationship between actual fertility and
work–family lifestyle preferences, there was no relationship with fertility
intentions.
Others have found no association between fertility intentions and employment outcomes among highly educated women, suggesting that constraints
(discrimination), more than preferences (ideation), operate to shape women’s
employment choices (Cech 2016; Sassler et al. 2017). In fact, Hakim’s argument that women’s work decisions are predominantly based on their personal
preferences has been met with fierce criticism (e.g., Crompton and Lyonette,
2005; Halrynjo and Lyng 2009; Hechter, Kim, and Baer 2005; McRae 2003;
Stahli et al. 2009). Those who have used various data sets to test her theory
generally find that country-level policies and social context play more important roles than preferences in women’s employment retention or return after
childbearing.
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Thornton and Lesthaeghe are more oblique, in that Thornton sees gender
equality as part of a set of ideas he calls the “developmental paradigm”
(Thornton 2001) that falsely promotes the expectation for universal change,
in this case, toward gender equality, while Lesthaeghe (2010) considers gender
issues too minor to notice more than briefly. There is no question that attitudes
toward gender essentialism have potency, at least in the short term. A recent
paper (Brinton and Lee 2016) shows that an important factor in maintaining
lowest-low fertility in southern Europe and East Asia is the high level of gender
essentialism and hence the lack of supportive social policies in these regions
that support male involvement in family roles.
Nevertheless, other research increasingly finds that young men coming of
age in the early twenty-first century express desires for greater family involvement, even if they expect to assume the traditional provider role (Gerson 2010),
and that more involvement is associated with positive outcomes, such as
greater sexual frequency and satisfaction with sexual relationships (Carlson,
Hanson, and Fitzroy 2016). There is also much evidence, including by
Thornton and Young-DeMarco (2001), updating an earlier paper by
Thornton and Freedman (1979), that gender essentialism eroded rapidly in
the 1970s and 1980s in the United States. There remains, however, a substantial level of essentialism among young adults, particularly young men with less
education (England 2011; Sassler and Miller 2011).
Although Cherlin (2014) argues that contemporary women will continue to
reject young men who are unlikely to be strong providers as marital partners,
there is a solid body of quantitative and qualitative evidence that such views do
not preclude cohabiting unions (Kaufman 2000; Sassler and Goldscheider
2003; Sassler and Miller 2011; Smock, Manning, and Porter 2005) and childbearing (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Tach, Mincy, and Edin 2010). The increasing
proportion of unions in which the female is the primary provider suggests the
strength of these views is eroding (Raley, Mattingly, and Bianchi 2006; Vitali
and Bruno 2016). Additionally, long-established views that men will be more
educated than their partners have eroded as women surpass men in educational attainment; in fact, couples where the female partner has more education than the male partner are now no more likely to disrupt than when
couples are educationally homogamous (Schwartz and Han 2014). Although
the least economically attractive men may be less desirable as partners and
parents, this may be more a result of their behaviors – substance abuse,
violence, infidelity, and incarceration – than their role as providers (Barber
et al. 2017).
Further, men who enter into marriage may increasingly be drawn from
those who express and exhibit more gender-egalitarian views. Qualitative
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research on cohabiting couples in the early twenty-first century has found that
men who anticipated more equal sharing of household chores, as well as men
who actually participated more in household labor, were considerably more
likely to become engaged over time, and their partners were more satisfied
with their relationships, than were those who performed little household labor
(Miller and Sassler 2010; Sassler and Miller 2017). This is a shift from what was
found among those cohabiting in the 1970s and 1980s, when egalitarian men
were more likely to cohabit than marry directly, relative to young adults
expressing more gender-conventional views (Clarkberg, Stolzenberg, and
Waite 1995). Further, 1980s cohabiting couples who exhibited more conventional divisions of labor had a greater likelihood of transitioning into marriage
than their couple counterparts who engaged in more egalitarian divisions of
labor (Sanchez, Manning, and Smock 1998). This is now much less the case
(Miller, Sassler, and Kusi-Appouh 2011). Less-educated men, in contrast, often
express a disinclination to assume responsibility for household labor (Sassler
and Miller 2017). In fact, some have suggested that the weaker partnering
options for the most economically disadvantaged men can, in part, be due to
their rejection of available jobs that are often in gendered occupations like
caregiving or nursing, where steady employment could translate into their
becoming more marriageable (Reeves and Sawhill 2015). There is evidence
that this, too, is changing, particularly among minority and immigrant men
(Roos and Stevens 2018).

CONCLUSION

This review of studies examining the determinants of the two halves of the
gender revolution, and in particular, the effects of family-friendly public
policies and socioeconomic equality, does not strongly support Cherlin’s
concerns that the absence of these two features present a serious barrier to
the ongoing gender revolution. Certainly, female labor force participation is
facilitated by the availability of subsidized, high-quality child care, together
with a program of family leave that keeps infants home for much of their
first year of life. Yet the evidence from the United States of high male
participation in family life suggests that these policies also substitute for
male involvement in the home, delaying the second half of the gender
revolution. Children gain when public policy promotes parental leave,
because the combination of six to twelve months of family leave and highquality child care gives children the developmentally ideal form of care – from
parents in infancy and thereafter from skilled professionals in the company of
other children as toddlers. An analysis of Nordic family policies concluded
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that the major gainers from these policies were children, who experience great
continuity of care and high levels of parental investment, followed by men,
who gained closer relationships with their children. Even in these countries,
however, women still find themselves juggling the tasks of work and family,
their long leave-taking delays their career development (Bjornberg 2013) and if
they have more than one child (sequentially) reduces their earnings (Stanfors
and Nystedt 2017).
Socioeconomic inequality might be more of a problem for the spread of
gender egalitarianism, but the evidence suggests that it too can be addressed
(see, for example, higher levels of paid leave provided for less economically
advantaged parents in California). Nevertheless, even in the short term, the
major problem with high levels of socioeconomic inequality, particularly in
the absence of family-friendly policies, is that children suffer. What are
needed are policies that ease not only women’s work–family conflict but also
men’s good provider conflict. As Cherlin emphasizes, it is not just that men in
the lower half of the income distribution are too “essentialist” to attract
a modern partner, but that they are too poor to do so. They have increasing
difficulty attracting a long-term partner, and hence the opportunity for any coresident parental relationship. Further, the decrease in male, otherwise known
as “good” jobs, that in the United States context come with health benefits,
sick and family leave, and savings for eventual retirement, is increasingly
a problem for men who want to form and maintain a family. As automation
reduces the numbers of such jobs, policies that would make men’s family lives
better would have to include some sort of permanent income floor.
Thus it seems that inequality and the lack of family-friendly public policies
will certainly not prevent the completion of the second half of the gender
revolution, although they might impede its progress. With the ending of the
separate spheres, many women will no longer be barred from more productive
work to the economic benefit of their families and national economies.
Further, many men will be able to develop richer and deeper relationships
with their children as they can spend more time with them and with their
partners, whose lives they can more fully share, benefiting them all. This does
not mean that a totally equal life will be normatively required for all couples,
which would likely be a straitjacket as confining as the separate spheres. As the
gender-orientation revolution has allowed men and women to choose partners
of whatever sex their fundamental biology has programed them for, and yet
still be able to parent, so heterosexual men and women can chose lives and
partners that let them express whatever balance of masculine and feminine
characteristics they feel most comfortable with (Udry 1994).
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Where’s the Glue? Policies to Close the Family Gap
Richard V. Reeves

INTRODUCTION

When a childless couple divorces, how much should we care? If they are
friends, we might feel sad for the individuals involved. The end of a romantic
relationship almost always means some pain and some loss imposed on others.
Equally, we might be relieved or happy that they are able to move on, perhaps
to a happier relationship. Adult decisions affecting adults are one thing; it is
quite another when children are affected. Hence the concern with family
breakdown, rather than simply divorce or separation, especially among
policymakers.
When addressing these issues, it is important to be as clear and specific as
possible about the nature of the problem – or problems – being addressed.
The “family divide” may refer to differences in rates of births outside marriage,
rates of marriage, duration of marriage, rates of single parenthood, family
stability, family structure, rates of divorce, parental engagement after divorce,
parenting styles and investments, just to mention just a few. The gap can also
be examined through the lenses of income, education, race, age, geography,
and so on. Which gap, or gaps, are the ones that really count?
Answering that question requires us to answer another one first. What are
we worried about? Poverty? For children, or adults too? Child development?
Moral goodness? Well-being? Health? Rates of intergenerational mobility?
Public expenditure? Given the strong interconnections between many of
these, it may seem like splitting hairs, but unless we have a clear grasp of
what problem we are trying to solve, and what success will look like, policy is
likely to follow a scattergun approach and be less effective as a result.
I argue that we should care about family gaps because we care about poverty
and inequality, and because we care about intergenerational mobility. Policy
interventions may influence both of these, but more often aim at one more
than the other.
216
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I argue for policies of two kinds with regard to family stability, applicable to
the United States and most European countries: Prevention and mitigation.
• Preventing family instability means helping families stay together in the
first place, through policies that reduce unintended pregnancy rates,
raise skills (especially through quality vocational training), and promote
“family-friendly” work opportunities.
• Mitigating the family instability means attempting to limit the impact of
family breakdown on the life chances of children. Mitigation can be
achieved by reducing material poverty, supporting better parenting, and
enhancing learning opportunities. Here, the need is for a “One
Generation” approach, largely focused on children’s outcomes.
I conclude with a note of humility. The reach of public policy is necessarily
limited here. Sex, love, marriage, child-rearing; these are intimate, emotional,
personal, and complex issues. By comparison to family policy, foreign policy is
a breeze. The forces influencing changes in family life are tectonic,
a combination of evolving social norms and public morality, and the shape
and structure of the labor market. Still, there are policies that can and should
be pursued. Strong families are not a quaint relic of the past. They are
a necessary ingredient of a better future.
The “Family Gap”
Other contributors have detailed key trends in family life, especially the rise in
nonmarital births, single parenthood, and increased relationship turnover.
In the United States, four in ten children are born to unmarried parents;
among women under 30, the number is closer to half. In most cases the
mother is cohabiting; but only a minority of cohabitees are still with their
partner by the time the child reaches five (McLanahan and Sawhill 2015). Two
thirds have split up before their child reaches age 12, compared with a quarter
of married parents (Kennedy and Bumpass 2008).
The “stability gap” between cohabiting and married couples can be seen in
all countries and at every level of education (DeRose et al. 2017). In Norway,
for example, children born to highly educated cohabiting mothers are twice as
likely to see their parents’ relationship end before the age of 12 as those born to
highly educated married mothers (17 percent vs. 8 percent).
While there is a stability gap between married and cohabiting couples, there
is also stability gap by social background. Rates of lone parenthood vary widely
by education, race, and income. College graduates are unlikely to become
single parents, compared to those with less education (Reeves 2017). Six in ten
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black children are in a single-parent family, almost double the rate for white
and Hispanic children (Reeves and Rodrigue 2015a). The “retreat from marriage” has been much more rapid among less-educated, poorer Americans
(Reeves 2014b).
Indeed, on every measure of family stability, including rates of unintended pregnancies and births, marriage, single parenthood, and divorce,
there are wide, and in many cases, widening, gaps by education, income,
and background. Trends in poverty, income inequality, or intergenerational mobility cannot be properly examined in isolation from trends in
family life.

REASON TO CARE

1:

POVERTY AND INEQUALITY

The economic circumstances of families are influenced by a wide range of
factors, including rates of employment, levels of wages, welfare eligibility, job
security, capacity to save, housing costs, and so on. One very simple factor –
how many adults are in the household – has a significant impact. Two (or
more) adults means two potential earners and two potential carers. Two adults
living together reap big savings, since one home is cheaper than two. The way
the federal government defines poverty gives some idea of that difference.
Dispensing with the idea that either the mother or father has to be labeled the
“head” of the household, it is clear that, other things equal, two heads are
better than one.
The federal poverty levels, flawed in many ways though they are, put some
numbers to these assumptions. The federal poverty level (FPL) for a single
parent with two children in 2015 was $20,090, while for a family of two adults
and two children, the FPL was $24,250 (US Department of Health and
Human Services 2015). In other words, the additional adult only has to bring
an additional income of just over $4,000 a year to enable the family to get
above the official poverty line. It is no surprise then that almost 60 percent of
children in poverty are being raised by a single mother, or that the household
income of married parents is higher than for single parents (Entmacher et al.
2014; Thomas and Sawhill 2015).
From an economic point of view, the “two heads better than one” point is
pretty obvious. A more interesting question is why the household income of
married parents is so much higher than of cohabiting parents. Three main
possibilities present themselves: (1) they are older, so have higher earnings; (2)
their earnings are higher for reasons other than age (e.g., education, hours, or
motivation); (3) their rates of employment are higher, with a higher chance of
either of them working, of both working, and of one or both working full-time.
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It looks like all of these factors play a role; but rates of employment are
a big part of the story. Married women with children have increased their
labor force participation rate faster than any other group, including single
mothers (Engemann and Owyang, 2006). In 1970, about half of married
couples with at least one child younger than 18 in the household had two
paychecks coming into the home. By 2015, this had increased to two thirds
(Parker and Livingston 2017). The model of twenty-first century marriage is
of two breadwinners.
Sawhill and Karpilow (2013) highlight the strong link between household
poverty and household structure. They model the impact on incomes for
families in bottom third of the income distribution from various “what if”
scenarios: More employment, higher wages, greater educational attainment,
and more two-adult households. They estimate that the average single parent
would see a 32 percent increase in her income if she were joined by another
adult – far and away the biggest impact they report. None of this is to suggest,
of course, that family structure is the principal cause of poverty, let alone that
policies to promote family stability are the necessary response; indeed, the
causes of poverty – for example lower education, poorer health, higher risks of
incarceration – are also likely, other things being equal, to reduce marriageability and stability. However, it is fair to say that examining trends in poverty
without taking into account changes in family structure results in an incomplete picture.

REASON TO CARE

2:

LACK OF UPWARD

INTERGENERATIONAL MOBILITY

At any particular time, the structure of family life will, then, influence rates of
income poverty, and by extension income inequality. However, there are
longer-term concerns, in particular, family stability has a strong influence on
life chances and therefore on rates of intergenerational mobility. It may take
a village to raise a child, but it takes a family, too.
Children of divorce have lower rates of both absolute and relative income
mobility compared to kids whose mothers are continuously married
between birth and nineteenth birthday. Children born to unmarried
mothers have lower rates of relative mobility than kids of continuously
married parents, though there are not significant differences in absolute
mobility (Deleire and Lopoo 2010). Simple descriptive differences in relative mobility patterns for children raised in different family types are
striking, as a number of studies (including my own) have shown (Reeves
and Venator 2014), as seen in Figure 10.1.
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figure 10.1 Intergenerational mobility by wealth quintile at birth
and family inequality
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There are also quite big differences in the numbers of children falling into
these three categories: 11 percent are raised by mothers who remain unmarried
throughout their childhood (as far as our data constraints allow us to say),
39 percent by a mother married for at least part of their childhood, and
50 percent by continuously married mothers (Reeves and Venator 2014).
The dismal mobility prospects of the first group – half of those born into the
bottom quintile staying there – reflect a series of disadvantages that reach well
beyond material poverty.
Children living with a single mother score lower on academic achievement
tests, get lower grades, have a higher incidence of behavioral problems, and
experience a greater tendency toward drug use and criminal activity (Autor
and Wasserman 2013; McLanahan 2004). The impact of family breakdown
appears to be greater when fathers lose contact. Daughters are more likely to
have sex at a younger age and to become pregnant as a teenager (Ellis et al.
2003). Boys seem to be influenced most strongly by the absence of a father.
Boys from single-mother-headed households are 25 percentage points more
likely to be suspended in the eighth grade than girls from these households,
compared to a 10 percentage point gap between boys and girls from households with two biological parents. Boys are also more likely to engage in
delinquent behavior during adolescence and early adulthood if raised in
single-parent household with no father in lives (Autor and Wasserman 2013).
In his groundbreaking research drawing on administrative tax data, Professor
Raj Chetty and his team show that rates of upward mobility are lowest in the
areas with the highest proportion of single parents (Chetty et al. 2014a).
There is an important distinction here between family structure and family
stability. What seems to harm children the most is a lack of stability, that is,
a changing composition of the family unit, as different adults move in and out
during childhood. As Manning (2015) concludes after a review of child health,
“the family experience that has a consistent and negative implication for child
health in both cohabiting and married parent families is family instability.”
However, certain family structures, namely marriage, are associated with
greater stability. Married couples are very much more likely to stay together,
and it is this family stickiness that provides a positive and stable environment
for children, as seen in Figure 10.2.
It certainly looks as though marriage both expresses and enables the commitment of parents to raise their children together. The decision to marry in
the twenty-first century is closely connected to a decision to become parents.
As I have written elsewhere, for many married couples, especially the mosteducated, marriage provides an important commitment device for shared
child-rearing (Reeves 2014b). It should not be surprising then that most
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figure 10.2 Staying together: married vs. cohabiting parents

pregnancies within marriages are planned, and that most pregnancies outside
marriage are not.
Stability is more likely to come through marriage; but marriage and stable
families are not the same thing. Take J.D. Vance as an example. In his bestselling book Hillbilly Elegy, he describes the chaos of his early childhood, with
a drug-addicted mother perpetually moving between homes and partners
(Vance 2016). In the end, he finds some family stability: With his grandmother
(who he calls Mamaw):
Now consider the sum of my life after I moved in with Mamaw permanently.
At the end of tenth grade, I live with Mamaw, in her house, with no one else.
At the end of eleventh grade, I live with Mamaw, in her house, with no one
else. At the end of twelfth grade, I live with Mamaw, in her house, with no
one else . . . What I remember most is that I was happy – I no longer feared the
school bell at the end of the day, I knew where I’d be living the next month,
and no one’s romantic decisions affected my life. And out of that came the
opportunities I’ve had for the past twelve years.

