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The effect of alternative family structures on children’s educational
and occupational success has been constant over the past 30 years.
Higher rates of unemployment and lower-status occupational posi-
tions could account for the negative effect of single-mother families
on children’s attainment throughout the period. Children from
single-father families and stepfamilies have consistently had lower
attainments than children from both two-biological-parent and sin-
gle-mother families. The influence of many other dimensions of chil-
dren’s family background declined from the 1960s to the 1980s but
has declined no further since. Among six candidate theoretical
frameworks, the findings are most consistent with an evolutionary
view of parental investment.

The “pathology of matriarchy” hypothesis that came out of the Moynihan
Report (1965) is that the absence of a father is destructive to children,
particularly boys, because it means that children will lack the economic
resources, role model, discipline, structure, and guidance that a father pro-
vides. Moynihan (1965) focused on the African-American family, but the
publication came on the eve of what was to be 15 years (1965–80) of sus-
tained, rapid increase in the divorce rate of non-Latino whites. Some re-
searchers have carried the “pathology of matriarchy” view beyond the
African-American family to the larger population. Popenoe (1996, p. 8),
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echoing Moynihan, argues that “if we continue down the path of father-
lessness, we are headed for social disaster.”

Social science research has produced evidence both for and against the
“pathology of matriarchy” view. Some studies using national samples
show that children from single-mother families have lower attainments
than children from two-biological-parent homes (Duncan and Duncan
1969; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994), while other studies, also using na-
tional samples, show that once other factors are taken into account, chil-
dren from single-mother families do approximately as well as children
from two-biological-parent families (Biblarz, Raftery, and Bucur 1997;
McLanahan 1985). Some studies show that alternative family types—
single-mother, single-father, and stepfamilies, for example—have similar,
negativeconsequences for children (Dawson 1991);while other studiesshow
that children from some kinds of nontraditional families have higher attain-
ments, on average, than children from other kinds (Amato andKeith 1991b).

This article is about searching for order in this diversity of findings.
We assess whether change over time in the effects of alternative families,
and differences in researchers’ decisions about which independent vari-
ables to include and leave out of models, can account for the discrepancies
observed in the literature. We do this by tracking the relationship between
alternative families and children’s educational and occupational success
over four decades—the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s—using four large
nationally representative surveys. For each time period, we observe how
the family structure/child outcome relationship changes depending on the
other dimensions of respondents’ family backgrounds that are taken into
account.

We find that the effect of family structure on children’s socioeconomic
success has been constant over 30 years. In the 1960s and 1970s, the high
rate of unemployment among single mothers could explain the negative
effect of single-mother families on children’s educational and occupa-
tional attainment. In the 1980s and 1990s, single mothers’ low-status occu-
pational positions—rather than their employment/unemployment status
per se—could account for the negative effect of female headship. There
were no significant differences by gender in the effects of alternative fami-
lies—alternative families had the same effect on men and women. The
influence of many other dimensions of children’s family background de-
clined from the 1960s to the 1980s, but this decline progressed no further
between the 1980s and the 1990s.

The discrepancies found in the literature about the consequences of
alternative families for children are due in part to different decisions about
which variables are exogenous to the process and in part to different deci-
sions about how to group alternative families. With or without various
sets of controls, we find that over the past 30 years children from single-
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father families, father/stepmother families, and mother/stepfather fami-
lies have consistently had lower attainments than children from both two-
biological-parent families and single-mother-headed families. Among six
candidate theoretical frameworks, the findings are most consistent with
an evolutionary view of parental investment.

BACKGROUND

Why Do Children from Alternative Families Have Lower Attainments?

Below we review the main theories of the effects of family structure on
children and discuss the predictions made by each. These predictions are
summarized in the second column of table 1.

Sociological theory.—Almost all existing theory about the conse-
quences of family structure for children centers around the relationship
between family type and resources. Under the general rubrics of “social
structure and personality,” or “social structure and psychological well-be-
ing,” sociological theory—socialization, learning, and control theory—
predicts that children from alternative families get fewer economic, social,
and cultural resources, which help facilitate success.

