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S

Family versus Household
Wendy D. Manning’

The definitions of families and households influence our understanding of children’s
well-being. This chapter illustrates this point by drawing on the distinction between single-
mother families and single-mother households. Single mothers are typically viewed as unmarried
women living alone with their children. Yet they often are not living in households alone, and
they experience a wide variety of household living arrangements. In 1995, for example, 40
percent of single mothers were not living independently.' Differentiating between unmarried-
mother families and households is important because children raised in single-mother families
with no other adults present may have substantially different childhood experiences from
children raised by unmarried mothers who are co-residing with other adults (for example, a
cohabiting partner, extended family members, or unrelated individuals). Empirical evidence
indicates that a single mother’s household living arrangements, not just her marital status, have
implications for her children’s social and economic well-being.”

This chapter focuses on children in cohabiting-parent families for two reasons. First,
cohabitation represents a two-parent family form that has become a prominent part of children’s
lives. Yet traditionally, cohabiting unions with children have been treated like single-parent
families because the parent and his or her cohabiting partner are not legally married. This

"Wendy D. Manning is associate professor of sociology at Bowling Green State University.

'Rebecca London, “Trends in Single Mothers’ Living Arrangements from 1970 to 1995: Correcting the
Current Population Survey,” Demography 35 (1998): 125-131.

*See, for example: Kurt Bauman, “Shifting Family Definitions: The Effect of Cohabitation and Other
Nonfamily Household Relationships on Measures of Poverty,” Demography 36 (1999): 315-325; Eirik
Evenhouse and Siobhan Reilly, “Pop Swapping? Welfare and Children’s Living Arrangements,” paper
presented at the meeting of the Population Association of America, New York, 1999; Wendy D. Manning
and Daniel T. Lichter, “Parental Cohabitation and Children’s Economic Well-Being,” Journal of
Marriage and the Family 58 (1996): 1,998-2,010; Robert A. Moffit, Robert Reville, and Anne E.
Winkler, “Beyond Single Mothers: Cohabitation and Marriage in the AFDC Program,” Demography 35
(1998): 259-278; Elizabeth Thomson, Thomas Hanson, and Sarah S. McLanahan, “Family Structure and
Child Well-Being: Economic Resources vs. Parental Behavior,” Social Forces 73 (1994): 221-242.
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approach is problematic because at times children live with both biological parents, who are not
married but are sharing a residence. Alternatively, children live with one biological parent and
the parent’s cohabiting partner, somewhat akin to a step family. Using parents’ marital status as
a basis for making conclusions about children’s lives may not be as informative or reliable as
considering household living arrangements and relationships. To date, analyses of the effects of
family structure on children have largely ignored cohabitation.

Second, one of the goals of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act was to encourage the formation and maintenance of two-parent families.
Cohabitation represents a type of two-parent family, but it was probably not the two-parent
family form that was envisioned by the original architects of welfare reform. Thus, it is
important to consider the relationship between cohabitation and public assistance.

Children’s and Mother’s Living Arrangements

Cohabitation has become a family form experienced by increasing numbers of
Americans. Half of adults have cohabited, and most recent marriages are preceded by
cohabitation.’ Consequently, increasing numbers of children are experiencing cohabitation; some
of those children are born into cohabiting-parent families, and others live with one biological
parent and his or her cohabiting partner. According to 1990 decennial census data released in the
Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS), 2.2 million, or 3.5 percent, of children were living in
cohabiting-parent families.* This family structure is more common for some racial and ethnic
groups than for others. For example, 8 percent of Puerto Rican children were living in
cohabiting-parent families, in contrast to only 3 percent of white children.’ These children are
commonly grouped with children living with single, unmarried mothers.

If the scope is narrowed to children in single-mother families, we obtain a slightly
different perspective. Figure 1 shows that slightly more than half (57 percent) of children in
1990 were residing just with their mother and no other adults, indicating that a substantial
percentage of children in single-mother families are not living with only their biological mother.°
One in twelve children who were living with unmarried mothers lived in a cohabiting couple
family, and about one-third of children who were living with unmarried mothers lived in

’Larry Bumpass and Hsien-Hen Lu,“Trends in Cohabitation and Implications for Children’s Family
Contexts in the United States,” Population Studies 54 (2000): 29—41.