Mamaw becomes, in effect, Vance’s single parent, having separated from
her own husband. The point here is not that marriage does not matter, but that
it matters most as a means to the end of family stability. “No one’s romantic
decisions affected my life.” In a stable marriage, the romantic decision-making
predates the arrival of the children.
Not all marriages are stable; not all stable homes feature a married couple.
From an inequality perspective, it is striking that marriage is now strongest
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among the upper middle class, with college graduates much less likely to have
a child outside marriage, more likely to be married, and more likely to make
their marriages last (Blau and Winkler 2017). Although the most liberal on
general social issues, including same-sex marriage, college graduates are now
the most conservative on divorce (Reeves 2014b).
Upper middle-class families tend to be quite stable, but for low-income and,
increasingly, middle-income Americans, family formation has become a more
complex business. More parents now have multiple relationships while raising
their children, a trend the sociologist Andrew Cherlin (2010) describes as
a “Marriage-go-Round.” As Sawhill (2014) puts it in her book, Generation
Unbound: Drifting into Sex and Parenthood without Marriage, “family formation is a new fault line in the American class structure.”
The rising disparity in earnings for both men and women is therefore
amplified by class gaps in the chances of being in a relationship where
resources and risks can be shared, but highly educated Americans are not
just more likely to be married, they are more likely to be married to each other.
This process, with the stunningly unromantic label of “assortative mating,”
means that college grads marry college grads. To the extent that cognitive
ability is reflected in educational attainment and passed on genetically, assortative mating is likely to further concentrate advantage. As the British sociologist Michael Young (1958) put it in his book The Rise of the Meritocracy,
“Love is biochemistry’s chief assistant.”
The class divide in family formation, structure and stability reflects and
reinforces the opportunity gap vividly outlined by writers such as Robert
Putnam (2015) in Our Kids and Charles Murray (2012) in Coming Apart.

WHAT TO DO

1:

NARROWING THE GAP

So, what to do? The editors of this volume have asked me to “present policy
solutions and cultural changes that will narrow the growing family divide in
the West or minimize its effects on children.” Nothing too difficult, then,
but their framing is helpful, since it makes clear the difference between
“policy solutions” and “cultural changes,” as well as between those that
“narrow the family divide” and those that “minimize its effects on
children.”
First, I will address some possible approaches toward narrowing the family
gap, both in terms of policy and culture. My focus here is on the US policy
context, though many of the lessons and dilemmas are more broadly applicable. In the next section, I will turn to some options for minimizing its effects
on children.
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One of the reasons policymakers often shy away from discussions of family
structure and stability is that both issues feel beyond the reach of policy.
The changes affecting family life are not only economic, but also cultural,
as social norms regarding sex, gender relations and child-rearing have altered.
Equally, economic shifts, for example in the earning power of women, have
altered cultural norms around the timing of marriage, premarital sex, and
divorce.
However, there are a number of ways in which policy could help to
encourage and support family stability, especially in terms of reducing unintended pregnancy and childbearing; improving the quality of education and
training for young adults not headed to four-year colleges; reducing the
unpredictability of work schedules; and helping parents to balance paid
work and family life through paid leave arrangements.
Supporting Family Planning
The vast majority of Americans become sexually active before marriage: To be
precise, 95 percent compared to 80 percent in the 1970s. One in three has had
at least six sexual partners before marrying (Daugherty and Copen 2016).
Social norms on this issue have evolved even more quickly than behavior.
Most Americans aged between 15 and 35 (58 percent of women and 68 percent
of men) agree with the following statement: “It is all right for unmarried
18 year olds to have sexual intercourse if they have strong affection for each
other” (Daugherty and Copen 2016).
Sex (between a man and woman) usually holds the promise – or threat – of
resulting in pregnancy. Of course, effective contraception can prevent this, but
not enough couples are being “planful,” to use Paula England’s phrase, about
their fertility (England et al. 2016). There are now highly effective, convenient
forms of contraception available, known in wonky circles as LARCs (longacting reversible contraceptives), but only a minority use them. Over a fiveyear period, among those relying solely on condoms for contraception, 63 percent will get pregnant. For women using the best IUDs, the rate is just 1 percent
(Reeves 2016), but progress toward greater promotion of LARCs among policymakers and health professionals has been slow. As a result, among sexually
active women aged 15 to 24, just 10 percent use a LARC method of contraception. By comparison, around 20 percent of women in their early 20s report
using an illegal drug in the previous month (US Department of Health and
Human Services 2014). When there are twice as many young women using an
illicit drug as using an effective contraceptive, we can be sure there is room for
improvement.
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We care because unintended childbearing is significantly associated with
poorer child outcomes (Haskins, Sawhill, and McLanahan 2015; Sawhill
2015). It is hard to read Robert Putnam’s book Our Kids and not notice the
recurring pattern of chaotic starts to parenthood (Putnam 2015). Darleen got
pregnant two months into a relationship with Joe, her boss at Pizza Hut.
“It didn’t mean to happen,” she reports. “It just did. It was planned and kind
of not planned.” David, an 18-year-old in Port Clinton, Ohio (Putnam’s home
town), becomes a father. “It wasn’t planned,” David says. “It just kind of
happened.”
Given the rapid liberalization of social norms regarding sex but slow take-up
of effective contraception, it should be no surprise to learn that 50 percent of
pregnancies are unintended (Coleman and Garratt 2016), or that 60 percent of
births to single women under age 30 are unplanned (Sawhill 2014). The high
rate of unintended pregnancies and births, especially among women in their
20s, has serious implications for poverty, inequality, public spending, housing,
and health care provision. There is a strong class dimension to this story too;
women from affluent families are more likely to use contraception, much
more likely to use the most effective kinds, and very much less likely to have an
unintended pregnancy or birth (Reeves and Venator 2015). One reason for this
is that young women from affluent families are more likely to be in regular
contact with health providers, who often prescribe contraception for other
health issues such as menstrual cramps. Although hard to pinpoint empirically, there is no doubt that unintended pregnancy and childbearing – what
Sawhill and Venator (2015) call “drifting” into parenthood – is a very big factor
influencing family stability. When a couple become parents by mistake, which
is true of most cohabiting couples, it is little surprise that their relationship is
less likely to endure than those who plan, as seen in Figure 10.3.
Ensuring access to affordable, effective contraception is the most powerful
pro-family policy available. For a start, this means ensuring equal access to
family planning services. Even if the Affordable Care Act (ACA) is repealed in
the United States (which seems highly uncertain at the time of going to press)
we must hope legislators see the value of this element of the plan. If not,
geographic inequalities within the United States may deepen as many states
are likely to bolster their own efforts in this area.
It is worth noting here that if all states had implemented Medicaid expansion
under the ACA – at a cost to the federal government of around $952 billion
over ten years – millions more low-income women would have been able to
access family planning services more easily (Holahan et al. 2012; Ranji, Bair,
and Salganicoff 2016). (Vice President Mike Pence, as Governor of Indiana,
was one of ten Republicans accepting Medicaid expansion under the ACA.)
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figure 10.3 Unintended pregnancy rates are much higher among
unmarried couples

There is also a need for greater awareness-raising and training among
health professionals. Indeed, staff training alone seems to have a significant impact on the take-up of LARCs, according to a randomized control
trial. The work of organizations like UpStream training providers in states
including Ohio, New York, Texas, and Delaware is extremely promising.1
Other steps can be taken to broaden access, including ensuring sufficient
supplies in health clinics, simplifying billing procedures, and providing
same-day service.
What is most needed here is a cultural shift, specifically with regard to
responsibility around childbearing. Premarital sex among adults is now the
norm, both in terms of attitudes and behavior. Nine in ten US adults under 44
now have sex before they marry (NSFG 2016). What is needed is a cultural
shift toward more planfulness in childbearing, as Sawhill (2014) argues:
The old norm was “don’t have a child outside of marriage.” The new norm
should be “don’t have a child before you want one and are ready to be
a parent.” If children were wanted and planned for, they would be better off.

I think this is exactly right. The key is to ensure that the liberalization of
attitudes toward sex does not lead to a liberalization of attitudes toward the

1

For a description of UpStream’s approach, see www.upstream.org/impact/ (accessed March 22,
2017).
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moral responsibility to plan when, how, and with whom we bring children
into the world. Casual sex may be fine; casual childbearing is not.
Here the popular media is likely to be much more important than policymakers or pundits. As work by Kearney and Levine (2015) shows, MTV’s 16 and
Pregnant had a measurable impact on teen pregnancy rates.
There are, nonetheless, ways policymakers can nudge cultural change
along toward more responsible parenting, and use of effective contraception.
Sawhill and Venator (2014) propose social marketing campaigns to increase
awareness of pregnancy risks and to inform individuals about the most effective forms of contraception, modeled on Iowa’s “Avoid the Stork,” Colorado’s
“Prevention First,” and other similar initiatives. Specifically, they propose that
$100 million a year of Title X money be invested through the Office of
Population Affairs to state-led campaigns. On fairly conservative assumptions,
they predict $5 of savings from each $1 spent on well-crafted campaigns.
Skills and Education: Not Just BAs
Family poverty and instability are strongly associated with employment status,
security, and wages, which in turn are greatly, and increasingly, tied to levels of
education and skill. The United States is particularly weak in the area of
vocational training, compared for example to most European countries.
Germany provides a particularly strong model. One important step forward
would be to elevate the status of vocational postsecondary learning.
The obsessive focus on four-year degrees is now starting to do some real
harm, as inexperienced, unprepared students are taking on debt in order to
attend low-quality, often profit-seeking institutions. Many drop out, meaning
that they end up with the downsides of debt without the upsides of higher
earnings potential (Akers and Chingos 2016).
Community colleges, which have so much potential as an engine of upward
mobility, remain “America’s forgotten institutions,” in Darrell West’s (2010)
phrase. “Two-year colleges are asked to educate those students with the greatest needs, using the least funds, and in increasingly separate and unequal
institutions,” was the conclusion of an expert task force assembled by
The Century Foundation (2013). Fewer than half of those enrolling in community colleges make it through their first year. Six in ten community college
students need some extra developmental or remedial education when they
arrive (Complete College America 2012).
Given the growing economic, racial, and social divide between two-year
and four-year institutions in the United States, there is a strong case for some
Title I-style federal investments in community colleges, increasing funds for
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those working with the most challenging students. Other important steps
include simplifying and streamlining the pathway through community college, as Thomas Bailey, Shanna Jeggars, and Davis Jenkins (2015) argue in
their book, Redesigning America’s Community Colleges (Reeves and Rodrigue
2015b); improving transfer options from two-year to four-year colleges (Reeves
and Rodrigue 2016); and providing more academic support (most community
colleges are able to fund one academic adviser per 800 to 1,200 students).
(Bailey, Jeggars, and Jenkins 2015).
Apprenticeships offer another promising alternative pathway to traditional
college-based education, especially for young men. Improving earnings
potential may increase the chances of family stability. Providing more
vocationally oriented options at high school is a fruitful avenue too; it is
striking that the only educational intervention shown to increase marriage
rates among men is Career Academies (Kemple and Willner 2008). These
typically work with around 200 students from grades nine to twelve, and
combine academic and technical learning around a specific career theme.
They also establish partnerships with local employers to provide work-based
learning opportunities.
Family-Friendly Jobs
Many households now need two incomes; and huge changes in women’s
education opportunities, aspirations, and labor market participation have
rendered the old breadwinner-male plus homemaker-wife model almost
obsolete. Most families need to juggle paid work and raising children, but
the workplace is still often constructed around previous norms. As a result
both men and women can become stretched. Very often policy is focused on
extending the school day, or providing child care at unusual hours, essentially attempting to create job-friendly families, rather than family-friendly
jobs.
Two potential areas for policy illustrate the potential for promoting more
family-friendly jobs. Paid leave for both mothers and fathers would ease the
pressure on families, especially when children are young. There is some
bipartisan interest in this issue, and right now, the United States is the only
advanced country without a national paid leave policy. President Trump’s
proposals in this area are restricted to women. Senator Marco Rubio has
proposed a 25 percent tax credit for companies that provide at least four
weeks of paid leave to employees. A joint AEI-Brookings working group on
this issue has recommended a new federally mandated right to paid leave.
(AEI-Brookings 2017).
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Another area of potential reform is in relation to the unpredictability of
hours for paid work, especially in lower paid jobs. Four in ten hourly workers
aged 26 to 32 learn their schedules less than a week in advance, according to
a study by Lambert, Fugiel, and Henly (2014) at the University of Chicago,
drawing on the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY). Half of them
have children. Among the 74 percent of workers who report weekly fluctuations
in hours, average hours varied by 49 percent of their “usual” weekly hours.
A 10-hour week can follow a 30-hour week. Half have no say over their hours.
Policymakers have some ideas about stabilizing hourly employees’ schedules,
some of which have been put into practice. San Francisco passed a bill requiring
employers to set schedules at least two weeks in advance (Ludden 2014). Similar
legislation has previously been introduced into the US Congress (Kasperkevic
2014). Some business-owners oppose these efforts, and successful legislation will
have to balance the interests of employees and firms. Policymakers who are
serious about family stability, though, have to be serious about job stability too.
It is worth mentioning here one area of policy that I have not argued for: Direct
marriage promotion. This is partly because of a liberal sensibility about governments lecturing adults on how to conduct their lives, but also partly because such
efforts rarely work. In the case of marriage promotion, extensive evaluations of
various projects funded under the “Building Strong Families” (BSF) initiative
have shown little if any impact. The summary of the evaluation reads as follows:
“After three years BSF had no effect on the quality of couples’ relationships and
did not make couples more likely to stay together.” As Haskins (2014) concludes:
Given the resources invested in the Bush marriage initiative and the programs’ quite limited success, there is little reason to be optimistic that
programs providing marriage education and social services on a large scale
will significantly affect marriage rates.

Of course, in just the same way that public individuals and institutions can
use their voices to promote contraceptive use and responsible childbearing,
they could also send out a much stronger pro-marriage message, to “preach
what they practice,” in Charles Murray’s (2012) phrase. This was in fact one of
the recommendations of a AEI-Brookings working group on poverty and
opportunity (AEI-Brookings Working Group 2015).
My own view is that the way to promote marriage is to promote the things
that predict and bolster marriage, rather than as a head-on goal of policy.
Delayed, responsible childbearing; greater economic security and resources
through better education; and more family-friendly workplaces. These will
likely lead to more marriage, and to more stable families, which is what we are
really after.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Richard Reeves

230

WHAT TO DO

2:

MITIGATING THE EFFECTS OF THE FAMILY
GAP ON CHILDREN

The second part of my brief is to examine policies and cultural changes that
could “minimize the effects of the family divide on children.” There have
always been big differences in family background by social class, but these
have become bigger, and likely more consequential, too. Given that so many
children are being raised in families of different shapes and sizes, and with
different levels of stability and resources, a key goal for policy is to reduce the
impact of family instability, or lack of familial resources on the life chances of
children. Otherwise family instability simply repeats itself, generation after
generation.
Strategies to mitigate the effects of the family gap fall into three broad
categories: Increase material resources to unmarried parents; improve parenting skills especially among the less educated; and enhance learning opportunities for children outside the home.
Enhance Material Resources
One reason children in single-parent, or cohabiting, or unstable households
do less well is simply that they are more likely to be poor. A straightforward
solution then is to give these families more money, through transfer payments,
tax credits, higher minimum wages, or some combination of all of these. Great
care however needs to be taken to structure support in a way that does not
reduce incentives for paid work or for family formation.
The big question is how far extra money will go in producing better outcomes for the children, especially given that any increases are likely to be fairly
modest. The evidence here is that cash does make a difference. Studies of the
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC), for example, show that in families
receiving higher payments, test scores go up (Duncan, Morris, and
Rodrigues 2011). Even college enrolment numbers seem to be positively
affected (Manoli and Turner 2015). Russ Whitehurst summarizes a series of
studies that link increased EITC payments to the performance in school of
children in the home, and estimates that, for each $1,000 spent on a higher
credit, bigger increases in test scores can be observed that in most studies of
pre-K education or smaller class sizes (Whitehurst 2016), as seen in Figure 10.4.
These effects are not trivial, but they are not large either. Given the huge
differences in outcomes between children from different backgrounds, the
best we can hope for is a modest lessening of the disadvantages faced by
children in poorer homes. It also seems likely that there will be considerable
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heterogeneity in the relationship between additional income and child outcomes. EITC recipients, by definition, are active in the labor market, and
while far from comfortable, financially speaking, they do not make up the
poorest household, which typically lack wage income. There is however, some
evidence that access to food stamps is associated with better health and, at least
for women, better long-term economic outcomes (Hoynes, Schanzenbach,
and Almond 2016).
Improve Parenting
To say that children are deeply influenced by their parents, for good and for ill,
is to state the obvious. In earlier work with Kimberly Howard on the parenting
gap, I showed stark inequalities in parent quality across class and family
structure. Children from under-resourced, less stable families are more likely
to have parents who are struggling to parent well, which hinders their opportunities (Reeves and Howard 2013). Waldfogel and Washbrook (2011) estimate
that parenting behavior (including maternal sensitivity, reading to a child, outof-home activities, parenting style, and expectations) explains about 40 percent
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of the income-related gaps in cognitive outcomes for children at age 4. There
are large gaps on measures of parenting by income, education, race, and
family structure (and of course these strongly overlap with each other).
Focusing specifically on the last of these in Waldfogel and Washbrook’s
data, family structure, shows that the odds of being raised by a strong or
weak parent (in fact, in these data, mother) varies significantly across household types. Single or cohabiting mothers are significantly more likely to fall
into the weakest parents category. However, controlling for other variables,
including income and education, the specific effect of being unmarried drops
sharply. This suggests that it is the circumstances and traits that are associated
with being an unmarried mother that are important, not just the fact of being
unmarried itself. Nonetheless, improving the skills of parents, if this is possible, would go a long way to mitigating some of effects of the family gap on
child outcomes.
Is it possible, though? Perhaps. Some home visiting programs, aimed at
strengthening parenting, have shown positive results (Reeves and Rodrigue
2015c). Initiatives targeting reading, such as the Home Instruction for Parents
of Preschool Youngsters (HIPPY) program, seem to improve literacy among
children. For example, the DC Briya/Mary’s Center program may be effective
in giving parents skills and building clusters of opportunity in the mold of the
Harlem Children’s Zone (Butler, Grabinsky, and Masi 2015). This is a policy
area where not only constant, high-quality evaluation is required but there also
looks to be some real potential. Early indications are that the Trump administration is turning away from funding for home visiting. This would be
premature and almost certainly counterproductive in terms of promoting
family life.
Here too the cultural side is likely to have much stronger effects than policy.
There are some signs that in some dimensions at least, such as reading to
children, the parenting gap is beginning to close, as less-advantaged parents
“catch up,” resulting in some narrowing of school-readiness gaps, too (Reardon
and Portilla 2016). That parenting styles diverge by class is hardly news. In recent
decades, however, time investments in parenting toward the top of the distribution have increased, widening the gap. At the same time, the importance of
parenting is now being appreciated more broadly, altering behavior more
generally, and potentially narrowing the gap again (Ryan et al. 2015).
Enhance Learning Opportunities for Children Outside the Home
If children are negatively affected by their home and family circumstances, the
natural inclination for policymakers is to try and improve those circumstances,
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for instance, through greater redistribution of money or by upskilling parents,
as described above. However, it may be that mitigation for family circumstances will lie outside the family, in the shape of better formal education,
access to mentors, stronger and safer communities, and so on.
Here I restrict my attention to two potential areas for nonfamily interventions to help mitigate the family gap: More intensive schooling and better
communities. Schools can extend the length of their day, and the length of
their year. Many charter schools do so. In many cases here the goal is, either
explicitly or implicitly, to keep the children away from their families and
neighborhoods. Going further still, some schools catering to students from
very disadvantaged backgrounds have become boarding schools: The SEED
schools in Baltimore, Washington, DC, and Miami provide one example,
though there are many others. These schools are expensive, for obvious
reasons; and research suggests a higher rate of return from extended-day
charters (Curto and Fryer 2014). The effects are not trivial, though:
“We show that attending a SEED school increases achievement by 0.211
standard deviations in reading and.229 standard deviations in math, per year
of attendance.” Boarding schools are likely to be most valuable to students
from the most-disadvantaged, unstable backgrounds, but so far, little evaluation of impact for students of different types has been undertaken.
Another way to improve the nonfamily environment is through housing
policy, and specifically through programs that allow and encourage lowincome families to move to more affluent neighborhoods. Recent studies
suggest that Moving to Opportunity (MTO), which provides vouchers that
enable families to move, have positive long-term effects for children.
Specifically, moving to a less poor neighborhood in childhood (i.e., before
the age of 13) increased future annual income by the mid-twenties by roughly
$3,500 (31 percent), enhanced marriage rates (by 2 percentage points), and
raised both college attendance rates (by 2.5 percentage points) and quality of
college attended. The age of the child moved was a critical factor: Moving to
a less poor neighborhood in the teenage years had no significant impact on
later earnings or other adult outcomes (Rothwell 2015).
The causal factors of these improved outcomes are inevitably hard to tease
out. However, the wealth of sociological research on the importance of place
suggests that a mixture of school quality, peer effects, social capital, physical
security, and safety all likely played a part. Children of single parents benefit
from moving to an area where they are the exception, rather than the rule. One
important point about the MTO is that the short-term impact on the adults
looked to be virtually nonexistent; it was the next generation who really
benefited from the move.
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CONCLUSION : THE NEED FOR JUDICIOUS POLICY

Wide gaps in the formation, structure, and stability of families contribute to
the broader problems of inequality and poverty, and lack of upward intergenerational mobility. Weak families make for less equal societies, but these gaps
are the result of deep, broad cultural shifts, many of which bring good news as
well as bad news along with them. More liberal attitudes toward gender roles,
sexuality, and sex have brought advantages, but for many they have also
challenged family stability. Old norms about sex, gender, marriage, and
work have weakened. New norms that promote both gender equality and
family stability are developing, especially among more educated couples,
but too slowly (Reeves and Sawhill 2015).
Public policy has a role to play, in both narrowing the family gap, and in
mitigating its effects. Various strategies, from better contraception to more
housing vouchers, have been discussed here, but we should be realistic. Public
policy can only reach so far. Social norms are where most of the action is.
There are reasons for optimism. Some traditional norms – for example, with
regard to premarital sex, or specific gender roles – have evolved, but the fears of
a descent into hedonistic, expressive individualism have not, by and large,
been realized. Especially among the most-educated, affluent and powerful,
marriage, adapted to gender egalitarianism, is if anything stronger than ever.
The potential to improve family planning, with the emergence of LARCs, is
very great – if the norms standing in the way of their adoption evolve quickly
enough.
Restoring outdated family models is not the way to reduce the family gap.
It is an old joke that conservatives want to bring back the family of the 1950s
and liberals want to bring back the labor market of the 1950s. If this were true,
both sides would be set for disappointment. That world is not coming back.
(Though it is noteworthy that most of those who supported President Trump
believe the United States has become a worse society since the 1950s.) Instead,
we need to craft policies and support the development of a culture that is profamily, without being anti-modern. Responsible childbearing, committed
parenting, stable families – these are not antiquated ideas. Rather, they are
necessary ingredients for giving children a strong start in life, which is more
important than ever.
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The Pathology of Patriarchy and Family Inequalities
Lynn Prince Cooke1

Everyone in the world belongs to at least two families: The one in to which we
were born and the ones we create in adulthood. Underlying this shared global
experience is a wealth of individual diversity in how family shapes us emotionally, physically, and economically throughout our lives and, in turn, the
lives of our children. The first goal of this chapter is to present a holistic
conceptual frame for comparing the group inequalities in inputs, family
processes, and outcomes discussed in the other chapters of this volume.
Crucially, the frame highlights that relative group differences over time and
across countries are configured at the intersections of family, market, and state
institutions.
Much research in this area, including some of the chapters in this volume,
implicitly or explicitly view recent family changes as examples of the “pathology of matriarchy” first raised in Moynihan’s 1965 report on The Negro Family:
The Case for National Action. The basis of this perspective is the strong and
persistent correlation between female-headed families and negative outcomes
for children (McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013). The point to stress,
though, is that these ill effects are particularly acute in the United States with
its unique ideological acceptance of large class, gender, racial, and other
group inequalities. As revealed in this and other chapters in the volume, the

1
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magnitude of the family changes and especially their negative outcomes varies
across cultural, economic, and political contexts.
The second goal of this chapter is to argue that the pattern of this crosscontext variation does not point to an inherent pathology of matriarchy.
Indeed, the differences in life chances across family types are minimized
where institutional arrangements, unlike in the United States, support greater
gender along with class equality (Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado 2018).
Furthermore, gendered responses to the interrelated institutional changes
over the past half-century suggest instead it is the pathology of patriarchy
disproportionately hurting the life chances of boys and men. I draw broadly
on Connell (1987; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) to define patriarchy as
men’s historically institutionalized dominance over women in the family,
labor market, and state.2 As the institutional support for patriarchy gives way,
a sizeable minority of men struggle to adapt in healthy ways, undermining
family formation and stability.
Next I outline the conceptual frame for situating family processes and
outcomes in their institutional contexts. Then I use the existing literature
and other chapters in this volume to highlight how structural changes over the
past half-century make patriarchal assumptions untenable for a growing proportion of men. In conclusion, I argue that only fully institutionalizing gender
equality will minimize negative outcomes associated with family change.
In part, fully-institutionalized gender equality ensures children have access
to more economic and emotional resources regardless of family form. More
importantly, fully institutionalized gender equality encourages development
of new normative masculinities that support greater family stability in evolving
institutional contexts.

DYNAMIC INSTITUTIONAL INTERSECTIONS

Figure 11.1 diagrams the “nested intersections” of institutions, family processes,
and child and adult outcomes. The first box in the diagram indicates the
socioeconomic structures that affect family formation and dissolution noted in
the second box, which create the group differences in inequalities in individual outcomes outlined in the lower box. The structural effects occur at the
2

Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinities from which I derive this definition of
patriarchy not only incorporates the institutionalized patriarchal power relations between
men and women but also the sexual, class, and racial–ethnic hierarchies among men vis-àvis a hegemonic ideal (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Fully explicating this theoretically, vis-à-vis further group differences in family inequalities, is beyond the scope of this
chapter.
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figure 11.1 Nested intersections of institutions, family processes, and outcomes

intersections of family, market, and state institutions in a dynamic interplay
that varies across and within national contexts over time.
Intersectionality is not commonly used to refer to institutional effects.
Conventionally, intersectionality is a feminist paradigm emphasizing that no
single master social category such as gender or class depicts the different
experiences and social locations of all group members (McCall 2005).
Consequently, intersectionality demands that we consider identities and
experiences at the intersection of an individual’s group memberships
(Collins 2002; McCall 2005). Hence, Figure 11.1 includes a shaded circle
spanning institutions, family processes, and outcomes to indicate that effects
vary at the intersection of an individual’s gender, class, race–ethnicity,
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immigrant status, sexual orientation, and the like. Due to space constraints,
discussion in this chapter is primarily limited to gender and class differences,
with education used as the main proxy for class.
Similarly, no master institution accounts for institutional effects on people’s
lives. Instead, individual and group differences are nested in the intersections
of family, market, and state institutions, and supra-national institutions such as
the European Union and World Bank. This may seem like common sense, but
bears emphasizing when comparing possible causes and consequences of
family inequalities across Europe and the Americas as done in this volume.
For example, the institution of family includes norms about what or who
constitutes a family, along with the expected behavior of family members.
During early industrialization, the patriarchal heterosexual, nuclear, male
breadwinner/female carer model of family became hegemonic in many, but
not all Western economies.
Men’s economic dominance under this model was theoretically enshrined
in US economist Gary Becker’s (1981) specialization theory of family. Becker
argued that families in industrial societies optimize household production and
reproduction when one partner specializes in paid work and the other in
unpaid family work such as housework and child care. The math behind the
theory is gender-neutral in that either partner could specialize in paid or
unpaid work depending on their individual aptitudes and preferences.
However, reflecting the patriarchal world in which he was raised, Becker
(1981) ultimately concluded women’s childbearing gives them a comparative
advantage in family work, whereas the gender wage gap indicates men’s
comparative advantage in employment. Governments in most, but not all,
countries reinforced the patriarchal order in the post-World War II expansion
of employment-based welfare provisions payable to the primary breadwinner
(Cooke 2011).
Perpetuation of the male breadwinner model of family, though, requires
a labor market that enables all members of a family to survive on a single
income. This became possible for the newly-created European and North
American middle classes beginning in the nineteenth century (Cooke 2011).
The possibility extended to the working classes as well in the brief postwar
period when workers enjoyed the fruits of their growing productivity (Cherlin
2014; Gottschalk and Smeeding 1997). Since then, the evolution from industrial to postindustrial labor markets made the patriarchal male breadwinner
model of family increasingly unsustainable.
Deindustrialization and deunionization made less-skilled men the first to
lose their ability to support a family. High-wage manufacturing jobs disappeared, replaced by growing employment in low-wage service sector jobs
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(Carlson, Chapter 1; Cherlin 2014). Neoliberal policies exacerbated lessskilled workers’ labor market losses. For instance, in a bid to enhance
employer flexibility in competitive global markets, some governments eased
employment protections and allowed the real value of minimum wages to fall
(Immervoll 2007). Wage inequalities widened further as returns to a university
degree sharply increased beginning in the 1980s in the United States and Great
Britain, and in the 1990s in other Western countries (Gottschalk and
Smeeding 1997; Machin 2010).
Nonetheless, the middle classes are not safe either. Since the late 1980s,
technological expansion has led to falling employment shares among middlewaged occupations in North America (Autor 2010) and Europe (Goos,
Manning, and Salomons 2009), but the specific pattern of polarization varies
across Western labor markets, as indicated in Table 11.1. The loss of middlewaged occupations in Austria, France, and Italy was offset by strong growth in
the highest-waged occupations. In contrast, the middle-wage job loss in
Finland and Norway was offset by growth in only low-wage occupations.
In the United Kingdom as in the United States (Autor 2010), shrinking middlewage employment was offset by approximately equal growth in both low- and
high-wage jobs.
Consequently, to varying degrees, postindustrial labor markets no longer
support the patriarchal male breadwinner model as did the postwar labor
markets. In almost every OECD country, the employment rate of prime-age
(25 to 54) men decreased since the 1970s (OECD 2016b; see also Eberstadt,
Chapter 5). The trajectories of younger adults making critical decisions about
education, employment, and family are more precarious than at any other time
during the past half-century (Eurofound 2016). The evolving labor markets,
coupled with cultural and policy shifts, eroded men’s comparative advantage in
employment. Simultaneously, gendered divisions of paid work narrowed.

EVOLVING FAMILY DIVISIONS OF LABOR

Any gender and other group hierarchies embedded in the institution of family
are constantly contested (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Ferree 2010).
In 1963, Friedan’s book on The Feminine Mystique struck a chord with
Western housewives who felt trapped, alienated, and vulnerable inside their
homes and economically dependent on husbands. Friedan (1963) called for
a revolution, for women to seize education and return to paid work. Friedan’s
timing was perfect, coinciding with the introduction of the birth control pill,
coupled with the easing of anti-contraception laws in many Western nations
(Cooke 2011).
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table 11.1 Labor market polarization across Europe
Share of Hours Worked
Nine MiddleWage
Occupations

Eight HighestPaying Occupations

−0.59
1.48
−0.74
3.05
2.27

−14.58
−9.50
−12.07
−8.71
−4.68

15.17
8.03
12.81
5.67
2.41

1.75
−8.20
2.39
0.96

−6.08
−9.08
−1.13
−7.04

4.34
17.28
−1.26
6.07

−0.96
6.66
4.96
1.90

−7.16
−6.54
−6.52
−6.93

8.13
−0.12
1.57
5.03

6.19
5.77
1.58

−5.47
−10.32
−7.77

−0.72
4.55
6.19

Four Lowest1993–2006 Percentage Point Paying
Occupations
Change
Continental Northern
Europe
Austria
Belgium
France
Germany
Netherlands
Continental Southern
Europe
Greece
Italy
Portugal
Spain
Nordic
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
English-Speaking (Liberal)
Ireland
UK
EU Average

Source: Adapted from Goos, Manning, and Salomons 2009, Table 2; used with permission.