TABLE 1

Summary of Predictions about Family Structure Effects on Children’s
Attainment

Theory Static Prediction Change Prediction

Sociological:
Socialization-learning* ........... 2BP . 2BP No change
Control† ................................... 2BP . 2BP No change

Economic‡ ................................... 2BP 5 STF 5 STM . SF . SM No change
Evolutionary psychology§ ......... 2BP . SM . STF No change

~
SF . STM

Selection bias (parental
competence)i ........................ 2BP . 2BP Increase in effect

over time
Marital conflict# .......................... 2BP . 2BP Increase in effect

over time

Note.—2BP 5 two-biological-parent family; 2BP 5 any non–two-biological-parent family; STF 5
stepfather/biological-mother family; STM 5 stepmother/biological-father family; SF 5 single-father fam-
ily; SM 5 single-mother family.

* Baumrind (1980), Weinstein and Thornton (1989), Simons and Associates (1996).
† Nock (1988), Astone and McLanahan (1991).
‡ Becker (1964, 1981).
§ Trivers (1972), Daly and Wilson (1996).
i Cherlin et al. (1991), Popenoe (1988, 1993).
# Grych and Fincham (1990), Kline et al. (1991).
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Socialization theory emphasizes the essential role of parenting in shap-
ing children’s lives (Baumrind 1978, 1980; Parcel and Menaghan 1994).
In the case of single-mother families, father-absence reduces the family’s
ability to provide optimal amounts of support and control to children
(Astone and McLanahan 1991; Thomson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994).
The emotionally distressing event of a spouse’s death or of divorce, cou-
pled with responsibility overload, negatively impacts women’s psycholog-
ical well-being (Acock and Demo 1994; Crosby 1987; Simons and Associ-
ates 1996). This leads to inconsistent parenting (Hetherington, Cox, and
Cox 1978), less supervision over children (Thomson, McLanahan, and
Curtin 1992), parental authoritarianism (Bronfenbrenner 1979), and an
expectation that children mature in ways inappropriate for their age
(Weinstein and Thornton 1989). All of these undermine the healthy devel-
opment of children.

Learning theory views the family as a primary site where children learn
about how to get along in the society when they reach adulthood (Kohn
1969, 1983). Without a father, children will lack a male model of how to
successfully achieve in market activity (Powell and Parcel 1997; McLana-
han and Sandefur 1994). In two-biological-parent families, children learn
about how authority relations are structured and how to successfully in-
teract with authority figures (Nock 1988). This learning facilitates chil-
dren’s educational and occupational attainment. In father-absent homes,
where mother/child relations run the risk of becoming more peerlike, and
in stepfamilies, where stepparent/child relations may be defined more as
friends than as parent/child, children will not learn these important skills.

At the same time that alternative families represent for children the
removal of positive resources, they also covary with children’s exposure
to negative ones. Events that produce alternative family structures often-
times involve a loss or trauma—either the death of a father (or less fre-
quently, of a mother) or the divorce of parents followed by the father
(most often) moving out of the home. These events are stressful in the short
term and have the potential to impact children’s long-term life course
trajectories in negative ways (Amato and Booth 1997; Glenn and Kramer
1987; Mueller and Pope 1977; Wallerstein 1989). The number of changes
in family configuration over the course of childhood is an important pre-
dictor of some outcomes, like the risk of having a child outside of marriage
(Wu and Martinson 1993). For other outcomes, like children’s educational
and occupational attainment, exposure to alternative family structures
(even from birth) seems to be more important than the number of disrup-
tive family events experienced or durations spent in particular kinds of
families (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Wojtkiewicz 1993). Children
raised in single-parent families from birth, for example, have roughly the
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same high school dropout rate as those who experienced a transition from
a mother-father to a single-parent family following parental divorce.

Problems in child socialization and parental control will occur in a
variety of types of alternative families that children may experience—
single-parent families, stepfamilies, and so on. In the case of single-parent
families, for example, the undermining of parental control is a structural
consequence of the absence of the father from the residential home.
Stepparents, on the other hand, have “only a limited license to parent”
(Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991, p. 85), and the arrival of a stepparent into
the residential home can create disruption and friction in intergenerational
relations that can take years to resolve and adjust to (Cherlin and Furs-
tenberg 1994). The main prediction of sociological perspectives is that the
two-biological-parent family is generally the optimal form for the success-
ful socialization of children in modern society and that children from any
kind of alternative family will, on average, do less well.

Economic theory.—Economic theory proposes that socioeconomic suc-
cess is partly a function of human capital (Becker 1964, 1981; Becker and
Tomes 1986). Households act as singular units to maximize collective util-
ity. Utility comes from commodities—like children—that are produced
by investments in market activity and household services. The two-parent
family is among the best-functioning forms in modern capitalist society
because it allows for the provision of household services by one partner
and economic resources (or market goods) by the other. This is a particu-
larly efficient system for maximizing utility and, by extension, the human
capital of children.