“Manning and Lichter.
*Ibid.

*Wendy D. Manning and Pamela Smock, “Children’s Living Arrangements in Unmarried-Mother
Families,” Journal of Family Issues 18 (1997): 526-544.
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extended-family households.” Furthermore, racial and ethnic variations in living arrangements
exist among children in single-mother families. For example, 11 percent of Puerto Rican
children in unmarried-mother families lived in cohabiting-parent households, whereas 6 percent
of African American children did so.

Not all children who live in cohabiting-parent households are living with both biological
parents. About half (54 percent) of children are living in cohabiting-parent families that are

Figure 1. Living Arrangements of Children in Single
Mother Families
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Source: Wendy D. Manning and Pamela Smock, "Children's Living Arrangements in Unmarried-Mother
Families," Journal of Family Issues 18 (1997), 526-544.

structurally similar to step families in that they live with only one biological parent and the other
half live with two biological parents.® Children are increasingly born into cohabiting-parent
families; the percentage doubled between the early 1980s and early 1990s such that 12 percent of
children born in the early 1990s were born into cohabiting-parent families. Births to cohabitors
represent an increasing proportion of unmarried childbearing. Among children born to unmarried
mothers in the early 1990s, 40 percent were born into two-parent, cohabiting-parent families.’
Clearly, these trends require a shift away from standard notions of single-mother families.

Although many children might not be living in a cohabiting-parent family at any one
point in time, a considerable share will eventually spend some of their lives in one. Figure 2
illustrates that two-fifths of children in the United States are expected to live in a cohabiting-

"Tbid.

$Jason Fields, “Living Arrangements of Children,” Current Population Reports (P70-74) (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2001).

’Bumpass and Lu.
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Figure 2. Percent of Children Who Will Ever
Experience a Cohabiting Parent Family
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Source: Larry Bumpass and Hsien-Hen Lu, "Trends in Cohabitation and Implications
for Children's Family Contexts in the United States," Population Studies 54 (2000):
29-41.

parent family at some point during their childhood." These estimates vary somewhat, depending
on the data source and methodology." Cohabitation is expected to be part of some children’s
lives more than others. More than half (55 percent) of all African American children are
expected to experience a cohabiting-parent family, as will about 40 percent of Hispanic children
and about 30 percent of white children."

Implications of Cohabitation for Children

One way to establish the importance of distinguishing cohabiting-couple families from
single-parent or married-couple families is to show that children in cohabiting-couple families
fare better or worse than children in other types of families. Cohabitation may be advantageous
for children by providing two potential caretakers and income providers, but it may be
disadvantageous for children because of the relatively short duration and informal nature of
cohabiting unions.

Assessments of the implications of children’s family living arrangements can be
complicated because of selection issues. A particular family type does not necessarily cause
children to be advantaged or disadvantaged. For instance, individuals who choose to enter a
specific type of family do so because of particular characteristics related to child outcomes, such
as income or education.

“Ibid.

""See Deborah Roempke Graefe and Daniel T. Lichter, “Life Course Transitions of American Children:
Parental Cohabitation, Marriage, and Single Motherhood,” Demography 36 (1999): 205-217.

Estimates drawn from Bumpass and Lu.
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Economic factors. The definitions of family and household become particularly
important when we analyze the economic situation of children living in cohabiting-parent
families. Official poverty estimates are based on family income, and the cohabiting partner is not
considered part of the family. Recently, the National Academy of Sciences recommended that
the definition of family be expanded so that the cohabiting partner’s income is included in family
income when estimating poverty levels."” Each approach represents an extreme. The official
estimates assume that the partner provides nothing, and the expanded family definition assumes
that the partner shares equally with all family members. It is unlikely that either assumption
accurately reflects the circumstances that cohabiting families experience.