Women particularly embraced higher education. By the 1990s, women’s
educational attainment in most Western countries had caught up with men’s.
By 2011, college attainment among women aged 25–34 exceeded that of men in
twenty-eight of thirty-four OECD countries (OECD 2013a). A consistent pattern
across countries is that educated women are more likely to be employed than lesseducated women (Cooke 2011; Harkness 2013; Pettit and Hook 2009).
Nevertheless, growth of the service sector expanded job opportunities for lessskilled women, who take these jobs more often than similarly-skilled men
(OECD 2016b). Consequently, and in contrast to men, women’s labor force
participation rates steadily increased from the 1970s, as shown in Table 11.2.
The intersection of the state with family and market institutions is evident in
the regional variation in these trends. As noted earlier, most postwar welfare
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table 11.2 Female labor force participation rates over time (age 25 to 54)

Mexico
Costa Rica
Canada
UK
US
Belgium
France
Germany
Netherlands
Italy
Greece
Portugal
Spain
Czech
Republic
Estonia
Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden

1975

1980

1990

2000

2010

2015

Part-time as
% Women’s
Total 2015
Employment

−
−
−
55.1
−
−
52.8
28.5
31.3
−
46.2
27.9
−

−
−
60.0
−
64.0
−
−
56.6
36.7
39.9
−
54.4
30.4
−

−
38.7
75.5
73.0
74.0
60.8
72.2
63.4
58.5
53.9
51.5
68.0
46.9
−

45.4
47.7
78.5
76.2
76.7
72.7
78.6
76.9
72.7
57.9
62.0
77.3
62.8
81.8

54.1
61.0
82.3
78.6
75.2
80.4
83.4
81.3
82.3
64.5
72.4
84.9
78.8
79.8

55.2
64.2
82.0
80.0
73.7
80.2
83.0
82.5
82.1
65.9
77.7
86.0
82.0
81.4

27.5
29.8
26.4
37.7
17.4
30.2
22.3
37.4
60.7
32.8
16.3
12.6
23.1
7.4

18
−
19
17
17
6
14
17
19
6
9
19
9
16

−
−
78.5
55.3
74.3

−
−
82.7
68.9
82.9

88.3
87.8
86.4
79.2
90.7

84.1
84.0
85.0
83.5
85.6

84.8
85.3
84.4
84.4
86.6

82.8
83.4
83.5
83.9
88.3

12.2
25.8
16.4
27.6
18.0

27
7
20
6
13

2014
Gender
Wage
Gap (%)

Source: From OECD statistics: http://stats.oecd.org/, accessed March 26, 2017. The gender wage
gap is from OECD (2016b, p. 239) and is unadjusted – calculated as the difference between the
unadjusted median earnings of men and the median earnings of women, relative to the median
earnings of men. Part-time employment from OECD (2016b, p. 227).

state policies reinforced a male breadwinner model. The exception to this was
the Nordic model offering extensive policy supports for maternal employment
such as public provision of child care and paid parental leave (Cooke and
Baxter 2010). Consequently, Finnish and Swedish women’s labor force participation rates already exceeded 70% in 1975. The link between women’s
education and employment is also weaker in these more egalitarian countries
(Harkness 2013; Pettit and Hook 2009). At the other end of the policy spectrum,
the very low 1975 labor force participation rates of Dutch, Italian, and Spanish
women reflected the national policy reinforcement of the male breadwinner
model at that time.
The power of policy to change behavior across diverse cultural and historical contexts is evident in the wake of the European Union’s 2000 Lisbon
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Treaty. The Lisbon Treaty contained an explicit goal of 60% female labor
force participation in all member states by 2010, supported by expansion of
public child care and other family policies found in the Nordic model.3
The over-time trends presented in Table 11.2 indicate the Lisbon strategy
had some success. By 2015, the labor force participation rate of women in
almost all European countries exceeded that in the United States. Yet one
downside of the employment growth in the service economy is the increase in
part-time rather than full-time jobs. In all countries, women are more likely
than men to work part-time. Still, the percentage of women’s total employment that is part-time varies from a low of 7.4% in the Czech Republic to
a high of more than 60% among Dutch women (Table 11.2).
Persistent gender differences in hours employed contributes to the persistent gender wage gap in median earnings, indicated in the final column of
Table 11.2. Even in the Nordic countries, the gender wage gap varies from
a low of 6% in Norway, to a high of 20% in Finland. Finland’s gender wage gap
is in fact larger than the gender wage gap in the less-regulated British and
US economies. Nevertheless, women’s gains in employment and relative
earnings over the past half-century are extraordinary, although gender employment equality remains elusive under even the most supportive policy framework to date.
One likely reason women made greater employment gains over the past
few decades as compared with men is because of their greater predilection
for education. Women might also navigate changing labor markets more
successfully than men because of the growing employer demand for social
in conjunction with cognitive skills (Deming 2015). The gender response to
US job polarization provides an example of women’s better adaptation.
The decrease in middle-wage employment between 1979 and 2007 was
more than twice as large for US women as men, 15.8% vs. 7%, respectively
(Autor 2010, p. 10). Nevertheless, female employment overwhelmingly
moved up the occupational wage distribution as middle-wage employment
fell. The decrease in US men’s middle-wage employment led to a more even
split in employment growth in men’s low- and high-wage occupations
(Autor 2010). This highlights that the most-skilled men continue to make
gains in the new economy, sustaining their advantage over high-skilled
women. However, Autor (2010) found evidence of losses even among
university-educated men, more of whom became employed in middleand low-wage occupations. Future comparative work is needed to confirm
3

www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201107/20110718ATT24270/20110718AT
T24270EN.pdf (Accessed January 4, 2017.)
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whether these gender differences occurred in countries with varying patterns of polarization.
In any event, changing gender divisions of paid labor require some adaptation in how unpaid family work gets done. In this area as well, women have
made greater behavioral changes than men. Unfortunately, men’s failure to
become full partners in unpaid family work encourages greater class inequality among women within and across labor markets.
Gender–Class Redistribution of Unpaid Work
Goldscheider and Sassler (see Chapter 9) laud the continuing gender revolution indicated by slow but somewhat steady increases in Western men’s
unpaid child care, most recently among less-educated men who historically
professed the most conservative gender attitudes. Yet the decrease in
women’s total domestic time during the revolution has been greater than
the increase in men’s (Kan, Sullivan, and Gershuny 2011). Multinational
time diary data from the early 1970s through the early 2000s are available for
the Netherlands, Norway, the United Kingdom, and United States. These
data show that women in these countries on average reduced their 337
minutes per day of housework and child care by 60 minutes between the
two time periods. Men in these countries increased their 117 minutes per day
domestic contribution by 40 minutes across the period (Kan, Sullivan, and
Gershuny 2011, p. 236).
Not even the Nordic model has yet to eliminate gender inequality in
unpaid work. Norwegian women in the early 2000s spent a similar amount
of time as US women doing daily domestic tasks. Divisions were slightly
more equal in Sweden, but because Swedish women spent appreciably less
time doing these tasks than Norwegian or US women. The net result of
these over-time shifts is that partnered women in all countries still perform
60% or more of household unpaid work. If future progress continues at the
same rate as past progress – and this is a big “if” that Goldscheider and
Sassler (see Chapter 9) fully embrace – gender equality in unpaid work
would not be achieved for another half-century (Kan, Sullivan, and
Gershuny 2011).
The void created by men’s failure to contribute fully to family unpaid
work is filled by the service sector, encouraging a growing class divide in
women’s domestic equality gains. Gupta and his colleagues (2010) found
that high-wage German, Swedish, and US women spend significantly less
time doing routine housework than their lower waged peers. The institutional context matters, as differences among women are greater where
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aggregate income inequality is greater as in the United States (Gupta et al.
2010). The demand for market substitutes for domestic work is undoubtedly
one driver of the low-wage job growth in Great Britain and the United
States.
Class and also racial–ethnic divisions among women increasingly span
continents, as the use of migrant domestic workers in affluent economies
surged since the 1990s (Williams 2012; Zimmerman, Litt, and Bose 2006).
This includes an increase in the Nordic countries after governments introduced cash transfers to reduce the high cost of providing public care
services (Williams 2012). As a result, the number of migrant care workers
increased in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden as well as other European and
North American countries (Williams 2012; Zimmerman, Litt, and Bose
2006).
The growth in migrant care work highlights that family inequalities in paid
and unpaid work span First and Third World countries. If women in affluent
economies struggle to balance employment and family, imagine the challenges
for women doing so across national borders. Regardless of the care drain migrant
work imposes on families in the sending countries, many governments actively
encourage the migration of women over men (Williams 2012; Zimmerman, Litt,
and Bose 2006). This is because migrant women on average send more of their
earnings back to their families, which improves the national balance of payments required under international financial aid packages. Migrant male workers, in contrast, are more likely to spend more of their earnings in the host
country (Zimmerman, Litt, and Bose 2006).4
Despite the downsides, all of the trends indicate that a growing number of
women worldwide increasingly take advantage of postindustrial global labor
markets. Of course, the highest-skilled men still benefit the most, but global
markets increasingly tip the employment balance in favor of moderate- and
less-skilled women over similar men. Global markets also allow high-wage
women to fill the care deficit created by men’s limited unpaid work by
purchasing support from less-advantaged women. At the same time, the
proportion of younger less-skilled women continues to shrink at a faster
rate than men’s (OECD 2013a). Policies also nudge women more than
men. These evolving institutional effects shaping gender equality at its
intersection with class (and race–ethnicity) are brought to bear on family
formation patterns.
4

This gender difference in family expenditures is not unique to the Third World. Lundberg,
Pollack, and Wales’ (1997) analysis of British family cash transfers found that expenditures on
children’s clothing increased when women received the transfers rather than men.
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INSTITUTIONAL EFFECTS ON CLASS INEQUALITIES IN FAMILY FORMS

Becker (1981, 1985) believed that the mutual dependence created by gender
specialization in paid or unpaid work enhances marital stability and fertility.
Certainly, the three-institutional reinforcement of Becker’s patriarchal model
in the postwar decades reinforced a family formation sequence of marriage,
childbearing, and children being raised by the two biological parents. This
anomalous period in modern industrial history comprised the “golden age of
marriage” in Western societies (Festy 1980). Couples married earlier, leading
to a spike in fertility in many countries (Van Bavel and Reher 2013). Whether
the sequence reflected choice or constraint is debatable. Few women had the
independent economic resources to remain single or to leave an unhappy or
abusive marriage. Conception outside marriage was deeply stigmatizing for
both the mother and the child, and most often resulted in either a “shot-gun”
wedding or putting the child up for adoption.
Yet institutional intersections are dynamic. They vary across countries at any
given point in time, as well as over time within countries. Esteve and FlorezParedes (see Chapter 2) note that marriage was not historically preeminent in
Central and Latin America. Instead, cohabitation and union instability were
structural dimensions of family life when marriage reached its zenith in the
West (Esteve and Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2). During that time in the West,
pronatalist policies combined with supports for maternal employment in
Nordic and socialist countries correlated with higher nonmarital fertility rates
(Cooke 2011; Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). Relatedly, cohabitation in social democratic Denmark and Sweden began to increase in the 1960s, a decade ahead of
other countries in Europe (Hall and White 2005, p. 30).
Over the past fifty years, more women throughout Europe and the Americas
cohabit rather than marry and raise children outside marriage whether
because of divorce or nonmarital childbearing (Carlson, Chapter 1; Esteve
and Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2; Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). What intrigues or
worries many social scientists and policymakers are the educational and/or
racial–ethnic disparities in these family patterns that reflect and/or magnify
inequalities among families. For most Whites in the United States and nonNordic European countries, avant-garde family arrangements in the 1960s
such as cohabitation or divorce were the purview of a small elite. As alternative
family forms became more culturally acceptable and legally possible, Goode
(1970) anticipated they would become more prevalent among the less- rather
than highly educated. His prediction has largely been borne out, although
educational gradients in marriage, cohabitation, nonmarital childbearing,
and divorce vary in their institutional context (Carlson, Chapter 1).
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Within a patriarchal structure, men’s economic capacity predicted by
education still plays an important role in women’s family choices as Cherlin
argues here and elsewhere (Cherlin 2014). For example, Cherlin (see
Chapter 3) attributes changes in the educational gradient in US single motherhood to the disparate gender earnings effects of job polarization. His prima
facie case seems convincing. Recall that moderately educated women
improved their earnings position in response to polarization while that of
moderately educated men deteriorated (Autor 2010). The percentage of
US children living with moderately educated single mothers increased in
each decade since the 1980s, whereas that for both the least- and mosteducated women remained fairly stable since the 1990s (Cherlin, Chapter 3).
However, education predicts much more than economic outcomes – even in
the United States – that also have a bearing on family commitment and stability.
These associations should not be given short shrift in discussions of educational
gradients in family formation because they offer much deeper insights as to the
causes as well as consequences of observed family patterns. To date, Kalmijn
(2013) is the only demographer to explore the interplays between the institutional context and the possible meanings of education behind the gradients.
Beyond the Economics of Education
Kalmijn (2013) noted that education predicts not only economic prospects, but
more egalitarian attitudes as well. He subsequently hypothesized that the
degree of gender inequality in a society determines which aspect of education
accounts for educational gradients in family formation. In the twenty-six
European countries analyzed, Kalmijn found that highly educated women
in male breadwinner contexts were less likely to have ever married and, if they
married, more likely to have divorced. In contrast, less-educated women in
these contexts have fewer nonmarital economic alternatives and hence were
more likely to have married and less likely to have divorced. Education had
little impact on men’s marriage or divorce risks (Kalmijn 2013). This pattern is
consistent with the educational scenarios in the United States at the height of
the 1950s’ male breadwinner model.
In more egalitarian contexts, however, highly educated women and men
were more likely to have married and less likely to have divorced (Kalmijn
2013).5 Kalmijn (2013) also found that highly educated individuals were more
5

These results are consistent with Cooke et al.’s (2013) comparative study of harmonized
national panel data, which reported that the reduction in divorce risk predicted by a wife’s
university degree was about as great in Finland, Norway, and Sweden as in the United States.
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likely to be married to one another as gender equality increased. He concluded
the stronger effect of men’s education on marriage in egalitarian countries
relates to its cultural rather than economic implications. Educated women
married educated men because the latter are more involved in child care and
hold more egalitarian attitudes about their wives’ employment (Kalmijn 2013).
Missing from Kalmijn’s study due to data limitations are the many other
characteristics associated with education that also affect marriage probabilities. Lower education predicts a range of problems, from disability and poor
health (Eurofound 2016), to greater illicit drug use and binge drinking,
particularly among young men (Duncan, Wilkerson, and England 2006).
Men with less education are more likely to commit domestic violence as
well (Aizer 2010; Costa et al. 2016).
These associations do not mean that forcing men to gain additional
education will reduce the negative behaviors, as the causal arrow goes in
the other direction. Behavioral and socio-emotional factors account for both
education and employment outcomes, and behavioral problems are more
prevalent among boys than girls (see Bertrand and Pan 2013). Once young
adults are engaged in illicit behaviors, they are the most difficult to reach
with any education, training, or employment program (Eurofound 2016).
At the same time, Cherlin (2014) summarized US qualitative research
indicating that the persistent pressure on less-skilled men to fulfill the elusive
patriarchal economic norm pushes them into illicit activities. This suggests
outdated patriarchal norms do not support positive employment behavior
among men.
Some academics and policymakers believe marriage “improves” men by
encouraging them to give up bad habits and encourage their efforts to earn
more money under the male breadwinner norm (Wilcox and Price,
Chapter 8). For example, many studies find that married men earn more
than either their single or divorced counterparts (Ahituv and Lerman 2007),
although the magnitude of this marriage premium varies across countries
(Schoeni 1995) and among men within countries (Cooke 2014). However,
a growing body of research finds that it is more a case of “better” men selecting
into marriage rather than a causal effect of marriage. Duncan, Wilkerson, and
England (2006) found that US men’s legal and illegal substance abuse significantly decreased before entering cohabitation or marriage, not after.
In Norway, men who ultimately married had chosen higher wage occupations
years before they partnered. Consequently, partnered men did not earn higher
wages as compared with single men in the same occupations (Petersen,
Penner, and Høgnes 2014). Similarly, US men tend to marry during periods
of high wage growth, which plateaus (Dougherty 2006; Killewald and
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Lundberg 2017) or even declines after the year of marriage (Loughran and
Zissimopoulos 2009).
All in all, more desirable men are selected into stable marriages, either
because men who are particularly keen to have a family actively prepare for it
earlier in the life course, or because savvy women actively pursue such men for
marriage. Women who remain in education have the greatest opportunity to
meet a large number of potentially desirable partners over several years before
deciding on one. As societal gender equality increases and cultural norms
about family evolve, less-educated women feel less compelled to legally
commit to someone from their pool of likely partners. Less-educated women
do marry, of course, but women most frequently cite drug or alcohol abuse,
domestic violence, as well as poor employment prospects as reasons for divorce
(Härkönen 2014). The greater likelihood of these family-deleterious behaviors
among less-educated men therefore contributes to educational gradients in
marriage as well as divorce.
Patriarchy vs. Gender Equality
The body of evidence outlined above suggests the patriarchal norm of fathers
as economic heads of households is incongruous with the educational and
employment trends that highlight growing female advantage among low- to
moderately educated adults. Men’s paid work is still important for family
formation and stability, but it is increasingly important for women as well.
For example, studies cited in Cooke and Baxter (2010) found that the unemployment of either husbands or wives increased the risk of divorce in Finland
and Norway. What is at odds with labor market trends is the assumption of
men’s wage advantage over women in general and their opposite-sex partner
specifically.
A further problem with the patriarchal norm is that it precludes equallyvalued roles for men’s expressive as well as economic contribution to family.
Indeed, a new norm of family men as emotionally engaged and domestically
involved has become pervasive since the 1970s, but it still sits subordinate to
the patriarchal norm of breadwinning (Gerson 1993; Segal 2007). As long as
the patriarchal norm dominates, couples will find it culturally difficult to
enact different divisions of household labor that might better suit their individual capabilities within postindustrial markets. Goldscheider and Sassler
(see Chapter 9) discuss the compelling evidence that men in particular would
enact more egalitarian domestic divisions if they believe that other men
support these. This highlights that even the most-entrenched norms of masculinity can shift with public support from other men.
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The economic and social trends together suggest that full institutional
support for gender equality will ultimately support greater family stability in
the postindustrial global economy. There is already some evidence that this is
the case among younger cohorts. For example, US marriages where the
woman has more education than the man are no longer more likely to divorce
as they were a generation or two ago (Schwartz and Han 2014). At the same
time, a US wife’s employment still increases the risk of divorce (Cooke et al.
2013; Killewald 2016). This contrasts, however, with the effect of wives’ employment in countries with greater policy support for equality. In Finland,
Norway, and Sweden, wives’ employment in fact lowers the risk of divorce
(Cooke et al. 2013). Even within the United States, Cooke (2006) found that
first marriages were most stable when couples had more equal divisions of paid
and unpaid work. The optimal mix during the 1990s was when the wife
contributed 40% to family earnings and the man 40% to unpaid domestic
tasks (Cooke 2006).
However, it would be naı̈ve to expect a smooth or rapid normative transition
from patriarchal dominance to egalitarianism, particularly when some view
the changes as entailing loss of public and private power. As noted by Carlson
(see Chapter 1), cohabitation in lieu of marriage is widespread across the more
egalitarian Nordic countries and cohabiting unions everywhere are less stable
than married ones. In addition, Carlson’s (see Figure 1.3) data showed that the
2014 divorce rate per 1,000 people was higher in Denmark than in the
notoriously divorce-prone United States. Even when limiting comparisons
to the smaller proportion of Nordic couples who marry, Finnish and Swedish
divorce rates are among the top of the list, although not as high as in the
United States and Russia (Fahey 2014, Figure 2).
In addition, other signs point to greater benefits of institutionalizing gender
equality over patriarchy. Aizer (2010) found that US domestic violence decreased
when the gender wage gap decreased, whereas a traditional grab for patriarchal
power would have predicted an increase. Esping-Andersen and Billari (2015)
highlight the recovery in fertility rates in the Nordic countries as compared
with persistent low fertility in more gender-traditional European contexts.
Further aggregate evidence of a positive link between gender equality and
partnered households is contained in Table 11.3. The first column displays the
United Nations’ Gender Inequality Index rating for numerous countries in
Europe and the Americas. The index rates countries on women’s reproductive
health, empowerment, and economic status,6 and ranges from zero,
6