Since children’s success depends on the economic resources and equiva-
lent services that parents provide, children who spend most of their child-
hoods in a two-parent family (biological or stepfamily) will have the high-
est attainments because two parental figures are present to provide
complementary resources. Single-parent families will yield less income
from the market and have less time for the provision of household ser-
vices. One parent cannot cover both market and nonmarket activities as
successfully as two, and children from single-parent families, accordingly,
will do less well. Among children from single-parent families, economic
theory would predict that children from single-father families will do bet-
ter than those from single-mother families because they will carry a sub-
stantial income advantage. Children who grow up in single-mother fami-
lies will have the lowest attainments—mother-headed families average
less than a third the income of two-parent families and about half the
income of alternative father-headed families (Meyer and Garasky 1993;
DaVanzo and Rahman 1993).

Evolutionary psychology.—The evolutionary perspective on the family
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(e.g., Emlen 1997) gives more weight to the role of the mother than that
of the father in determining children’s fates, and it places special impor-
tance on biological relationships. The evolutionary view starts with the
premise that mothers invest more of their resources in children than fa-
thers. The survival (or, perhaps, in the modern context, the “well-being”)
of a given child is of greater interest to the mother than to the father,
because more of the mother’s than of the father’s potential reproductive
investment is tied up in any one child (Trivers 1972). Both parents attempt
to balance investing in present children against investing in having addi-
tional children in ways that maximize their reproductive fitness. But be-
cause women’s potential for having additional children is far lower than
men’s, they have a greater interest in making sure that the children they
do have do well. Evolutionary psychologists sometimes depict mother-
hood as, in part, a strategic exercise in finding ways to secure material
resources from sometimes reluctant fathers, whose reproductive calculus
may be pulling them toward future children (and partners) more than
present ones.

Like the others, this theory would predict that children from two-bio-
logical-parent families will have an advantage over those from other kinds
of families. The father’s average resource contribution to children will be
less than the mother’s, but not by much because humans have high male
parental investment, and so children will benefit from the presence of the
biological father. But in contrast to the economic model, for example, the
evolutionary view predicts that children from alternative families will do
better raised by a single mother than a single father. Children from single-
mother families will also have advantages over those from stepfather/
biological-mother families. The stepparent’s concern with his own repro-
ductive fitness is in competition with the stepchildren for the mother’s
resources, increasing the risk of abuse to children in families with a step-
parent (Daly and Wilson 1996).

Selection bias (parental competence).—One of the unanswered ques-
tions in family structure research is whether the observed negative effect
of alternative families on children represents a selection effect. One vari-
ant of the argument is that people who divorce, for example, are less stable
or less competent at family life. Children who experience their parents’
divorce do less well because their parents are less competent, not because
of the divorce per se. Cherlin et al. (1991) found using longitudinal data
that many child behavioral problems associated with divorce were actu-
ally present in the children prior to their parents’ divorce. The divorce,
like the negative child outcomes, may have been a consequence of some
preexisting family dysfunction (but see Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, and
McRae 1998).

Parental competence involves role performance as parent in the family,
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but it may also involve value orientations (Popenoe 1993, 1996). Modern
parents, particularly those who divorce, may be less “child-centered” and
hold weaker “family values” than those who do not divorce (Popenoe
1993). Alternative value systems may be another, related source of selec-
tion, causing a spurious relationship between family structure and chil-
dren’s attainment.

Marital conflict.—Another variant of the selection hypothesis is that
the main detrimental effect on children is not divorce but family conflict.
Divorce is often preceded by (and sometimes followed by) high levels of
conflict. Marital conflict is hurtful to children. Children of divorce have
lower attainments than children from two-parent families because they
have had sustained exposure to their parents’ discord (Amato and Booth
1997; Amato, Loomis, and Booth 1995; Glenn and Kramer 1987; Mueller
and Pope 1977).