Including the cohabiting partner’s income in family income makes a substantial
difference in the poverty levels of children in cohabiting parent families.” Their analysis of
PUMS data indicates that poverty rates of children in unmarried families in 1990 were quite
high, nearly 50 percent. When the male partner’s income is treated as part of the family income
and he is counted as part of the consuming unit, about 31 percent of children in cohabiting-
parent families are living in poverty, compared with 44 percent when the partner is excluded
from the family. Yet including the cohabiting partner as part of the family unit does not change
the overall levels of poverty for children in single-mother families: Children in cohabiting-
couple families represent only a small share of children, and cohabiting partners, on average, are
not high-income earners.'®

Children living in cohabiting-couple families fare worse economically than their
counterparts in married couple families, but they fare better than children living with single
mothers."” Although living with two parents does not guarantee economic security, the parents of
children in married-couple families possess considerably stronger socioeconomic resources than
cohabiting parents. Figure 3 compares the poverty rates of children in unmarried-mother
families. The poverty rates of children living with their mother’s cohabiting partner are
considerable lower than those of children living with only their mother or in non-family
households. Figure 3 also illustrates the differential gain in cohabitation for children on the basis
of their race and ethnicity. For example, Puerto Rican and white children living with just their
mother have poverty rates twice that of children in living in cohabiting-parent families. Black
and Mexican American children still gain economically from living in cohabiting-parent

PConstance F. Citro and Robert T. Michael, Measuring Poverty. (Washington, D.C.: National Academy
Press, 1995).

“Bauman.
'"Manning and Lichter.

'%See also Bauman; Marcia Carlson and Sheldon Danziger, “Cohabitation and the Measurement of Child
Poverty,” Review of Income and Wealth 2 (1999): 179—-191; Manning and Smock.

""Manning and Lichter.
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families, but the benefit is somewhat smaller. Taken together, these results suggest that
understanding the economic circumstances of children requires distinguishing cohabiting-parent
families from both single-parent and married-couple families.

Fgure 3. Poverty Rates of Children in Unmarried Mother Families
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Source: Wendy D. Manning and Daniel T. Lichter, “Parental Cohabitation and Children’s Econorric Well-Being,” Journal of
Marriage and the Family 58 (1996).

Another measure of economic uncertainty is material hardship—whether there were
times when a household could not pay its essential expenses. Using Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP) data, Bauman found that income from cohabiting partners did
significantly less to alleviate material hardship than did the income from a spouse.'” These
findings suggest that cohabiting couples may not share their income in the same manner as
married couples. It appears that children in cohabiting-parent families could potentially benefit
less from their parent’s cohabiting partner than they would from their parent’s spouse.

Social factors. Considerably less research attention has been paid to the social or
developmental consequences of cohabitation for children. Until recently, data that include
cohabitation as a family type have not been widely available. In addition, sample-size limitations
have prevented detailed analyses and hampered the generalizability of results. Policymakers
should be cautious about drawing broad conclusions from select small samples.

As in married parent families, children’s emotional and developmental well-being may
depend to some extent on their biological relationship to adults in the household. Most of the
research that examines how cohabiting two-biological parent families contrast to married two-

¥Bauman.
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biological parent families suggests that few academic achievement, behavior problems, and
developmental outcomes differentials exist.” Yet, some racial and age differences are evident.”

The evidence that contrasts the well-being of children in cohabiting and married
stepparent families is more mixed and depends more on the age of the child, as well as their race
and ethnicity. Children in cohabiting and married stepparent families share similar levels of
well-being for the following indicators: behavior problems, school engagement, and some
measures of academic achievement and temperament.”* However, these researchers also report
that children in cohabiting stepparent families fare worse than children in married stepparent
families in terms of academic performance, school behavior, and some indicators of behavior
problems.

Taken together, the evidence suggests that regardless of the comparison group, children
from cohabiting parent families appear to experience some unique social and developmental
outcomes. Yet, the evidence is not conclusive and requires further attention to the parenting
context in terms of behaviors and relationship quality, age of the child, as well as the stability of
marital and cohabiting unions.

Cohabitation and Public Assistance
Welfare reform has been aimed in part at encouraging the formation and maintenance of

two-parent families. Cohabitation is a type of two-parent family that is often not considered in
research on welfare. The challenge is that cohabitation is not a legal status; policies vary and

Susan Brown, “Child Well-Being in Cohabiting Unions,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the
Population Association of America, Washington D.C., March 2001; Rebecca Clark and Sandi Nelson,
“Beyond the Two-Parent Family,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the Population Association of
America, Los Angeles, March 2000; Thomas L. Hanson, Sarah S. McLanahan, and Elizabeth Thomson,
“Economic Resources, Parental Practices, and Children’s Well-Being,” in Greg J. Duncan and Jeanne
Brooks-Gunn, editors, Consequences of Growing Up Poor (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1997),
190-238.