Reproductive health is measured by the maternal mortality ratio and adolescent birth rates;
empowerment includes the proportion of parliamentary seats occupied by women along with
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table 11.3 Gender inequality, social expenditures, and percentage of children
under 17 living in poverty in two- vs. single-parent families, circa 2010
Poverty Rates (%)

Denmark
Finland
Norway
Sweden
Belgium
France
Germany
Greece
Italy
Netherlands
Spain
Czech
Republic
Estonia
Hungary
UK
Canada
US
Brazil
Colombia
Dominican
Republic
Guatemala
Mexico
Panama
Paraguay
Peru

% children in % GDP
Gender
Inequality Single-Mother Family
Transfers
Families
Index

Two-Parent Single-Mother
Households Households

0.06
0.08
0.08
0.05
0.11
0.11
0.09
0.16
0.12
0.05
0.12
0.14

16.9
10.4
13.1
18.0
10.3
13.8
15.6
3.7
8.5
11.5
7.7
12.2

3.8
3.1
3.1
3.4
2.8
2.9
2.2
1.4
1.3
1.5
1.5
2.4

3.1
2.5
3.1
3.3
4.9
8.2
4.1
16.6
17.6
2.9
19.5
7.4

10.8
11.7
16.7
10.4
28.1
29.4
36.2
39.4
33.0
32.5
32.7
32.2

0.19
0.24
0.21
0.14
0.30
0.45
0.48
0.48

15.7
14.6
21.0
13.4
21.0
19.2
25.1
26.4

2.6
3.4
4.0
1.3
0.7
*
*
*

9.4
11.5
7.6
10.6
13.7
27.8
21.8
21.8

30.2
18.6
14.3
37.4
45.9
40.5
32.5
31.8

0.54
0.45
0.49
0.48
0.42

18.3
16.0
22.6
17.6
16.2

*
1.1
*
*
*

29.4
25.3
29.7
27.6
30.7

26.2
22.3
38.9
33.8
52.0

Source: Gender Inequality Index (0 no inequality to 1 total inequality) from the 2010–15 average
from UN Human Development Report 2011: http://hdr.undp.org/sites/default/files/reports/271/hd
r_2011_en_complete.pdf; Social expenditure data for 2010 from OECD (2017): www.oecd.org/els
/social/expenditure, retrieved March 24, 2017; Child poverty rates are the percentage of children
under 17 living in households with less than 50% median household income, from LIS Key Figures
for 2010 (2011) or the next earlier wave: www.lisdatacenter.org/lis-ikf-webapp/app/search-ikf-figures,
accessed March 24, 2017. Note: Asterisk (*) indicates information not available.
the proportion of adult men and women aged 25 and older with at least some secondary
education; and economic status encompasses the labor force participation rate of female and
male populations aged 15 years and older. See http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/genderinequality-index-gii (accessed March 3, 2017) for more detail.
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indicating perfect gender equality, to one, indicating extreme gender inequality. The ratings confirm the high degree of gender equality in the Nordic
countries, along with the Netherlands and Germany. Most of the rest of
Europe along with Canada have moderately high gender equality, whereas
it is noticeably lower in Hungary, the United Kingdom, and United States. It is
lowest in familistic Latin America.
The second column displays the percentage of children under the age of
17 who are living in a single-mother household. The percentage is smallest in
Greece at less than 4% and greatest in Colombia and the Dominican
Republic where more than one quarter of children reside with a lone
mother. The United Kingdom and United States are more similar to Latin
America, with more than one fifth of young children residing in singlemother households. Overall, the percentage of children residing in singlemother households increases as gender inequality increases (correlation
0.64, p <0.000).
Whether institutionalized gender equality or patriarchy supports greater
family stability in postindustrial societies is much more than an academic
debate. The core issue behind the debate is the relationship between family
forms and the individual outcomes noted in the bottom box of Figure 11.1 (see
also Chapter 10). A sizeable literature documents that father absence predicts
greater risks of behavioral, educational, and employment problems in the next
generation. My final argument, building on an insight from Moynihan, is that
any pathology associated with residing in single-mother households is an
artifact of patriarchy that limits these households’ access to resources. Proof
of this conjecture is that the negative outcomes are minimized where cultural,
market, and state institutions instead support greater gender equality.

INSTITUTIONAL INTERSECTIONS AND GROUP DIFFERENCES
IN FAMILY OUTCOMES

Senator Moynihan’s 1965 report for the US Department of Labor brought
discussion of child outcomes associated with single-mother households into
the public debate. In that report, he noted the very high divorce and nonmarital birth rates among African–American families as compared with Whites,
and the strong correlations between father absence and children’s low intelligence scores, school truancy, crime, drug addiction, etc. (Moynihan 1965).
There were very strong educational gradients in effects that he attributed to the
deep-seated US racism undermining African–American men’s access to education and employment and, in turn, their relative employment advantage
over African–American women. Moynihan (1965, p. 29) concluded the poor
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intergenerational outcomes were indicative of the “pathology of matriarchy”
within a society that presumed and rewarded male leadership in public and
private life. Moynihan did not consider patriarchy superior or inevitable, just
normative at the time. One of his key insights was that it was the mismatch
between individual and current normative circumstances that accounted for
the ill effects, not a pathology inherent to matriarchy.
In this chapter, I have detailed the similar dismantling of economic rewards
since Moynihan wrote his report for a growing proportion of men based on
education, along with the sizeable increase in women’s public participation
and private power. Yet the assumed pathology of matriarchy persists in much
of the US literature even as accumulating evidence indicates norms are giving
way to more gender-egalitarian family arrangements. McLanahan (2004) gave
it a less provocative name of “diverging destinies,” with the likelihood of father
absence predicated on mothers’ education rather than race–ethnicity.7
To be sure, studies from a range of Western countries confirm that parental
separation and subsequent family transitions predict some risk of negative
effects on children’s psychological well-being, behavior, grades, test scores,
educational attainment, own early onset of sexual activity, early childbearing,
and risk of divorce in adulthood (Garriga and Berta, Chapter 6; Härkönen,
Bernardi, and Boertien 2017; McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013; PerelliHarris, Chapter 4). McLanahan (2004) contends the negative outcomes derive
from the lower resources of single-parent households, in terms of both money
and parental attention. As less-educated women are more likely to be single
parents, their children face a larger resource deficit.
Confirming the causal direction of effects, however, is tricky (Autor et al.
2016; Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). Lower socioeconomic status already predicts
worse outcomes for children whether in two- or single-parent households.
Another possibility is that some other characteristic might account for both
family instability and children’s outcomes (Autor et al. 2016; Perelli-Harris,
Chapter 4). Analyses controlling for children’s stable unobserved characteristics, prior behavior, or school performance indeed find smaller effects than
when comparing across children (Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017;
McLanahan, Tach, and Schneider 2013). In other words, these children would
have done worse regardless of family structure.
Furthermore, like patriarchy, the negative effects associated with spending time
in a single-mother household are not inevitable. Most studies report “average”
7

Others point out that the educational gradients mainly mask the institutionalized racial–ethnic
disadvantage originally noted by Moynihan (1965) (Autor et al. 2016; Esteve and Florez-Paredes,
Chapter 2; Garriga and Berta, Chapter 6).
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effects. In all countries, a sizeable minority if not majority of children experiencing family instability do just fine or perhaps better than had their fathers been
present (Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017). Furthermore, more redistributive welfare states and greater policy support for maternal employment minimize
the negative intergenerational effects because they increase available resources
(Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017; Nieuwenhuis and Maldonado 2018).
In Europe, this realization resulted in the adoption of a policy discourse around
social investment rather than social protection. Whereas traditional welfare policies aimed to reduce current family poverty, social investment policies aim to
break the intergenerational cycle of poverty (Jenson 2009). The goal is to ensure
current and future employment growth within a (skilled) knowledge economy
(Bonoli 2005). Patterned on the Nordic model, social investment policies stress
greater education and skills for the next generation, simultaneous with current
high levels of female labor force participation facilitated by more policy supports
for employed parents and carers (Bonoli 2005; Jenson 2009).
The impact of public investment on families’ economic resources is evident
in the final three columns of Table 11.3. The third column indicates the
percentage of GDP spent on family transfers in each of the countries (information not available for Latin America). Note the particularly low level of
US public investment (0.7% of GDP in 2010) as compared with Europe and
Canada. With this low level of public investment comes a high level of poverty
even among US two-parent households – commensurate with the far less
affluent Mediterranean countries struggling under austerity measures.
The poverty rate for US single-mother households was a staggering 45.9% in
2010, exceeding that of any country in the table except Peru. In contrast, poverty
rates of single-mother households in the redistributive Nordic countries were on
average similar to the US poverty rate for two-parent households.
These aggregate differences manifest at the individual level. McLanahan,
Tach, and Schneider’s (2013) review consistently found significant negative
effects of father absence on US children’s educational and mental health outcomes, but effects were often weaker or entirely absent in other countries. For
example, the educational penalty for father absence is twice as large in the
United States as in Germany or the United Kingdom (Bernardi and Boertien
2017a). What research is just beginning to untangle is how child outcomes differ
systematically at the intersection of gender and class (and race–ethnicity).
Gender–Class Gaps in Effects
Ascertaining possible gender or class differences in the impact of family
structure on child outcomes is difficult because both characteristics
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predict behavioral and educational differences irrespective of family structure. As already mentioned, children benefit from economic and parental
resources, the level of which increases as parents’ education increases.
Consequently children of less-educated parents on average have more
behavioral problems and complete less education than children of highly
educated parents. Whether father absence magnifies this class disadvantage is unclear.
Two recent literature reviews found that approximately half of the reviewed
studies concluded that children of less-educated single parents fare worse,
whereas the other half concluded that the absence of a highly educated father
is more detrimental (Härkönen, Bernardi, and Boertien 2017; McLanahan,
Tach, and Schneider 2013). Bernardi and Boertien (2017a) contend the varying
conclusions stem from the different methods used in the analyses. Once
controlling for this, they found that father absence had the least impact on
the educational attainment of children of less-educated mothers in Germany,
Italy, the United Kingdom, and United States (Bernardi and Boertien 2017a).
Whether future research with similar attention to methodological issues will
reinforce this conclusion is an empirical question.
Gender differences in the impact of residing with a single mother are
apparent, however, at least in the United States. These develop from biological differences wherein boys do worse than girls on a range of noncognitive
measures affecting school success (Bertrand and Pan 2013). US boys are more
likely than girls to be diagnosed with attention deficit disorder and have lower
levels of inhibitory control and perceptual sensitivity, which equates to greater
aggression (see Bertrand and Pan 2013). US girls also have a slight but reliable
advantage in delaying gratification (Silverman 2003, cited in Bertrand and Pan
2013). Bertrand and Pan (2013) contend that some of the growing gender
differences in educational attainment discussed earlier can be traced to
these noncognitive gender differences in children.
The source of the gender behavioral differences may be biological, but as
with all essentialist differences, behaviors are responsive to environmental
factors. US evidence indicates that boys’ outcomes deteriorate further with
the reduction in parenting resources of single-mother households (Bertrand
and Pan 2013; Cooper et al. 2011). Not only is there just one parent, but single
US mothers engage less with boys than girls from a very young age, although
parental time investment increases with mothers’ education (Bertrand and
Pan 2013). Consequently, US girls generally fare better than boys in singleparent households. Girls’ greater resilience in the face of family change
contributes to their educational success and adaptability to changing labor
markets that demand high skills (Bertrand and Pan 2013).
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Looking at effects at the intersection of gender and class using detailed
Florida student records, Autor and colleagues (2016) found that the gender
gaps in academic and behavioral outcomes in both single- and two-parent
families shrink as parental socioeconomic status increases. Overall, boys’
outcomes are more strongly contingent on family structure as well as
economic resources, although high-quality schools can somewhat narrow
the gender gap (Autor et al. 2016). The smaller impact of schools as well as
neighborhoods on US boys’ behavioral and academic outcomes indicates
that Reeves’ (see Chapter 10) suggestion of sending disadvantaged children
to boarding schools would not rectify the inequalities. Doing so may
particularly harm boys because it would remove both parents from their
daily lives.
These gender differences in child outcomes may be another case of
US exceptionalism, driven by the high levels of class and gender inequality
in that country. Comparative research is needed to ascertain whether the more
egalitarian policy contexts specifically minimize the negative impact of single
motherhood on boys. It does seem likely that the perpetuation of the patriarchal norm in unequal contexts such as the United States contributes to the
intergenerational gender differences. The expectation that men should be the
primary family breadwinner in markets with a high degree of income inequality sharply reduces women’s perceived benefit of committing to less-educated
men. Men’s failure to achieve the patriarchal ideal coupled with their biological predisposition to act out increases the risk they will engage in further
negative behaviors that limit their time with residential or nonresidential
children. The next generation of boys suffers the most from father absence
in contexts of high inequality, perpetuating the cycle of maladaptation as
institutional support for patriarchal entitlement in the family, market, and
state continues to ebb. However, the solution is not to return to the patriarchal
system built on gender inequality. Instead, what is needed is to fully institutionalize gender equality in which new, more adaptive masculinities can
develop.
FAMILY FUTURES : MAKING GENDER EQUALITY A

“ COMPLETE ”

INSTITUTION

In this chapter, I have highlighted how group inequalities configured at the
intersections of family, market, and state institutions vary across place and
evolve over time. My argument is that the institutional arrangements supporting patriarchy in the postwar decades have been crumbling for quite some
time. A high-skill, technologically-driven global economy requires brains
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rather than brawn, and adaptable, socially engaged service providers.
In Western societies, many of the requisite traits are traditionally feminine.
Indeed, in the past half-century we have seen a remarkable ascendancy of
women in the economic, social, and political order.
As the new institutional order unfolds, the value of education continues to
increase (Autor 2010; Gottschalk and Smeeding 1997; Machin 2010).
Education not only imparts skills, but encourages more egalitarian attitudes
and predicts more positive social behaviors as well. Yet men’s educational
attainment has not kept pace with women’s over the past few decades.
Consequently a sizable proportion of men struggle to adapt to the new socioeconomic demands in and outside the home.
The gender revolution is far from complete, but many women perceive
themselves as sufficiently independent to go it alone at some stage of raising
their children when their partners fall short of economic or behavioral expectations. Although much more comparative research is needed, available
evidence finds that boys’ essentialist behavioral problems magnify when
fathers are absent from the household. These behavioral problems eclipse
boys’ educational development, which blunts the possibility that a larger
proportion of the next generation can enjoy the greater family stability associated with greater educational attainment.
This vicious circle of intergenerational inequality down the male line does
not indicate a pathology of matriarchy as initially suggested by Moynihan in
the mid-1960s. It instead point to the growing pathology of patriarchy in
postindustrial economies, because better institutional supports for gender
along with class equality yield the best intergenerational outcomes.
The reason we have not yet eradicated the risks is because gender equality
remains an “incomplete institution” even in the most progressive contexts.
I borrow this term from Cherlin’s (1978) seminal article on remarriage after
divorce. In that article, Cherlin argued that remarriages were less stable than
first marriages because they lacked the institutional support in language, law,
and custom that benefited first marriages. Similarly, I hold that the detrimental behaviors among boys and men will be staunched only once gender
equality has become fully institutionalized in the family, market, and state.
Institutionalizing gender equality eases the pressure on men to dominate paid
work, allowing more adaptive masculinities to develop in which men’s equal
contributions to both paid and unpaid work support family stability.
I conclude with some brief thoughts on the major market and policy challenges to achieving this.
The first challenge is to enhance children’s and particularly boys’ educational engagement from preschool that will carry them through to complete
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higher levels of education. This perspective is core to the EU’s social investment strategy, but as someone who worked on educational reform in her preacademic career, I can attest that the challenge is not the what, but the how.
Most compulsory educational systems developed with the assumption of an athome mother (Cooke 2011), and that children would adapt to the school
structures and processes. Both of these assumptions undermine academic
achievement.
Instead, educational processes need to adapt to children’s and families’
needs. This includes additional public funding for more aides of both genders
in the classroom, innovative approaches to curriculum delivery, high-quality
care and learning opportunities before and after standard school days, further
supports for children with any type of special need (including behavioral), and
coordinated extracurricular activities that do not require parents to shuttle
children to and from venues. These supports should extend through adolescence, during which young persons are at greatest risk of becoming NEET –
not in education, employment, or training (Eurofound 2016).
The second challenge is that both parents need more workplace flexibility
to ensure they can be actively involved in their children’s daily lives.
At present, organizations still reinforce patriarchal expectations of an ideal
worker without competing family demands (Acker 2006). These expectations
manifest in disparate gendered penalties when employees seek workplace
flexibility. For example, one US study found that male employees who
experienced a family conflict received lower performance ratings and lower
reward recommendations, whereas ratings of women were unaffected by
family conflicts (Butler and Skattebo 2004).
There is also a strong class dimension to organizational gendered expectations. Glass (2004) found that mothers in professional or managerial occupations incurred slightly larger wage penalties when they worked reduced hours
or worked from home, as compared with mothers in other occupations who
took up similar workplace options. Similarly, Brescoll, Glass, and Sedlovskaya
(2013) found that employers were more likely to grant low- than high-status
men’s requests for flexible work schedules for family reasons. High-status men
were more likely to be granted leave for career development (Brescoll, Glass,
and Sedlovskaya 2013).
This nascent literature supports Goldscheider and Sassler’s optimism (see
Chapter 9) that the second half of the gender revolution is now unfolding
among less-educated couples, which should ultimately reduce educational
gradients in marriage and divorce. At the same time, workplaces are stymying
further gender equality progress among the more highly educated, beyond
providing market alternatives for domestic production that widen class gaps
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among women (Gupta et al. 2010). Persistent patriarchal advantage at the top
of the class hierarchy blocks the thorough institutionalization of gender
equality. One way to quell this is with more aggressive redistributive tax
policies, the proceeds of which could be fed into the educational system.
Also needed are more aggressive positive discrimination policies, but targeted at the top of the occupational structure. Affirmative action entered
US equality legislation with Johnson’s 1965 Executive Order 11246, although
it has subsequently come under fire as discriminating against unprotected
groups. Positive discrimination is also allowed under the European
Commission’s 2006/54/EC directive on the implementation of the principle
of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of
employment and occupation. Again, however, many countries have argued
against positive discrimination because in principle it violates men’s rights to
equality (Cooke 2011).
Gender equality at the executive level remains most elusive. The European
Union is ahead of the Americas in tackling this with specific targets of
increasing the percentage of women in key decision-making positions
(European Commission 2016). In 2003, Norway mandated that 40% of nonexecutive board positions be filled by women. Although that controversial law
is now considered a success, its implementation has not trickled down to
increase the percentage of women in executive positions (Bertrand et al.
2015). Women’s ability to succeed when appointed to executive positions is
contingent on eliminating the patriarchal organizational norms for executives
as noted above.
The resistance to positive discrimination highlights the cultural resistance
to fully disavowing patriarchy, a cultural resistance that has proven slow to
change. Goldscheider and Sassler (see Chapter 9) discuss the gender essentialism behind such resistance, so I will not repeat the arguments here.
However, as they also argue and as indicated throughout this chapter, both
markets and policies can drive us further along the path to gender equality
and, in turn, better family outcomes. Only when gender equality is fully
institutionalized in markets and policies can the family, however configured,
and all of its members, thrive.
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Concluding Reflections
What Does Less Marriage Have to Do with More Family
Inequality?
W. Bradford Wilcox