Both parental death and divorce create sadness, distress, and related
problems for children in the short term. Negative effects on children’s
health, self-esteem, and school performance have been observed (Daw-
son 1991; Mauldon 1990; Kline, Johnston, and Tschann 1991; Mott,
Kowaleski-Jones, and Menaghan 1997). In the long term, children from
alternative families have lower average socioeconomic achievements—in
education, occupation, and earnings—than those raised in two-biological-
parent families (Duncan and Duncan 1969; McLanahan 1985; Amato and
Keith 1991b; Biblarz and Raftery 1993; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994;
Powell and Parcel 1997; Amato and Booth 1997). McLanahan and Sande-
fur (1994) present evidence of negative effects of alternative families on
selected child outcomes across four national surveys.

Some scholars believe that this combination of reasonable theory and
strong supporting evidence points to a scientific truth about the family—
that the stable “intact” family remains the best-functioning form, at least
for modern capitalist society. Glenn (1994) asserts that a plethora of evi-
dence has led to “virtually unanimous” agreement among the best social
scientists that alternative families are not in the best interests of children
(but see Stacey 1996).

Disquiet about the New Consensus

Other findings and some theory give cause for uncertainty about the new
consensus. In the classic 1973 Occupational Changes in a Generation
(OCG II) survey, the negative impact of mother-headed households on
sons’ occupational attainment is small and entirely a function of women’s
disadvantaged employment and occupational positions (Biblarz et al.
1997). Powell and Parcel (1997) similarly find little adverse consequence
of an alternative family structure for men’s education, occupation, and
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earnings in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), although they
do find adverse consequences for women. McLanahan’s (1985) earlier
analysis of the PSID showed that father absence had no significant effect
on children’s education once income is taken into account. Boggess (1998),
also using the PSID, finds no effect of living with a single mother on chil-
dren’s likelihood of graduating from high school. McLanahan (1985, p.
898) concluded that her results “do not support the notion that the long
term absence of a male role model itself is the major factor underlying
family structure effects.” In the National Education Longitudinal Survey,
holding constant other factors, there are no differences between children
from two-biological-parent homes and those from female-headed families
in the odds of dropping out of high school or attending college (Painter
1998). Among the six family types included in Teachman, Paasch, and
Carver (1997), “divorced mother” seems to be the only type to not directly
increase children’s odds of dropping out of high school, holding other fac-
tors constant.

Why the Discrepancy in Findings?

Both the findings and conflicting nonfindings about the effects of family
structure on children are based on large, national random samples, where
results should be approximately the same. So why the discrepancies? One
possibility is that the choice of exogenous “control” variables (e.g., race,
gender, sibship size, parents’ education, residence) as well as “intervening
variables” (e.g., family head’s income, employment status, occupational
position, sibship size) varies across studies. Conclusions about family
structure’s effect may depend on the other variables that are taken into
account.

For example, on average, the greater the number of siblings, the lower
children’s attainments (Blake 1989; Powell and Steelman 1993; Steelman
and Powell 1989). If children from single-mother homes have fewer sib-
lings than children from two-parent families, this would represent an ad-
vantage associated with the single-mother family structure. Studies that
take away this advantage by controlling for number of siblings will show
a stronger negative effect of single motherhood. Studies that do not control
for siblings will show a weaker effect. Conversely, the higher the socioeco-
nomic position of parents, the greater the socioeconomic attainment of
children (Blau and Duncan 1967; Featherman and Hauser 1978). Single
mothers have lower socioeconomic positions than the fathers (and some
mothers) who head two-parent families. Studies that do not take parent’s
socioeconomic position into account will show a stronger effect of family
structure.

A second possibility is that the effect of family structure has changed
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TABLE 2

Percentage Distribution of Causes among Respondents from Alternative
Families

Death of
Parent Divorce Other

1962 Occupational Changes in a Generation ........................... 68 28 4
1973 Occupational Changes in a Generation ........................... 60 36 4
1986–88 Surveys of Income and Program Participation ......... 42 53 5
1992–94 National Survey of Families and Households .......... 33 62 5

Note.—Figures based on causes by birth cohorts derived from the General Social Surveys, 1973–96;
pertains only to respondents from single-mother, single-father, mother/stepfather, and father/stepmother
families.

over time (the change predictions of each theory are detailed below). Find-
ings are not so much discrepant as simply pertinent to different periods.
The evidence from national surveys spans at least 25 years, from about
1962 (e.g., Duncan 1967) to 1987–88, in the case of the first wave of the
National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH). Among the cohorts
represented over this time period, the main reason for families not to be
two-biological-parent has shifted from the death of a parent to divorce
(Bumpass and Sweet 1989).