**See Brown; Clark and Nelson. Nearly 80 percent of children in cohabiting two-biological parent
families are under the age of five (Brown).

?IClark and Nelson; Donna R. Morrison, “Child Well-Being in Step Families and Cohabiting Unions
Following Divorce: A Dynamic Appraisal,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the Population
Association of America, Chicago, March 1998; Donna R. Morrison and Amy Ritualo, “Routes to
Children’s Economic Recovery after Divorce: Are Maternal Cohabitation and Remarriage Equivalent?”
American Sociological Review 65 (2000): 560-580; Elizabeth Thomson, Thomas Hanson, and Sarah S.
McLanahan, “Family Structure and Child Well-Being: Economic Resources vs. Parental Behavior,”
Social Forces 73 (1994): 221-242.The authors focus on intact married couple families and statistically
significant differences among the other family types were not reported in the paper and cannot be
inferred.
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have differing levels of enforcement. This section addresses two central issues. First, it reviews
the eligibility rules and compares the receipt of welfare in single- and cohabiting-parent families.
Second, it presents research that investigates whether welfare promotes or creates an incentive
for cohabitation.

Moffit and his colleagues have examined the state-level Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC) eligibility rules for cohabiting families.”? Although this research reflects the
old welfare system, it has implications for the new welfare system. Under the old system, if the
cohabiting male was biologically related to the child, the family was treated like a married-
couple family: They would only be eligible for AFDC if he was disabled. Thus, little difference
existed in the treatment of children in married- and cohabiting-parent families when the children
were biologically related to both partners or spouses. However, if the male was not biologically
related to the children, the children in cohabiting families were not treated the same as children
in step families. In step families, male income was counted against the welfare grant. In
cohabiting-partner families, his income was not counted against the grant in many states. Some
variation existed across states, but often, his contribution was ignored.” Consequently, children
in step families formed by marriage were treated differently from children in step families
formed by cohabitation.

The empirical findings indicate that children living in a cohabiting couple family are
slightly less likely (24 percent) to receive AFDC than are children living with single mothers (30
percent).”* A more detailed examination of welfare receipt and family type illustrates some subtle
differences in welfare receipt based on biological relationships between cohabiting partners and
children. Brandon and Bumpass rely on SIPP data to examine differences in types and rates of
public assistance for various types of families.” Not surprisingly, levels of AFDC receipt are
highest for children living with only their mother (figure 4). Children living with their biological
mother and her cohabiting partner came in a close second. Their odds of welfare receipt were
almost twice as high as those of children living with two biological cohabiting parents. Children
residing in households with two married parents experienced the lowest probabilities of welfare
receipt, half as high as two-biological-cohabiting-parent families. These empirical results
basically reflect the eligibility rules outlined by Moffit. At the same time, we can see
considerable variation in how children in cohabiting families are treated under the former
welfare system.

“Moffit et. al.
“Moffit et al.
*Manning and Lichter.

»Peter Brandon and Larry Bumpass, “Children’s Living Arrangements, Coresidence of Unmarried
Fathers, and Welfare Receipt,” Journal of Family Issues 22 (2001): 3-26.
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How does welfare receipt influence cohabitation rates? Some argue that welfare
dependence will provide opportunities and encourage mothers to cohabit rather than marry. The
income of their partners generally is not discounted against their AFDC grant. Under this logic,
women in states with the highest welfare benefits and the most lenient policies will experience
the highest cohabitation rates.

Bivariate-level comparisons reveal that cohabitation appears to be more common among
children and mothers who received AFDC benefits than among children and mothers who did
not.” Moffit and his colleagues used two national data sources, the Panel Study of Income
Dynamics and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, to examine AFDC state benefits as
well as the leniency of the treatment of a cohabiting male’s contribution to the household.” The
study found only limited evidence that welfare acts as an incentive to cohabit. More refined
analyses using the SIPP data confirm those results: AFDC benefit levels are not associated with
increased odds of cohabitation.*®

Future Considerations

This paper illustrates the importance of carefully considering definitions of families and
households. Children’s economic and social well-being vary depending on who we include in
our measures of families and households. We must be explicit about the meaning of family and
household types when analyzing welfare and family structure. The complexity and shifting
nature of family life makes it difficult to create enforceable policies, but we need to think beyond
marital status when we consider children’s social and economic well-being.