This volume has explored the nature, causes, and consequences of family
inequality in the Americas and Europe. Family inequality, measured both in
economic terms and in family structure, can be found in many countries
across these three regions, but it is most pronounced in the United States and
Latin America (Boertien, Bernardi, and Härkönen, Chapter 7; Carlson,
Chapter 1; Esteve and Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2). That is, although gaps in
family income between more and less affluent families exist in all countries,
they are especially large in the United States and Latin America (Carbone and
Cahn, Chapter 13; Esteve and Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2). Likewise, single
parenthood and family instability are now more common among those without a college education throughout most of the Americas and Europe, but
inequalities in these particular dimensions of family structure seem to be
especially prevalent in the United States and Latin America (Carlson,
Chapter 1; Esteve and Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2; Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4).
Overall, then, less-educated men, women, and their children in these three
regions are more likely to be “doubly disadvantaged” – having fewer socioeconomic resources and less family stability, compared to their bettereducated fellow citizens (McLanahan 2004; Perelli-Harris 2018) – and this
pattern of double disadvantage is most common in the United States and Latin
America.
Although this volume chronicles an array of economic, policy, and cultural
factors that help to account for this dual pattern of economic and family
inequality, it does not focus much on the role, if any, that the retreat from
marriage unfolding across much of the globe since the 1960s (Goode 1993;
Wilcox and DeRose 2017) has itself played in fueling both family economic
inequality and family structure inequality between more- and less-educated
Americans and Europeans. The major exception is Eberstadt’s chapter (See
261
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Chapter 5), which touches on the ways the decline of marriage among lesseducated Americans may help explain the growing divergence in labor force
participation among men with and without college degrees in the United
States (Lerman and Wilcox 2014). Otherwise, not much attention is paid to the
role that the decline of marriage may have played in fueling or locking in
patterns of economic and family structure inequality.
Nevertheless, the retreat from marriage that has been unfolding in the
Americas and Europe over much of the last half-century may well be an
important contributor to growing inequality in family structure between
more- and less-educated North Americans and Europeans – and high levels
of family inequality between Latin Americans. That is because when marriage
is less likely to anchor the adult life course, and less likely to ground and guide
the bearing and rearing of children, family instability and single parenthood
seem to follow in its retreating wake (Heuveline, Timberlake, and Furstenberg
2003). DeRose and colleagues (2017), for instance, find that in the United
States and Europe, children born to cohabitating couples are, on average,
about 90 percent more likely to see their parents split by age 12 compared to
children born to married couples. Moreover, as cohabitation becomes more
common and marriage becomes less common in countries across the globe,
family instability generally increases (DeRose et al. 2017). In other words, less
marriage seems to equal more family instability and single parenthood for
children.
Why is this? Marriage is characterized by a distinctive set of norms, customs,
and often legal rights and responsibilities that appear to make it more stable
than cohabitation (Nock 1998). For instance, unlike cohabitation and dating,
entry into marriage is marked by a collective ritual that signals to self, partner,
friends, and family that a new state in life has been entered into. Above all,
marriage is generally seen to signify greater commitment than the relational
alternatives: It functions as a commitment device (Lundberg, Pollak, and
Stearns 2016). Indeed, Perelli-Harris (see Chapter 4) notes that her focus
groups with men and women across nine European countries indicate that
“participants in all countries generally saw cohabitation as a less committed
union than marriage.” This, then, is probably why in countries as different as
France, Italy, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States, children
born to married parents enjoy markedly more stability than children born to
cohabiting parents (DeRose et al. 2017).
In turn, the rise of cohabitation and the retreat from marriage seems to have
affected the less-educated more than the college-educated in many American
and European nations, at least as it relates to family instability and single
parenthood. The number of families headed by single parents has increased
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and is markedly higher among those without college degrees in countries as
different as Mexico, Sweden, and the United States (Carlson, Chapter 1;
Esteve and Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2; Kennedy and Thomson 2010; Wilcox
2010). Although the negative relationship between education and family
instability/single parenthood is not universal throughout Europe and the
Americas, it does seem to be increasingly the norm (Carlson, Chapter 1;
Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4).
Why is family structure increasingly patterned along educational lines?
This development is true partly for economic reasons – for instance, lesseducated men face higher levels of job instability, which affects both their
marriageability and the stability of their families (Carbone and Cahn,
Chapter 13; Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4; Wilcox, 2010). However, cultural reasons also seem to matter: The ethos of freedom and choice related to questions
of sex, parenthood, and relationships valorized amidst the “second demographic transition,” and the deinstitutionalization of marriage this ethos has
fueled, can be more difficult for the less educated to navigate when it comes to
childbearing, marriage, and the establishment of stable families (Cherlin
2004; Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006; Sassler and Miller 2017). Future research
will have to explore how much, and to what extent, the declining cultural,
legal, and economic power of marriage has contributed to growing family
structure inequality in much of the Americas and Europe.
Likewise, more needs to be learned about how the retreat from marriage,
along with the increasingly stratified character of family structure, has affected
economic inequality between families in Europe and Latin America. In the
United States, growing family structure inequality appears to have played an
important role in increases in family income inequality from the 1970s to the
2000s. The scholarship suggests that between about one fifth (Western,
Bloome, and Percheski 2008) and four tenths (S. P. Martin 2006) of the growth
in family income inequality over this period can be connected to the growing
proportion of single-parent families among less-educated Americans. Because
less-educated Americans have experienced much higher levels of family
instability and single parenthood than their college-educated peers since the
1970s, their median family incomes are markedly lower than they would
otherwise be, especially compared to their college-educated peers who are
now much more likely to benefit from two incomes (Lerman and Wilcox
2014). By contrast, if they enjoyed levels of family stability as high as their
college-educated fellow citizens, family income inequality in the United
States would be smaller.
It is less clear, however, if and how increases in family structure inequality
have influenced economic inequality in Europe and Latin America.
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In Europe, it is possible that increasing family structure inequality may not
have led to greater family economic inequality, at least when it comes to
family income, because welfare state spending has increased commensurate
with the growth in single-parent families (Huber and Stephens 2014). In Latin
America, family income inequality has declined in recent years, largely
because less-educated workers, including women, are working more and
earning more, and welfare state spending has grown (Azevedo, Inchauste,
and Sanfelice 2013; Lustig, Lopez-Calva, and Ortiz-Juarez 2013). However,
given increases in women’s labor force participation among less-educated
women, it is possible family income inequality in Latin America would have
been reduced even more than it was were it not for the fact that more and more
Latin American mothers are single, especially the less-educated (Esteve and
Florez-Paredes, Chapter 2). More research is needed to determine if growing
family instability in Europe and Latin America has led to greater inequality in
family economic well-being between the more and less-educated. Such
research needs also to extend beyond income to include considerations of
how changes in family structure may influence patterns of inequality in family
assets between the highly educated and the less educated.
This volume shows that families across the Americas and Europe are more
fragile. This is in part because marriage is less likely to anchor the adult life
course, and to ground and guide the bearing and rearing of children in
countries across these three continents. What is more, in many countries in
the Americas and Europe, family life is particularly fragile among the less
educated. This has led to family structure inequality in many countries – from
Sweden to the United States – such that highly educated men and women
continue to enjoy strong and stable families whereas their less-educated fellow
citizens do not. However, it is not clear that growing inequality in family
structure uniformly leads to growing family economic inequality in income
and assets in these three continents. More research is needed to determine if
public policies can and do minimize the economic fallout of growing family
structure inequality on economic inequality in Europe and the Americas.
In other words, it is not clear if less marriage always need equal more family
economic inequality in nations across these three continents.
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Commentary, Afterword, and Concluding Thoughts on
Family Change and Economic Inequality
June Carbone and Naomi R. Cahn

Throughout the developed world, inequality is increasing and the family is
changing. Yet, there is no agreement on the links between the two. Some claim
that family change – particularly class-based increases in relationship instability,
nonmarital cohabitation, and single-parent births – contributes to societal
inequality. Accordingly, a renewed emphasis on marriage should be an important part of any solution. Others see economic change as the source of both
greater inequality and family transformation, and favor solutions that provide
greater support to those left behind – both for poverty alleviation and to enhance
relationship stability. Both groups agree that a new information-based society
has witnessed a series of overlapping changes: A greater demand for women’s
market labor, an elite shift to later marriage and relatively more egalitarian
relationships, declining wages for unskilled men, greater tolerance for nonmarital sexuality, and lower overall fertility. Yet, they differ in the way they address
the relationship between economic change and family values. Some scholars
see the values change as a product of the economic changes; elite couples have
delayed marriage and childbearing and embraced more cooperative and flexible parental roles in order to be able take advantage of dual career opportunities. We call this “blue” family values (Cahn and Carbone 2010). In
accordance with this view, the instability in working-class families involves
problems of transition; many societies do not provide sufficient support to
systematize the advantages of the new family system, which depend on women’s
reproductive autonomy, the creation of meaningful social roles for blue-collar
men, and greater parental security irrespective of family form. Others view the
change in terms of values as independent of the economic changes, and favor
stronger support for more responsible decisions about partnering and childrearing. While the approaches overlap, they differ in their identification of
causation, preferred family strategies, and proposed government interventions.
Accordingly, while both see increasing working-class instability in employment,
265
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residences, and family composition as bad for children, they differ as to whether
greater economic insecurity or cultural shifts in family composition play the
larger role in increasing that instability.
Testing the relative merits of these viewpoints in a comparative context is
challenging. Academic study of the increase in inequality is relatively new,
and the study of the connections between inequalities of the family is even
more contemporary. Moreover, while economies and families are changing
almost everywhere, they are not necessarily changing everywhere in the same
ways or at the same rates (Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). Even within the same
countries, for example, urban areas tend to be earlier adopters of the new
family model than rural areas; and this may be true whether the urban areas
are struggling or thriving (Cahn and Carbone 2010; Kurek 2011). Indeed,
family scholars do not even agree on what to call the “new family behaviors”
(Perelli-Harrris, Chapter 4), sometimes terming them the “deinstitutionalization of marriage” (Cherlin 2005), “the second demographic transition”
(Lesthaeghe 2010), or something else entirely.
To make sense of the inquiry, an interdisciplinary and international group
of scholars came to together in Rome, Italy. In this volume, they provide
a comparative analysis of the relationship between growing economic inequality in a large portion of the Western world and the process of family change.
Unsurprisingly, they provide no comprehensive resolution of the debate over
the implications of family change or the solution to economic inequality. Yet,
they create a much more informed foundation for these discussions. Based on
the contributions to this volume and our past scholarship in the area within
this Commentary, we highlight where grounds emerge for at least tentative
agreement, the issues likely to remain subjects of intense disagreement, and
the areas which have yet to be fully explored. In doing so, we draw our
examples primarily from the United States, although we recognize that it is
often an outlier in both economic and family terms. Our goal is to shift the
focus from the areas of disagreement toward positive policies with proven
impact.
This Commentary breaks the debate down into three areas. We term the
first “The View From 10,000 Feet.” This section provides an overview of where
some agreement is likely. A major part of the debate to date has been between
those who see family change as a product of cultural shifts and those who view
it as a reaction to a new, postindustrial economic model. Our response, which
frames this Commentary and which we explore in this Section, is an emphatic
“yes.” Economic and cultural changes interact; viewing them as independent
of each other is neither necessary nor sustainable. We conclude, therefore,
that some agreement should be possible at the 10,000 foot level, and such
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agreement could involve recognition that the changes we see in the family are
part of a transition to a new economy. There also seems to be agreement that
this new economy causes reorganization of families’ division of market and
domestic work, with profound implications for investments in children.
In the second section, “The Nitty-Gritty,” we consider the need to develop
a dynamic analysis that examines the interaction of cultural, social, economic,
and legal factors, rather than the isolation of individual causal agents. We note
that determining causation in family change is always challenging.
Nonetheless, most scholars agree that a significant factor underlying family
composition is the status of women. However, accounting for the impact of
change in women’s roles is complicated because it involves not only relationships between men and women but also how those relationships affect both
men’s relative status among men, and women’s ability to command societal
support for their child-rearing efforts. We conclude that international, regional, and class comparisons are incomplete unless they take into account the
societal and legal context for intimate relationships, as some chapters in this
volume do.
In the third section, “Why Can’t We All Get Along?” we observe the forces
blocking comprehensive approaches to the family. If we see what is happening
to the family as part of a process of economic and cultural change, the
question should be whether it is desirable or possible to speed the transition
to the new system of gender egalitarianism and public support for the transition to an information economy for those who might be left behind. In fact,
some countries seem to have cushioned the transition to the new system;
either because the values underlying the new system are more broadly shared,
or because the society provides a greater degree of family support. In other
countries however, the process of economic and family change has triggered
greater divisions, blocking public support for a more comprehensive
approach. We conclude by reviewing the proposals in this volume and their
prospects for implementation.

THE VIEW FROM

10,000

FEET

Efforts to describe the family in comparative terms are a fraught enterprise, as
they must account for cultural, economic, and legal changes in differing
countries with diverse heritages. It is understandable therefore that the papers
do not agree on an overall framework as to what exactly has caused changing
family structures. Indeed, to the extent they agree on anything, it is most likely
to be certain basic facts, and identification of the theories whose predictions
cannot be validated. We therefore start with the factual assertions on which

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

268

June Carbone & Naomi Cahn

there is at least some agreement, then move on to the claims that do not stand
up to examination, and close with the identification of the missing parts of
a full analysis.
To the extent that there is a shared set of assumptions for this volume, they
are basic. First, the family has changed. Between 1980 and 2000, fertility
declined substantially across most of the developed world, though with greater
variation after 2000. Nonmarital cohabitation and childbearing increased
during the same period in every developed country. The patterns, however,
are not uniform. Sweden and Iceland, which had much higher rates of
nonmarital childbearing compared to other European countries in 1980, did
not experience a sharp increase. The growth in nonmarital births is leveling off
in both Sweden and Iceland (Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4, Figure 4.1).
Second, all developed countries experienced similar economic changes
with a reduction in middle-wage jobs. The countries varied, however, in the
degree to which they experienced a corresponding increase in higher or lower
wage occupations (Cooke, Chapter 11, Table 11.1). France and Denmark, for
example, experienced large increases in high-paying occupations, the
Republic of Ireland and Finland saw their low-paying jobs expand most;
while both high-paying and low paying jobs grew in the United Kingdom
and the Netherlands.
Third, women’s roles have changed, with women increasing their workforce
participation throughout Europe and North America since 1960, although
those rates have plateaued in many countries (Cooke, Chapter 11, Table 11.2).
The impact of these changes on family, however, varies across countries and
regions. In countries with patriarchal gender attitudes, for example, the highest-earning women are less likely to marry than women with less education
while in countries with more egalitarian gender attitudes, the highest-earning
women have become more likely to marry than other women (Cooke,
Chapter 11). In addition, access to employment and contraception has given
women greater independence, but the form that independence takes varies
considerably. Comparatively, more patriarchal countries such as Italy and
Greece may have relatively low levels of nonmarital childbearing, for example, but also have substantially lower fertility rates.
Fourth, the increase in family instability has not affected the well off to the
same extent as the middle-class and low-income families, particularly in the
countries that have experienced the sharpest increases in nonmarital births
and cohabitation. While the class-based divergences are not universal (Garriga
and Berta, Chapter 6), such differences are widespread and there is a shared
concern that family change may exacerbate economic inequality (Wilcox and
Price, Chapter 8).
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Despite agreement on the basic facts, there is little agreement on cause or
effect. Indeed, the greater theoretical agreement may be on the failure of
existing theories to account for what has occurred. Initial studies of the
changing family have treated it as a process of cultural change, with elite
women among the first to question patriarchal marriage and to embrace
a redefinition of intimate relationships. In economics, Gary Becker predicted
that low-income couples would experience the greatest increases in relationship instability as they forewent the benefits of “specialization” in the respective spheres of home and market.1 (Becker 1981) Demographers described the
changes in terms of a shift in values toward greater individualization and
search for self-fulfillment, with higher educated people leading the way
(Lesthaeghe 2010; Van de Kaa 1987). The problem with these theories, however, is that they do not fit the evidence. In the United States in particular, elite
families have seen little increase in nonmarital child-rearing and their families
have experienced comparative stability (Lundberg, Pollack, and Stearns 2016)
at the same time working-class groups with more traditional gender attitudes
have experienced the most dramatic increases in relationship instability
(Cherlin, Chapter 3). Thus, the authors in this volume share skepticism
about the existing theories, but none offers a single, comprehensive, consensus-based alternative account.
Developing such a theory is particularly challenging because, as we have
argued elsewhere, it involves integrating the economic and normative
changes. The interaction between the two is a dynamic process in which
causality likely flows in multiple directions. For example, industrialization
made education the new pathway into the middle class (economic); and the
family and women’s roles within it changed to facilitate greater investment in
children (normative) (Carbone and Cahn 2014; Lesthaeghe 2010).
The hallmark of the middle class thus became women’s ability to stay out of
the paid labor market; a luxury beyond the reach of most of the working class
until well into the twentieth century, except perhaps during the short-lived
postwar economy of the 1950s.
Yet, the embrace of women’s distinctive role in overseeing the moral
training and development of the young occurred readily in only some places.
In the United States for example, farmwives embraced the new gender model
before the urban working class; viewing it as an elevation in women’s status as
they became the moral arbiters of family life (Carbone and Cahn 2014).
1