Table 2 shows estimates of the percentage distribution of primary cause
(death of parent, divorce, other) among adult respondents from alternative
families in four national surveys (these surveys are analyzed later in the
article). Because most of these surveys do not contain information on
cause of alternative family structure, we calculated the cause distributions
for each birth cohort in the 1973–96 General Social Surveys (GSS) and
then applied the distributions to the samples listed in table 2, weighting
by the number of respondents in each birth cohort (the oldest cohorts in
the 1962 OCG survey were assigned the averages for the grouped “pre-
1930 birth cohort” of the GSS).

Table 2 shows that, over the past 30 years, divorce has come to replace
death of a parent among samples of adults from alternative family back-
grounds. The replacement of cause across time is striking: In 1962, 68%
of adults from alternative family backgrounds are estimated to have expe-
rienced the death of a parent and 28% experienced the divorce of their
parents, compared with only 33% experiencing the death of a parent and
62% experiencing parental divorce in 1992–94.2

2 The growth in the number of female-headed families between 1950 and 1980 has,
for whites, been driven primarily by growth in the rate of marital disruption and,
to a lesser extent, by growth in the rate of nonmarital childbearing (for African-
Americans the pattern is reversed) (Wojtkiewicz, McLanahan, and Garfinkel 1990).
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Some of the theories discussed above would predict that this shift in
the cause structure accompanying cohort replacement should lead to an
increase in the magnitude of the negative effect of alternative families
over time (from the 1960s to the 1990s), while others would predict essen-
tially no change. The change-over-time prediction of each theory is listed
in the third column of table 1.

For the sociological theories, the keystone variable is family structure.
Heightened risk of parental authoritarianism or neglect and inadequate
models of authority relations are structural consequences of the absence
of one parent, no matter what process gave rise to that absence. There
should be few differences, for example, in outcomes between children
from widowed-single-mother families and those from divorced-single-
mother families because they share the same basic family structure. The
sociological theories that emphasize structure accordingly would predict
no change over time in the effect of single-parent and other kinds of alter-
native family structures, even as the process giving rise to the alternative
structures shifts. Other sociological perspectives—like marital conflict—
that focus more on family process than on family structure would make
the opposite prediction (see below).

Economic and evolutionary theory also predict no change. From the
evolutionary perspective, divorced and widowed single mothers have the
same level of their own fitness tied up in the children, and so both types
of mothers would have the same level of impetus to invest highly in their
children. The presence of a nonbiological parent would negatively impact
children, regardless of whether the biological father had died or the par-
ents had divorced. The change in cause structure over time should not
alter the implications for children of basic family forms.

Economic theory focuses on household structure and composition. It
claims, for example, that two-parent households are more efficient at max-
imizing utility than one-parent households and so would also predict no
change over time in the effect of alternative family structures.

These predictions of “no change” over time are based somewhat on the
assumption “other things being equal.” Some evidence, for example, while
not conclusive, shows that widowed mothers and their children have
greater access than divorced mothers to certain kinds of social supports

Never-married single mothers—while a fairly socioeconomically diverse group—are,
on average, more likely than divorced single mothers to be young, have low levels of
education, have children at younger ages, and participate in welfare programs (Lon-
don 1996). Unfortunately, the GSS and the other data sets that we analyze do not
allow us to distinguish among respondents from never-married and divorced single-
mother homes. However, available evidence suggests that the socioeconomic attain-
ments of children from both groups tend to be similar (McLanahan and Sandefur
1994).
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and may enjoy advantaged socioeconomic positions (McLanahan, Gar-
finkel, and Ooms 1987; Acock and Keicolt 1989; Amato and Keith 1991a,
1991b; Holden and Smock 1991; Biblarz and Gottainer 1999; Sugarman
1993, 1995).3 Economic theory would generally favor single-parent fami-
lies with greater economic resources over those with fewer economic re-
sources in predicting children’s human capital and subsequent attain-
ment. But, independent of resources, economic theory makes no
prediction about difference in outcomes between groups from single-par-
ent families produced by the death of a parent vis-à-vis divorce, nor does
evolutionary theory (although for evolutionary theory it makes an impor-
tant difference whether the single parent is the biological mother or fa-
ther).