Married couples are presumed to share equally in all family and household resources.
This assumption most probably is not completely true and depends to some extent on the power
dynamics of the families. It remains unclear how to treat the issue of income pooling for
cohabiting-couple families. Further investigation of intrahousehold income distribution is
required, as well as an analysis of parenting roles.

Most of the research reviewed in this chapter cannot account for the effects of transitions
into and out of cohabiting-parent families on children’s well-being. The data requirements are
somewhat strict, requiring complete children’s residence histories or prospective data that
includes cohabitation as a living arrangement. There appears to be increased awareness that the
greater the number of family transitions that children experience, the more negatively their lives

*Evenhouse and Reilly; Moffit et al.
Moffit et al.
“Evenhouse and Reilly.
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are influenced.” If children are born into single-parent families, they are expected to spend about
half of their childhood with a single mother; if they are born into cohabiting-parent families they
are expected to spend one-quarter of their life living with a single mother.*

Figure 4. Predicted Probability of Public Assistance Receipt, by Parental
Gender, Presence, and Family Structure
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Source: Peter Brandon and Larry Bumpass, "Children's Living Arrangements, Coresidence of Unmarried Fathers, and
Welfare Receipt," Journal of Family Issues 22 (2001), 3-26, Table 7.
Note: BP = Biological parent.

We must focus our attention on treatment of cohabiting families under Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). This issue is complicated: States have extensive control
over their welfare programs, so more variation and flexibility will exist than under the AFDC
system. In an environment of rapid policy change and shifts in control to local areas, it will be
difficult to capture how children in cohabiting families are treated.

Larger samples or targeted subsamples will allow us to learn more about variation in the
meanings of family and household living arrangements among race and ethnic groups.
Cohabitation is more common among minorities and individuals with weak economic prospects;
and as a consequence, it sometimes has been viewed as an adaptive family-formation strategy
among the disadvantaged.’' Family ties and kinship are defined differently depending in part on
the long-standing cultural traditions of racial and ethnic groups. Thus, to assume that policy
levers to encourage one type of family form will have the same implications for all children is
misguided.

¥See, for example, Lawrence L. Wu and Bruce C. Martinson, “Family Structure and the Risk of a
Premarital Birth,” American Sociological Review 58 (1993): 210-232.

**Bumpass and Lu.

*'Nancy S. Landale and Renata Forste, “Patterns of Entry into Cohabitation and Marriage among
Mainland Puerto Rican Women,” Demography 28 (1991): 587-607.
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Comments
Irv Garfinkel

This presentation briefly describes the Fragile Family and Child Well-Being study. In it, I
present some data from the first two cities in the study that relate both to the prevalence of
cohabitation and the effects of poverty and discuss the implications of cohabitation for both
welfare and child-support policy.!

The Fragile Families and Child Well-Being study will ultimately collect data in twenty
cities. It will be nationally representative of nonmarital births in all cities with populations
greater than 200,000. We used a stratified random sampling process to pick the cities, and we
stratify by welfare, child-support, and labor-market regimes.

We pick the extremes: very generous and very penurious welfare states. We pick
effective and ineffective child-support enforcement regimes. And we pick cities on the basis of
whether they had a relatively strong or relatively weak labor market. Picking the extremes, we
have eight cells. We have another eight cities that are in the middle on at least one of those
variables. In addition to these sixteen cities, we have another four cities in which our foundation
funders had particular interest; they were picked because of that interest, not randomly.

We interview the mothers before they leave the hospital after giving birth, and we ask
them to introduce us to the fathers. More than 90 percent of the mothers we ask agree to
participate. In the first two cities, we reached 75 percent of the fathers. We have now finished
data collection in five additional cities, and in four of those cities, the father response rate was 74
percent. In the fifth city, the response rate for fathers is only about 62 or 64 percent. We may do
some more work in that last city.