This is despite the fact that the homemaker role of cook, cleaner, and career tends to be treated
as a low-skill occupation that could be the epitome of generalization, while women’s increased
market labor in fact involves greater specialization among women (Carbone 2000).
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European scholars associate similar increases in parental investment in children with greater parental affection (Lesthaeghe 2010), and view rural families
as lagging behind urban ones in embracing the new values (Scott and Tilly
1975). On both continents, the shifts in “sentiment” associated with expressive
individualism, the move away from arranged marriages, greater female status,
and greater investment in children unfolded over centuries (Stone 1977,
p. 198). In Europe, for example, women’s ability to devote themselves to the
home came earlier in Britain, with only 9% of married women in the labor
market at the turn of the twentieth century, in contrast to France, where 38%
of married women remained in the labor market during the same time period
(Scott and Tilly 1975). Cherlin observes in this volume that the American
working class acquired the ability to keep wives and children out of the
workplace and to invest more heavily in children’s education only after
World War II (Cherlin, Chapter 3).
Today’s information economy has created a similar long-term transformation in the relationship between home and family. The new, postindustrial
economy has generated greater demand for women’s market labor, making
two-income families more important to middle-class status, and rewarding
even greater investment in girls and boys. This has also required
a reorganization of the family. To realize two incomes, college graduates
embrace contraception and delay marriage and childbearing. When they do
form families, they engage in a greater degree of assortative mating, with
spouses choosing mates with similar interests and socioeconomic status.
In managing children, the spouses trade off work force participation and
child care, which requires a greater degree of trust and flexibility in managing
relationships. We have previously termed this new system of family patterns as
“blue” (Cahn and Carbone 2010).
Each of these new systems – one developing during the rise of industrialization and the other coinciding with the information economy – combine
adaptation to new economies with new moral understandings. Yet, the process
of universalizing these new systems can be slower if the new values are
contested, or if the society is unwilling to support economic policies that
allow transmission of the new model to those left behind. Unemployed men
do not necessarily contribute to the creation of more egalitarian parenting
relationships, even if they adore their children. Moreover, community health
mediates the impact of growing economic inequality on family stability, with
the result that close-knit communities built around shared religious or cultural
values and communities with more robust safety nets may not see as much of
an increase in family dysfunction. The result – at least in the short term – is
greater income and educational inequality.
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We have written about these shifts over the last twenty years in the United
States (Cahn and Carbone 2010; Carbone 2000; Carbone and Cahn 2014), and
we have tried to capture a 10,000-foot view of the nature of the changes. Our
story involves the intersection of economic change with family organization
and increased class divisions. We have argued that the changes that took place
with the rise of industrialization involved the same issues that occur today –
greater economic inequality as opportunities increase for some while remaining beyond the reach of others, changing women’s roles that reallocate power
in intimate relationships, and changing norms that become a source of tension
in the recreation of culture. Cooke, with more of a European focus, describes
the changes in similar terms (Cooke, Chapter 11). Underlying these changes
has been the recreation of class advantage as the middle classes reorganize the
family in order to realize the new opportunities – men’s entry into the
management positions and professions of the industrial economy, and
women’s similar expansion into the paid labor market today – while securing
the investment in children necessary to realize these advantages (Lesthaeghe
2010). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, this involved women’s
increased status within the home and greater emphasis on child-rearing.
In the twenty-first century, it involves shared parenting and greater reliance
on paid child care (Cooke, Chapter 11; Goldscheider and Sassler, Chapter 9).
Seeing the changes as part of a long-term, unevenly disseminating process
provides the basis for more in-depth explorations of the integration of economics and normative change.
Today’s shifts – which involve investing in women as well as men’s income
opportunities, embracing the birth control pill and postponing childbearing,
high investment in children based on intensive male and female parenting –
also face a difficult challenge to greater acceptance. The reasons, however, lie
not with the overall ideal – more egalitarian family practices appear to have
won the day in principle throughout the developed world – but rather with the
difficulties of implementation. These challenges involve what we label the
“nitty-gritty,” and they do help explain why analyses of the family remain so
divisive.

THE

“ NITTY – GRITTY ”

What we refer to here as “the nitty-gritty” involves the factors that explain how
new normative systems spread, such as acceptance of new gendered roles.
These factors are context-dependent – potentially varying substantially from
rural Calabria to urban Stockholm for example. As explained below, the
factors interact with each other in an iterative fashion. In short, they require
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a dynamic systems analysis, not just the isolation of individual causal agents.
In this section, we identify a number of issues that complicate the analyses in
this book and serve as important factors that explain differences in perspectives
and outcomes. The factors involve men’s status, women’s sources of support
for child-rearing, the legal treatment of intimate and child-rearing relationships, and the interaction between employment and migration in determining
the composition of various communities.
Men’s Status
All authors concur that declining prospects for working-class men contribute
to family change (Cherlin, Chapter 3; Cooke, Chapter 11; Wilcox and Price,
Chapter 8). Yet, there is no agreement on the mechanisms that translate a loss
in income or employment into a decline in marriage, much less demonstration of a comparative effect across cultures. Indeed, Wilcox and Price (see
Chapter 8) report that one of their more surprising findings is that societies
with a higher rate of two-parent families do not necessarily have higher levels
of male workforce participation.
Two missing pieces may contribute to the analyses: Men’s reactions to more
competitive status hierarchies and women’s choice among possible partners
(Carbone and Cahn 2014 ). In European societies, periods of higher unemployment correlate with lower marriage rates, but these studies do not necessarily track the impact of persistent unemployment or distinguish among
subgroups who are more or less connected to stable employment (Kalmijn
2007). Ethnographic studies of low-income communities in the United States,
where marriage rates have plummeted, generally indicate that women do not
refuse to stay with low-income fathers because of their lack of income in itself.
Instead, the women emphasize men’s behavior. In one study, over half of the
mothers listed domestic violence as a major reason why they were no longer
with the fathers of their children (Edin and Kefalas 2005). A more recent study
finds that domestic violence may also be a significant factor in younger
women’s likelihood of pregnancy in the context of unstable relationships
(Barber et al. 2017); the violent men were more likely to father children than
the women’s other male partners. These studies further indicate that infidelity,
criminality, and contact with the criminal justice system exacerbate relationship instability.
These correlations may well be a product of more unequal societies.
In essence, societies with greater income inequality tend to also have higher
levels of violence, imprisonment, and substance abuse (Wilkinson and Pickett
2009). Layoffs further aggravate domestic violence and substance abuse levels
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(Carbone and Cahn 2014). In the United States, racial differences exacerbate
the effect as communities of color tend to be disproportionate targets for
criminal justice enforcement (Butler 2017), and have seen the most rapidly
declining marriage rates. Moreover, as unequal societies tend to provide less
comprehensive social safety nets, men may experience greater pressure to
engage in illegal activities to raise money to support their families (Edin and
Nelson 2013). A study of people’s reasons for divorce in the Netherlands,
a society with a stronger social safety net than the United States, also found
that less-educated women were more likely to cite violence, substance abuse,
and conflict over expenses as reasons for divorce than the better educated.
Indeed, the Dutch women were four times more likely than men to list
physical violence (26% women and 6% men) and alcohol and drug abuse
(36% and 9%), problems that tend to increase with added stress (De Graaf and
Kalmijn 2006). Yet, even the less-educated Dutch women do not cite these
factors as often as unmarried American women as the reasons for their breakups. The study further found that the Dutch women often stated that their
husbands worked too much, and that sharing of household responsibilities had
been a source of conflict, suggesting that tensions over the transition to more
egalitarian family norms remain a factor.
The cumulative impact of these factors may be a series of reinforcing effects.
Greater societal marginalization that results in higher levels of death, incapacitation, or incarceration reduces the number of available men (Carlson,
Chapter 1). As women see the prospects for good relationships decline, they
invest more in their own income opportunities. A paper examining the effect
of incarceration on African–Americans, for example, finds that higher levels of
incarceration tend to correlate with greater emphasis on women’s education
and work force participation (Mechoulan 2011). A cross-country comparison
similarly found that where the available women outnumbered the men, the
women became warier about commitment altogether (Stone, Shackelford,
and Buss 2007, p. 297). This process does not just affect the individual woman
who might have been partnered with a man who is arrested or otherwise
unavailable.
The marginalization of a large number of men, effectively removed them
from consideration as appropriate mates, may have similar effects. As Cooke
notes, “more desirable men are selected into stable marriages, either because
men who are particularly keen to have a family actively prepare for it earlier in
the life course, or because savvy women actively pursue such men for marriage” (Cooke, Chapter 11). Where women enjoy the opportunity to select
such men, they reinforce the desired characteristics, whether those characteristics are stable employment (Cherlin, Chapter 3), egalitarian attitudes
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(Goldscheider and Sassler, Chapter 9), or a college degree, increasing the
association of these characteristics with marriage. Where, however, women
enjoy worse relationship prospects, they may become more reluctant to
commit to any relationships (Carbone and Cahn 2014; Cooke, Chapter 11).
Instead, they invest in themselves and their own income prospects and do not
necessarily wait for the “right” partner, to whom they are willing to make
a commitment before having children. Men within such communities may
find that investment in themselves also has little effect on their relationship
opportunities, and they may respond to the women’s attitudes with greater
distrust of their own (Edin and Nelson 2013; Wilson 1996, p. 99).
This combination of the effect of inequality on men’s behavior and the
corresponding reaction of the available women is harder to measure than the
impact of declining employment prospects for men or even the prevalence of
egalitarian gender attitudes. This dynamic may also contribute to the creation
of distinct subgroups, such as African–Americans in racially and economically
segregated communities in the United States, where the number of marriageable men has declined precipitously with high rates of incarceration. In other
communities with high poverty or unemployment rates, however, low-income
men may not experience the same degree of societal marginalization. In these
cases, relationship stability may not decline to the same extent. Accordingly,
the question becomes identifying the filter that translates changing men’s
employment prospects into behavior that disrupts relationships, and
produces women’s strategies that move family formation efforts away from
marriage or long-term cohabitation. While Goldscheider and Sassler
(Chapter 9) are optimistic that middle-class norms will permeate lower
income relationships, this seems unlikely in the absence of economic stability
and decreasing incarceration rates – at least in the United States.
Sources of Support for Child-Rearing
The second factor that may connect economic change to relationship stability
is the perceived source of support for child-rearing. Historically, marriage
involved an exchange of men’s financial support for recognition as the head
of the household. In many countries, fathers could secure recognition of their
paternity and right to a relationship to their children only through marriage.
Likewise, mothers could claim paternal, societal, and often familial support
for their children only if they married. Otherwise, they faced being ostracized
(Carbone and Cahn 2014; Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). Today however, sources
of financial and emotional support for child-rearing vary widely. In this context, women who rely on their own earnings to provide for children may find
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marriage to an unreliable, abusive, or needy partner to be a more of a threat
rather than an advantage in raising children.
The new ideal, as Cooke (see Chapter 11) and Goldscheider and Sasssler
(see Chapter 9) suggest, may be an egalitarian one: Fathers and mothers trade
off providing financial and carer contributions to the family. This changes
marriage from a hierarchical relationship in which wives are expected to obey
their husbands to partnerships that depend on greater degrees of trust, flexibility, and collaboration. This in turn changes the nature of relationship
bargains making them far more individualized and more dependent on the
relative positions of intimate partners, the legal and cultural context in which
the bargain is struck, and the expected sources of support for child-rearing.
Both men and women, for example, fear the consequences of divorce – which
may be expensive and emotionally wrenching. Yet, different groups may fear
divorce for different reasons.
High-income partners have long been wary of an intimate spouse’s rights to
leave a relationship and command continued spousal support. Mid- and lowincome women may be more concerned about their ability to leave an abusive
or unfaithful spouse without having to share decision-making power over their
children. An American study that surveyed cohabiting couples in their twenties about their plans to marry indicated that wariness about marriage reflected
class and gender differences. Among those with at least some college attendance, two thirds of the women while only about one third of the men
reported that they planned to marry their current partners. Among individuals
who did not attend college, the percentages were reversed: Two thirds of the
men, but far fewer of the women planned to marry their current parents
(Hymowitz et al. 2013).
The reasons may have to do with the legal consequences of marriage. In all
countries, marriage is associated with a commitment to the other spouse
(Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). Couples who see cohabitation as a testing ground
may be wary of whether the other partner is worthy of that commitment.
The consequences can be stark. Two incomes are increasingly necessary to
enjoy a comfortable family life, particularly in expensive cities such as London
and New York. Marrying a partner who does not contribute a fair share to the
household may threaten middle-class status. In addition, if the relationship
does not last, the higher earning spouse may be subject to a substantial
obligation for support, or an equal division of family property, making marriage an expensive proposition.
Yet, the impact of these considerations on relationship-form can be
complex. In more traditional European countries, for example, the influence of religion is greater, divorce is rarer, and better-educated women
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may be less likely to marry than other women (Kamlijn 2007, 2013). These
patterns suggest that marriage still reflects more traditional gender roles,
which deter divorce – and in some countries, may simultaneously deter
marriage and childbearing. In more egalitarian societies on the other
hand, gender-based support obligations have disappeared, and more
equal contributions to the relationship have become a more important
source of stability (Carbone and Cahn 2014).
For those who are not wealthy, marriage has risks as well as benefits.
In the United States, the median working-age household has approximately $5,000 in retirement savings (Elkins 2017); and more than half of
Americans have less than $1,000 in the bank (Maxfield 2016).
Commitment to a partner with an unstable income, who runs up the
credit card bills, incurs large health care expenses in the absence of
insurance, or needs to be bailed out of jail, can diminish family savings.
Marriage entails a commitment – legally, financially and emotionally – to
equally share the couple’s joint resources (Miller, Sassler, and KusiAppouh 2011). For couples with unstable finances, particularly where
one partner’s contributions are more variable than the others, this commitment may be a source of peril – and this may be true even if the couple
would be financially better off combining their resources. For the more
reliable partner, it may only take one fender-bender, missed mortgage
payment, or wrongful arrest to trigger a financial crisis. In the Republic
of Ireland, the expense and inconvenience of divorce appears to have
contributed to the self-selection of the stable into marriage as well as to
greater legal and social acceptance of nonmarital unions (Fahey 2012).
Custody laws tend to further complicate the analysis. In all countries,
marriage makes paternity recognition easier, even if unmarried couples can
also receive acknowledgment, and for both mothers and fathers, fear of losing
access to children may discourage divorce. In the United States, where courts
increasingly award custody to both parents, mothers who fear loss of control
over their children become less likely to file for divorce (Carbone and Cahn
2014). In Europe, this may discourage men from filing divorce, “possibly
reflecting an anticipation of weaker postdivorce contact with their children”
(Härkönen 2014, p. 15). Similar custody concerns may also affect a willingness
to marry. In the United States for example, women frequently cite the difficulties and expense of divorce as a reason not to marry; and custody is a major
part of their concern, particularly where shared parenting orders have become
the norm at divorce while they are more difficult for unmarried men to obtain.
. (Carbone and Cahn 2013).
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Labor Market Effects and the Difficulties of Measurement
An additional factor complicating the relationship between inequality and the
family is the impact of labor market policies in different societies. These
policies may not only affect various groups within the same country differently, but the policies may also encourage migration to different regions which
skews the results of statistical measures.
Underlying these different effects is employment stability. The ability to
secure stable employment tends to increase marriage rates. Yet, we know less
about the consequences of readily available, but insecure sources of employment. For example, a major difference between the United States and
Europe is that European labor market regulations tend to produce more
stable jobs, while increasing unemployment. These policies simultaneously
create greater security for those with permanent jobs, incentives to postpone
marriage and childbearing for people who hope to receive such jobs in the
future, and greater emigration to other countries with better employment
possibilities (Alderman 2017). In the United States, where there is less labor
regulation, employment and income instability has increased on a more
permanent basis for blue-collar workers. This has had at least some impact
on people’s abilities to create and maintain families (Pew Charitable Trusts
2017; Pugh 2017, p. 4). We have yet to see a comprehensive comparative study
of the impact of this type of instability, but we would expect income
instability to increase the reluctance to marry and undermine the level of
commitment in lower income families.
A second issue is migration. In the United States, the states that enjoyed
the greatest drops in teenage births were those that had the greatest inmigration of college graduates (Cahn and Carbone 2010). This changed
the composition of both the origin states and the destination states. More
recently, the end of net migration to the United States from Mexico appears
to have made a significant contribution to the drop in overall fertility within
the United States – with approximately half of the overall decline and an
even greater percentage of the drop within teenage births coming from the
changing fertility patterns of the Latino population (Cahn, Carbone, and
Levine 2016). On the other hand, Germany has both the largest number of its
citizens living abroad, and also the largest volume of immigration in Europe.
Similarly, Italy has also experienced a loss of many of its most ambitious
citizens aboard (Anelli and Peri 2016), and the Republic of Ireland has long
claimed that its most prominent export is the Irish people (The Irish Examiner
2010). Indeed, even within countries, the differences between urban
and rural areas may be influenced by migration of the young, the ambitious,
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and the adventurous to cities while those left behind tend to be older, more
traditional, and more religious. Migration thus increases the cultural differences
between rural and urban areas.
These migration patterns may affect not just the overall composition of
particular countries, but gender ratios within regions. For example, a major
factor depressing the marriage rates of well-educated minority women in
American cities is the differential migration rates of men and women to
those cities. In New York, 53% of women in their twenties working are college
graduates in comparison to only 38% of the men, a gap greater for Blacks and
Latinos than Whites (Carbone and Cahn 2014). Large diverse cities such as
New York offer more employment opportunities than other places for both
highly educated minority women and less-educated immigrant men (Carbone
and Cahn 2014). Thus, overall statistics with respect to these cities may seem
misleading.
A third issue concerns regional, cultural, and racial differences, factors that
are considered in some of the contributors to the volume (e.g., Perelli-Harris,
Chapter 4). Within the United States, the counties that have the highest
proportion of single-parent families tend to be those which are racially and
economically isolated (Chetty 2014a,b). Conversely in Europe, cultural differences may involve long-established cultural patterns, such as those between
northwestern and southern Poland (Kurek 2011), or Northwestern and
Southern Europe (Kalmijn 2011). Cultural differences that took root
a century or more ago may continue to influence family patterns in ways
that are difficult to tease out in cross-country comparisons.
All of these complexities present challenges to constructing an overall
model of the feedback mechanisms between economic inequality and family
change. The immediate challenge, however, is to develop policies that
respond to the consequences of increasingly inequality.