In contrast, the selection bias (or parental competence) perspective pre-
dicts that the magnitude of the negative effect of alternative families is
growing over time, as the old cohorts who experienced a parent’s death
as children leave our samples, replaced by the new cohorts who experi-
enced their parents’ divorce. Widowed mothers would be more competent
at family life than divorcees, on average, and so the children from alterna-
tive families in the earlier period should have done substantially better
than those in the later period. Widowed mothers, who did not choose an
alternative family structure for themselves and their children, will also
have more traditional values and lifestyles than divorced parents, who
did. These kinds of values will be positively functional for children’s suc-
cess in the society, more so than the alternative values of divorcees.

Marital conflict theory makes the same prediction—the negative effect
of alternative families is growing over time. Children from alternative
families in the earlier period would be expected to do substantially better
than those in the later period because they will have been less likely, on
average, to have had exposure to parental conflict. Children of divorce
often have mixed and sometimes hostile feelings toward their fathers, for
example, whereas children whose fathers died tend to develop a warm
and positive inner construction of the deceased father (see, e.g., Rozon-
dal’s [1983] “halo” effect; see also Silverman, Nickman, and Worden
1992).

3 Social Security survivor’s benefit payments to single widowed mothers and their
dependent children tend to be substantially higher than AFDC payments to other
kinds of single mothers and, unlike AFDC, they carry no requirement of an assets test
to collect benefits (Sugarman 1993, 1995). To the extent that widows with dependent
children have, on average, more economic resources than their divorced and never-
married counterparts, the replacement of widows with divorced and never-married
mothers over time could produce a growing negative effect of the “single-mother”
family type. Measures like the family head’s employment status and occupational
position—considered later in the article—will only partly take into account the differ-
ences in material resources available across these disparate family types.
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If the predictions of the selection hypotheses (parental competence,
marital conflict) are sustained, such a pattern of increase in the negative
effect of alternative families over time would be particularly important
in light of changes that have been occurring over time in the effects of
other dimensions of children’s family backgrounds. A transition from as-
cription to achievement, or a “march toward meritocracy,” has been oc-
curring in the United States, particularly since the 1960s. Featherman and
Hauser (1978) find a modest decline over the 20th century in the strength
of the relationship between the family’s socioeconomic position and chil-
dren’s socioeconomic destinations. This decline became clearly evident
between 1960 and 1970 and steepened from 1970 onward (Featherman
and Hauser 1978; Hout 1984b, 1988; Grusky and DiPrete 1990; DiPrete
and Grusky 1990). The effect of race on socioeconomic attainment has
also declined substantially (Hout 1984a), particularly at higher education
levels (Hout 1988). If the importance of family structure as a source of
ascription has increased as that of the old sources has waned, the offset
could produce a halt in the trend toward universalism. If the family’s
socioeconomic position is making a comeback as a source of ascription in
the 1990s, as some recent evidence suggests (Hout 1997), this, coupled
with a potentially growing family structure effect, could lead to a reversal
of course—a trend toward growing inequality in the opportunity struc-
ture.

Interactions

Research on the consequences of family structure for children generally
explores how alternative families directly affect children’s health, psycho-
logical well-being, and socioeconomic success. Two potential conse-
quences that have been subjected to less empirical testing involve interac-
tions, or conditional relationships.

The first idea is that family disruption may reduce the intergenerational
transmission of status. Drawing primarily on socialization and role model-
ing theory, Biblarz and Raftery (1993) argued that family disruption nega-
tively impacts social-psychological dimensions of parent/child relations
that facilitate family transmission. They found that the association be-
tween parent’s occupation (socioeconomic status, occupational autonomy,
and training, from Hout [1984b, 1988]) and son’s occupation was weaker
among sons from alternative families. This was extended in Biblarz et al.
(1997), but both studies rely on early-1970s data (OCG II) that include
only men. As far as we know, this hypothesis—that father absence may
be more important as a disrupter of socioeconomic transmission than as
a direct determiner of socioeconomic attainment—has not been tested fur-
ther.
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The second idea, raised by Duncan and Duncan (1969), is that children
who grow up in alternative families may have a more difficult time capi-
talizing on their educational accomplishments or translating their educa-
tion into occupational success. Duncan and Duncan (1969) note that the
returns in occupational status to each additional year of education were
greater among sons raised in two-biological-parent families than among
sons from alternative families. Duncan and Duncan (1969) offer no specu-
lation about the potential process involved, nor do they statistically test
the observed differences in coefficients. To our knowledge, this possible
consequence of family structure has not been explored further.