We are particularly interested in answering four different questions. First, who are the
fathers? I have been doing research on child support for twenty-some years, and the big problem
is that the fathers are not there or do not identify themselves. In a nationally representative
sample, one obtains information about a much smaller number of nonresident fathers than about

“Irv Garfinkel is Mitchell I. Ginsberg Professor of Contemporary Urban Problems at Columbia University
School of Social Work.

'An excellent, related paper is Eirik Evanhouse and Siobhan Reilly, “Pop Swapping: Welfare and
Children’s Living Arrangements,’presented at the meeting of the Population Association of America,
New York, 1999. The paper measures cohabitation, distinguishes between cohabiting of two biological
parents versus cohabiting of a biological and social parent, and analyzes the effects of welfare on those
living arrangements.
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mothers who reside with the child but apart from the child’s father. We wanted to get a sample
that would allow us simply to describe the fathers. We knew from the start that we would not get
all the fathers to participate, so we asked the mothers about the characteristics of the fathers to
obtain some information about them.

Second, what proportion of the parents live together? What proportion are romantically
involved?

Third, how do the environments in which the parents live affect their relationships and,
ultimately (the fourth question), how do the fathers, their relationships, and the environments
affect child well-being? We are trying to measure child well-being from the outset, so we get
measures of how the children are doing at birth. We also have a proposal for obtaining even
more detailed measures from the hospital, but we have birth weight from our survey. Our
principal interest is the long-run effects on the children.

So much for background on fragile families and child well-being. In the cities that are in
the extreme environments, we have an N of 325 births. Of those, 75 are marital births and 250
are nonmarital births. The data are from Oakland and Austin, our first two cities, both of which
are cities with large sample sizes. The sample of nonmarital births numbers 500, which is
relatively small, but it consists of only two of the twenty cities; the data are preliminary but still
relatively informative.

What proportion of the couples who had nonmarital births are cohabiting? In Oakland
and Austin, almost half. We were kind of taken aback by that finding, because Larry Bumpass’s
estimate, until recently, was about one-third. We realized, however, that his estimate was based
on data that go back to the 1980s. The most recent estimate, as Wendy Manning reports here, is
40 percent in the early 1990s, and our sample was drawn in 1998. So nearly half is quite
consistent, if one projects the trend. My guess is that figure will hold up when we get our full
sample. That nearly half of the unwed parents are cohabiting at birth underlines the point that
Wendy made, which is that cohabitation is an important phenomenon.

Data from Austin and Oakland also suggest that in addition to the large proportion of
cohabitors, a huge proportion of mothers are living with either their mother or another adult.
Roughly three-quarters of the women who have nonmarital births are living with somebody else.

The distinction between household and family measures of well-being is important. To
illustrate, a comparison of household income with the mothers’ income shows that the mother’s
income averaged about $5,000 in 1997 and the household income about $16,000. Calculating a
poverty rate on a family basis, approximately 80 percent of the unwed mothers are poor. The
proportion drops to just a little more than 50 percent if one uses a household definition of
income.
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The question is, What kind of sharing is going on? The few studies that we have suggest
that sharing occurs less in cohabitation than in marriage; that is what one would expect. The
difference between cohabitation and marriage in part is a lifestyle choice. Some
people—primarily middle class—just do not believe in marriage and think that the blessing of
the state or of a religion is to be shunned. Even in the groups in which cohabitation is
widespread, however, marriage is still a statement of a stronger commitment. As a consequence,
it is not surprising that sharing occurs less without marriage.

What is the implication of cohabitation for both welfare and child-support policy? As an
expert on child support and welfare, I was startled to realize how frequent and important
cohabitation was and surprised that I had not really thought about the implications of
cohabitation for policy.

We know that the biggest success of child-support enforcement in the past fifteen years
has been the relatively dramatic increases in paternity establishment. Twenty years ago, the rates
were in the teens; they are now approaching 50 percent. We have not seen an equivalent increase
in child-support orders for nonmarital births. Why? Cohabitation is the answer. Consider a
couple that lives together in a marriagelike relationship. They have a child. The proud papa goes
to the hospital and wants to establish paternity. If they are not on welfare, why would they get a
child-support order? As long as the father lives with the mother and child and contributes to the
child’s support, neither he nor the mother have any reason to secure a child-support order. Thus
the increase in cohabitation increases paternity establishment but not awards.