“ WHY

CAN ’ T WE ALL GET ALONG ?”

The predominant view of the contributions to this volume is that we are in the
midst of a profound family change. The family instability we are witnessing
could simply be an issue of transition. For example, comparative studies show
that the higher the amount of cohabitation in a society, the more cohabitants
resemble married couples (Soons and Kalmijn 2009). A more universal
embrace of the new system could therefore improve stability, as couples
once again internalize similar expectations about their relationships (Cooke,
Chapter 11; Goldscheider and Sassler, Chapter 9). Alternatively, a move
toward more egalitarian gender relationships may also provide single parents
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greater freedom to raise children on their own and more incentive for the state
to support them. Greater variety may therefore become a more permanent
feature of family life, but variety does not have to be associated with instability.
In the meantime, we should do everything to mitigate the negative consequences of the transition; and to cushion the negative impact of greater
economic inequality on children’s life chances – an effort that other countries
are undertaking (Boertien, Bernardi, and Härkönen, Chapter 7).
Three substantial obstacles complicate this process. First, there are cultural
differences rooted in religion (Perelli-Harris, Chapter 4). The new egalitarian
system rests on providing women substantial control of reproduction, partly
through the availability of contraception and abortion. This postponement of
family formation, and state support for the universalization of the means to do
so, offends many religious teachings (Cahn and Carbone 2010). Where religious opposition becomes entrenched, as which occurred in the United States
to systematic sex education and provision of contraception, or in the Republic
of Ireland to divorce and abortion, the result tends to be the exacerbation of
class and regional differences. In the case of abortion for example, the Irish
elite evade the religiously based restrictions through travel abroad while the
poor are subject to them (Aiken, Gomperts, and Trussell 2016). In the United
States, the class-based differences in unintended pregnancies grew substantially between the early 1990s and 2009 at the same time that abortion rates fell
for all groups (Carbone and Cahn 2014). The changes in unintended pregnancy rates correlated with the increasing class divergence in family formation
practices, particularly among Whites and Latinos. Thus, while Reeves’ proposals in this volume (see Chapter 10) for more universal access to contraception
make eminent sense and have already produced impressive results in
Colorado and many European countries in preventing early births, we believe
universal adoption of such policies will be gradual. Indeed, the 2017 Trump
Administration proposals would further undermine access to contraception,
not just abortion, in the name of religious liberty.
The second obstacle increasing inequality pertains to the same practices
lacking the same meanings throughout society. College graduate women, for
example, have embraced an ethic that they should not have children with
a partner they do not trust. In the United States, higher income women have
relatively low levels of unintended pregnancies, and abort a higher percentage
of unintended pregnancies than any other group (Guttmacher 2016). Their
willingness to marry may in turn reflect acceptance of the egalitarian custody
norms marriage now imposes, which include shared parenting and equal
custody rights. In contrast, working-class women are more likely to have
a child as a result of an unintended pregnancy or in circumstances where
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they view few available men as worthy of trust (Barber et al. 2017; Burton et al.
2009). In these circumstances, the egalitarian custody norms applicable at
divorce may be inappropriate (Carbone and Cahn 2013). For example, an
American study of divorcing couples found that the award of increased rates of
shared parenting time correlated with increased domestic violence complaints, holding the other factors as constant (Brinig 2017). The author speculates “should the same logic hold true for unmarried parents, who as noted
experience more domestic violence in their relationships, the concerns about
insisting upon parenting orders for them at the time support is established
would be justified” (Brinig 2017).
The third factor involves the lack of shared ways of discussing the cultural
changes. Most studies find that greater family stability of all kinds, including
more stable employment and income, fewer residential moves, and more
stable household composition, benefits children. Further, while groups differ
on the degree to which economic vs. cultural factors influence such stability,
they agree that individual decisions play a role in family outcomes. Yet,
different cultural groups fundamentally differ not just on the content, but
the sources of individual responsibility and moral values. Modernist societies
(which we have labeled “blue”) differ from traditionalist ones (red) in the way
they allocate discussions of morality to the public and private spheres.
In modernist societies, the public virtues are equality and tolerance; notions
of family form, consensual sexual behavior, and appropriate child-rearing
practices are matters of private choice. More traditionalist societies insist on
the importance of upholding shared values (such as childbearing within
marriage) in the public square in order to reinforce the right values at home
(Carbone 2017). Blue societies thus distrust a public emphasis on marriage
per se, either because they associate with it with an older form of hierarchical
gender roles or because they see it as a substitute for a process of individual
selection of the right partner and the right values. Instead, they see family
stability as coming from relationships premised on flexibility and trust. This in
turn place much more emphasis on parental guidance in raising children who
develop the individual moral codes, which they internalize as central to their
personal integrity and which in turn make them trustworthy. These individual
codes can vary, but responsible adulthood and personal self-respect depend on
having one that orders a person’s adult commitments and life choices, and that
informs selection of an appropriate partner. Central to this process is avoiding
childbearing until one is fully capable of assuming the responsibilities that
comes with it in part because the system’s success depends on a substantial
degree of parental investment in children. Within this system, fully mature
adults with well-developed personal codes do not need marriage; they would
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largely behave the same way without it. Also, without development of the
underlying individual codes, marriage in an era in which it rests on flexibility
and trust is unlikely to succeed. Indeed, within the United States, red states
tend to have higher teen birth and divorce rates (Cahn and Carbone 2010;
Glass and Levchak 2014).
Traditionalist societies often criticize the modernist approach as license.
They associate tolerance in the public square with irresponsibility within the
family. They prefer systems that seek to instill universal values that come from
religious traditions or shared cultural norms. Historically, this system sought to
insure family stability through marriage soon after completion of one’s education, and socialization into adulthood through the assumption of gendered
family roles (Cherlin 2005). Yet, this system also produced stability in part
because of women’s dependence. Today, such an approach works best with
two parents who share the same traditionalist commitments, especially when
the couple resides in a community that reinforces these values.
These two systems talk past each other, about both the source of moral
values and the way to promote them. Traditionalists see moral failings as
a product of insufficient public affirmation and private acceptance of responsibility; modernists see them as a product of the failure to create the conditions
that promote individual flourishing. With greater inequality undermining
both public support for family well-being and individual ability to live up to
traditional precepts, the cultural clash between these views intensifies.
As a result, there are no easy policy prescriptions for increasing family
stability because the interaction between economic changes and cultural
norms is multi-causal, dynamic, and interactive (Cooke, Chapter 11), and
there is no shared set of assumption for discussing the issues – other than an
agreement that family stability is good for children. The evidence indicates
that a narrow focus on family form, while it may produce benefits for relatively
homogenous groups, does not work as a more universal public policy prescription. For example, in the United States, studies show that where both
spouses are religious and attend the same church, divorce rates are low even if
the spouses marry young. Other studies indicate, however, that in more
religious communities in the United States, those who attend church less
often have higher divorce rates than comparable couples in less religious
communities. This is true in part because the religious practice of younger
marriage in these communities tends to lower the average age of marriage for
everyone, and marriage at younger ages carries with it a higher risk of divorce
(Glass and Levchak 2014). While the selection effects make the picture more
complicated, encouraging a return to marriage as the sole locale for childrearing, for example, does not solve the problem of economic instability,
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which tends to weaken the resilience of most communities. In the United
States, race tempers the financial benefits of marriage; as the St. Louis Federal
Reserve reported, “when we focus on family-structure differences within racial
or ethnic groups, rather than between groups, there is essentially no relationship at all” between family structure and wealth (Emmons & Rickett 2017).
A cross-cultural study similarly found that differences in family structure have
virtually no impact on children’s educational attainment, after controlling for
other factors (Bernardi and Boertien 2015). As Boertien, Bernardi, and
Härkönen ask, in Chapter 7: “Does the result that family structure can explain
little of socioeconomic background differences in educational attainment
imply that family structure does not matter for socioeconomic inequality of
opportunity in general?” They conclude that we simply do not know.
The existing evidence on the relationship between family structure and
educational attainment is simply too limited, with a small set of countries
and time periods (Boertien, Bernardi, and Härkönen, Chapter 7).
Even if marriage were at least a partial solution, marriage promotion
programs do not “affect marriage or poverty rates” for low-income couples
(Randles 2017, p. 14), particularly in the absence of societal efforts to address
the economic instability that correlates with unstable relationships (Cherlin,
Chapter 3). Moreover, growing up in a single-parent family home has
different effects on children’s outcomes, depending on the country
(Garriga and Berta, Chapter 6), or even the number of single-parent families
in the community (Soons and Kalmijn 2009). Interventions strengthening
children’s well-being may be more effective than marriage promotion per se
(Reeves, Chapter 10), and policies that support reproductive rights, greater
access to health care, and improved workers’ rights (such as a higher minimum wage) are also associated with family stability (Robbins and Fremstad
2016).
By presenting the complexity of variations between and within countries,
this volume shows that generalizations about the impact of family structure do
not work. Nonetheless, the weight of the evidence in this volume suggests that
economic change is producing both family change and greater inequality, at
different rates, in different forms across different societies. Cultural factors in
these societies may, in turn aggravate or ameliorate the effects on family wellbeing; so too may societal interventions that cushion or worsen the consequences of greater economic inequality. All of these societies are moving
toward at least slightly more egalitarian gender relationships as women’s
workforce participation has increased. Moreover, all societies are finding
that it is difficult to maintain traditional understandings as a universal basis
for family relationships. We conclude that, while there is much we still do not
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know about the interactions between changing families and changing economies, future family stability and the marshaling of resources necessary for
children’s well-being will require acceptance of at least a degree of family
change and also a deeper integration of egalitarian relationships into our
understanding of family function.
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Juby, Heather, Céline Le Bourdais, and Nicole Marcil-Gratton. 2005. “Sharing Roles,
Sharing Custody? Couples’ Characteristics and Children’s Living Arrangements at
Separation.” Journal of Marriage and Family 67(1): 157–172.
Juhn, Chinhui and Keven Murphy. 1997. “Wage Inequality and Family Labor
Supply.” Journal of Labor Economics 15(1, Part 1): 72–97.
Kalil, Ariel. 2015. “Inequality Begins at Home: The Role of Parenting in the
Diverging Destinies of Rich and Poor Children.” In P. R. Amato, A. Booth,
S. M. McHale, and J. Van Hook, eds., Families in an Era of Increasing
Inequality, Vol. 5. National Symposium on Family Issues. Berlin: Springer
International Publishing, pp. 63–82.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

304

References

Kalil, Ariel, Rebecca Ryan and Michael Corey. 2012. “Diverging Destinies: Maternal
Education and the Developmental Gradient in Time with Children.” Demography
49(4): 1361–1383.
Kalmijn, Matthijs. 2007. “Explaining Cross-National Differences in Marriage,
Cohabitation, and Divorce in Europe, 1990–2000.” Population Studies 61(3):
243–263.
Kalmijn, Matthijs. 2011. “The Influence of Men’s Income and Employment on
Marriage and Cohabitation: Testing Oppenheimer’s Theory in Europe.”
European Journal of Population 27(3): 269–293.
Kalmijn, Matthijs. 2013. “The Educational Gradient in Marriage: A Comparison of 25
European Countries.” Demography 50(4): 1499–1520.
Kalmijn, Matthijs, Anneke Loeve, and Dorien Manting. 2007. “Income Dynamics in
Couples and the Dissolution of Marriage and Cohabitation.” Demography, 44(1):
159–179.
Kamerman, Sheila and Alfred Kahn. 1991. Child Care, Parental Leave, and the Under
3s: Policy Innovation in Europe. New York: Greenwood Publishing.
Kan, Man-Yee, Oriel Sullivan, and Jonathan Gershuny. 2011. “Gender Convergence in
Domestic Work: Discerning the Effects of Interactional and Institutional Barriers
from Large-Scale Data.” Sociology 45(2): 234–251.
Karoly, Lynn and Gary Burtless. 1995. “Demographic Change, Rising Earnings
Inequality, and the Distribution of Personal Well-Being, 1959–1989.” Demography
32(3): 379–405.
Kasperkevic, J. “Elizabeth Warren to Help Propose Senate Bill to Tackle Part-Time
Schedules.” The Guardian July 23, 2014.
Katus, Kalev, Asta Põldma, Allan Puur, and Luule Sakkeus. 2008. “First Union
Formation in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania: Patterns across Countries and
Gender.” Demographic Research 17(17): 247–300.
Kaufman, Gayle. 2000. “Do Gender Role Attitudes Matter? Family Formation and
Dissolution among Traditional and Egalitarian Men and Women,” Journal of
Family Issues 21(1): 128–144.
Kearney, Melissa S. and Phillip B. Levine. 2015. “Media Influences on Social
Outcomes: The Impact of MTV’s 16 and Pregnant on Teen Childbearing.”
The American Economic Review 105(12): 3597–3632.
Kearney, Melissa S. and Phillip B. Levine. 2017. The Economics of Non-Marital
Childbearing and the “Marriage Premium for Children”. NBER Working Paper
Series No. 23230. Cambridge, MA. National Bureau of Economic Research.
Kemple, James J. and Cynthia J. Willner. 2008. Career Academies: Long-Term Impacts
on Labor Market Outcomes, Educational Attainment, and Transitions to Adulthood.
New York, NY: MDRC.
Kennedy, Sheela and Larry Bumpass. 2008. “Cohabitation and Children’s Living
Arrangements: New Estimates from the United States.” Demographic Research 19:
1663–1692.
Kennedy, Sheela and Elizabeth Thomson. 2010. “Children’s Experiences of Family
Disruption in Sweden: Differentials by Parent Education over Three Decades.”
Demographic Research 23(17): 479–508.
Kiernan, Kathleen. 1999. “Cohabitation in Western Europe.” Population Trends (96):
25–32.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108235525 Published online by Cambridge University Press

References

305

Kiernan, Kathleen. 2001. “The Rise of Cohabitation and Childbearing Outside
Marriage in Western Europe.” International Journal of Law, Policy and the Family
15(1): 1–21.
Kiernan, Kathleen, Sara McLanahan, John Holmes, and Melanie Wright. 2011. Fragile
Families in the U.S. and U.K. Working Paper WP 11-04-FF. Princeton, NJ: Center
for Research on Child Well-being, Princeton University.
Killewald, Alexandra. 2012. “A Reconsideration of the Fatherhood Premium: Marriage,
Coresidence, Biology, and Fathers’ Wages.” American Sociological Review 78(1):
96–116.
Killewald, Alexandra. 2016. “Money, Work, and Marital Stability: Assessing Change in
the Gendered Determinants of Divorce.” American Sociological Review 8(4):
696–719.
Killewald, Alexandra and Ian Lundberg. 2017. “New Evidence against a Causal
Marriage Premium.” Demography 54(3): 1007–1028. (Accessed March 2017.) DOI:
10.1007/s13524-017–0566-2
King, Valarie, Kathleen Mullan Harris, and Holly E. Heard. 2004. “Racial and Ethnic
Diversity in Nonresident Father Involvement.” Journal of Marriage and the Family
66(1): 1–21.
Klärner, Andreas. 2015. “The Low Importance of Marriage in Eastern Germany-Social
Norms and the Role of Peoples’ Perceptions of the Past.” Demographic Research 33
(9): 239–272.
Klerman, Jacob and Arleen Leibowitz. 1999. “Job Continuity among New Mothers.”
Demography 36(2): 145–155.
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