Fathers may be an important link to the public sphere for children.
Getting a good job is partly a function of educational credentials, but it
may also be a function of, among other things, parental connections
and exposure to knowledge about how to secure jobs (McLanahan and
Sandefur 1994). Assuming that parents generally have the greatest knowl-
edge about the occupational stratum in which they are located, children
from female-headed families would be at a significant disadvantage, be-
cause female heads occupy substantially lower occupational positions
than male heads (Biblarz et al. 1997). With less exposure to the father-
as-worker model, and potentially less access to his connections, children
from alternative families may find it more difficult to get the payoff to
education normally achieved by children from two-biological-parent
families.

Approach to the Analysis

The first large-scale empirical attempt to assess the socioeconomic conse-
quences for children of family disruption was Duncan and Duncan (1969;
see also Duncan 1967). These articles have been cited over 100 times since
their publication, including recently in Powell and Parcel (1997) and Hout
(1997).

Duncan and Duncan (1969) found that men from female-headed fami-
lies (as well as men from alternative male-headed families) had lower oc-
cupational achievements (measured as average scores on Duncan’s 1961
socioeconomic index—SEI) than men from two-biological-parent fami-
lies. Duncan and Duncan (1969, pp. 284–85) interpret the five-point gap in
occupational achievement between sons from two-parent and those from
female-headed families as possible support for the Moynihan view: “The
analyses reported above lend some support to the notion that the son
raised in a family headed by a female is handicapped with respect to occu-
pational success. . . . The evidence in this paper obviously does not consti-
tute ‘proof’ that the matriarchal family structure and the absence of a
father are ‘pathological.’ For Negroes as for non-Negroes, however, the
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indication that an intact family background facilitates occupational suc-
cess is quite compelling.”

In the analyses that follow, we go back to Duncan and Duncan (1969)
and to the 1962 Occupational Changes in a Generation survey (OCG I) in
an attempt to locate the sources, or mechanisms, by which female-headed
families (and other types of alternative families) may have led to a reduc-
tion in children’s occupational success.4

We then move forward in time, replicating the analyses on national
surveys from each of the subsequent decades. Among the questions that
guide our analyses are the following:

1. Do conclusions about family structure effects change substantially
depending on the mix of control variables?

2. Do conclusions about family structure effects change substantially
depending upon period?

3. Do the socioeconomic achievements of children from different types
of alternative families vary substantially?

4. Which (if any) of the theoretical perspectives are supported in terms
of both the static and change predictions (table 1) that they make?

5. Do alternative families exhibit a weaker level of intergenerational
socioeconomic transmission than two-biological-parent families?

6. Do alternative families reduce children’s ability to translate educa-
tional achievement into occupational success?

DATA

Data are the 1962 OCG I, the 1973 OCG II, the pooled 1986–88 Surveys
of Income and Program Participation (SIPPs), and the 1992–94 second
wave of the NSFH, matched to information contained in the first wave
(1987–88).5 The OCG I and OCG II surveys were mail supplements to

4 Hauser and Warren (1997) discuss the importance of SEI as a central dimension of
social inequality and the advantages of SEI over other measures of inequality, like
income.
5 Occupational Changes in a Generation data were made available by the Data and
Program Library Service at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. The data for Occu-
pational Changes in a Generation—Replicate Master File, 1962 and 1973 were origi-
nally collected by the U.S. Bureau of the Census under grants from the National
Science Foundation to Peter M. Blau and Otis Dudley Duncan, at the University of
Chicago, and to David L. Featherman and Robert M. Hauser, at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. The Surveys of Income and Program Participation were pro-
duced by the U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington, D.C., and distributed by the
Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research, Ann Arbor, Michigan.
The National Survey of Families and Households was funded by a grant from the
Center for Population Research of the National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development. The survey was designed and carried out at the Center for Demography
and Ecology at the University of Wisconsin–Madison under the direction of Larry
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the March 1962 and March 1973 Current Population Surveys, respec-
tively. They represent the civilian noninstitutional male population ages
20–64 in those years. Comprehensive discussions of the OCG surveys can
be found in Blau and Duncan (1967) and Featherman and Hauser (1978).

The SIPPs are large longitudinal (9 waves of interviews over 36 months)
household surveys administered by the U.S. Bureau of the Census, repre-
senting U.S. household members (both male and female) ages 15–64. The
second waves of the 1986–88 SIPPs panels include a family background
topical module that contains most of the variables needed for the present
analysis.