Yet the Fragile Families data suggest that many cohabiting couples are on welfare. That
is a problem. Do we want to start enforcing child-support orders against a man and a woman
who are living together? If they are on welfare and drawing public benefits, maybe yes.
However, it is a little bizarre to think about taking money from the person who is living with the
mother of the child and reimbursing the state.

The 1960s Supreme Court decision striking down state “man-in-the-house” rules said
that if a man lived in the house, one could not assume that he was sharing his income with the
child. His income could not be counted for the purpose of determining eligibility and benefits.
The man envisioned in the house, however, was not the biological father of the child. Given the
startling increase in cohabitation since the Supreme Court decision, it may be appropriate to
revisit the issue. How different is a cohabiting from a married biological father?

Reference
Evanhouse, Eirik and Siobhan Reilly. 1999. “Pop Swapping? Welfare and Children’s Living

Arrangements.” Paper presented at the meeting of the Population Association of America. New
York.
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Comments
Wade F. Horn®

A new consensus has developed that fatherlessness is a significant risk factor for poor
developmental outcomes for children. Research consistently finds that, even after controlling for
income and other sociodemographic variables, children who grow up without the active
involvement of a committed and responsible father, compared with those who do, are more
likely to fail at school, develop behavioral and emotional problems, get into trouble with the law,
engage in early and promiscuous sexual activity, or become welfare dependent later in life.' The
question no longer is whether fatherlessness matters, but what to do about it.

Despite this important shift in thinking about the importance of fathers to child well-
being, fathers received little mention in the historic 1996 welfare reform legislation, except in
the tougher child-support enforcement measures and a new grant program supporting visitation
by noncustodial parents. The underlying assumption of this legislation seems to be that when it
comes to welfare reform, the only fathers worth caring about are nonresident fathers.

But three categories of fathers are relevant to a discussion of welfare reform and child
well-being: nonresident fathers, cohabiting fathers, and married fathers. What do we know about
these three types of fathers and the influence of each on the well-being of children?

Nonresident Fathers

Today, nearly four of every ten children in the United States are growing up in homes
without their biological fathers. In low-income households, the percentage of children growing
up without their biological fathers is even higher. Indeed, nearly 90 percent of all households
receiving welfare are headed by a single mother.

The historical policy answer to the problem of absent fathers has been child support
enforcement—and for good reason. Any man who fathers a child ought to be held responsible
for helping to support that child financially. Moreover, research generally substantiates that child

“Wade F. Horn is Assistant Secretary for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. At the time of the conference, he was president of the National Fatherhood Initiative.

'For a review of this literature, see Wade F. Horn, Father Facts, 3d ed. (Gaithersburg, Md.: The National
Fatherhood Initiative, 1999).
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well-being is improved when nonresident fathers pay child support.? Nevertheless, child support
enforcement alone is unlikely to improve substantially the well-being of children for several
reasons.

First, although receipt of child support has been consistently associated with
improvements in child outcomes, the magnitude of the effects tends to be quite small because the
average level of child support is quite modest, only about $3,000 per year.* Such a modest
amount of additional income, although certainly helpful, is unlikely to change significantly the
life trajectory of most children.

Second, many fathers of children residing in low-income households are undereducated
and underemployed themselves, and as such they may lack the resources to be able to provide
meaningful economic support for their children. Too strong a focus on child-support
enforcement may lead many of these already marginally employed men to drop out of the paid
labor force altogether in favor of participation in the underground economy. It is difficult to be
an involved father when one is in hiding. Thus, the unintended consequence of strong child
support enforcement policies may be to decrease, not increase, the number of children growing
up with the active involvement of their father, proving once again that no good public policy
goes unpunished.

Third, an exclusive focus on child-support enforcement ignores the many noneconomic
contributions that fathers make to the well-being of their children. If we want fathers to be more
than cash machines for their children, we need public policies that support their work as
nurturers, disciplinarians, mentors, moral instructors, and skill coaches and not just as economic
providers. Doing otherwise is to downgrade fathers to, in the words of Barbara Dafoe
Whitehead, “paper dads.”™

Dissatisfaction with the results of child-support enforcement alone as the primary
strategy for dealing with nonresident fathers has led some analys