The NSFH includes interviews with 13,008 respondents ages 19 and
older who comprise a representative sample of the adult U.S. household
population. In the second wave of the NSFH, 10,008 of the original re-
spondents were reinterviewed five years later. We use the family back-
ground characteristics that respondents reported on at time 1 to predict
their time 2 socioeconomic positions. Following Duncan and Duncan
(1969), for all data sets we select U.S.-born respondents from nonfarm
origins ages 25–64. Analyses based on the OCG surveys include only men.
Analyses based on SIPPs and NSFH include both men and women.

The OCG surveys ask respondents who they lived with most of the
time up to age 16. SIPPs asks respondents who they were living with at
age 16. NSFH1 asks respondents who did not live with both biological
parents from birth until age 19 who they lived with at each age, 0–19.
For the NSFH, we use respondent’s family arrangement at age 16.

Based on responses to these items, we constructed family types that
were comparable across the four surveys: (1) two-biological-parent fami-
lies; (2) alternative mother-headed families (comprised almost fully of sin-
gle-mother families); (3) alternative father-headed families (including both
single-father and father-stepmother families); and (4) mother-stepfather
families. These “snapshot in time” indicators of a small set of primary
family types generally do well at capturing the major effects of this dimen-
sion of family background (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Powell and
Parcel 1997; Wojtkiewicz 1993).

The other independent variables include race, number of siblings, and
the education status, employment status, and occupational status of the
family head that respondents lived with during childhood.6 Occupational

Bumpass and James Sweet. The field work was done by the Institute for Survey
Research at Temple University. The original collectors, distributors, and funding
agencies for all of these data sets do not bear any responsibility for the analyses or
interpretations presented.
6 To achieve comparability across surveys and to reflect the discrete nature of educa-
tional attainment, parent’s education is classified as 0 5 0 years; 1 5 1–8 years; 2 5
9–11 years; 3 5 12 years; 4 5 13–15 years; 5 5 16 years; 6 5 17 or more years.
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status was measured as Duncan’s (1961) socioeconomic index (SEI) for
the OCG surveys, and, for SIPPs and NSFH, Hauser and Warren’s (1997)
update of Duncan’s SEI. The dependent variables are respondent’s edu-
cational attainment (in years) and respondent’s occupational status (SEI).
The means (and percentages, where appropriate) of all the variables in
the analyses, for each survey and family type, are shown in table 3.

RESULTS

Regression Models

Table 4 presents five models of occupational status (current SEI) for each
of the four surveys. The BIC statistic is calculated to compare the relative
fits of the models (BIC 5 N ln[1 2 R2] 1 p ln[N], where p is the number
of independent variables and N is the total sample size [Raftery 1986a,
1986b, 1995]). Following Logan (1996), one asterisk indicates effects for
which there is positive evidence (| t | $ √ln N 1 2), two asterisks indicate
effects for which there is strong evidence (| t | $ √ln N 1 6), and three
asterisks indicate effects for which there is very strong evidence (| t | $
√ln N 1 10), as defined in Raftery (1995). In a sample of 10,000 respon-
dents, for example, positive evidence would require that the coefficient
have | t | $ 3.35, strong evidence would require that |t | $ 3.9, and for very
strong evidence, | t | $ 4.38 (Raftery 1995).

The purpose of the analysis in table 4 is to observe the size and direction
of change in the effect of family structure as other variables are added to
the model, across the four surveys. We do this in order to assess how
conclusions about the effects of family structure may depend on the other
variables that are included or left out of models. Trends over time in the
effects of independent variables are the focus of table 5.

The first section of table 4, based on the OCG I analyzed by Duncan
and Duncan (1969), shows the effects (unstandardized betas from least-
squares regression) of selected dimensions of family background on men’s
current occupational status. Model 1 (which is roughly equivalent to Dun-
can and Duncan [1969, table 2]) shows that men from alternative families
hold occupations that are, on average, about 3–6 SEI points lower than
those of men from two-biological-parent families.7 In 1962, differences in

Respondents missing on family head’s education or family head’s occupation (e.g.,
SIPPs includes a category “family head had no paying job” when respondent was age
16) were assigned mean values specific to their race by family structure by gender
subgroup, with dummy variables for “family head was not employed” and “family
head’s education not reported” included in the models.
7 These coefficients differ somewhat from Duncan and Duncan (1969) because we
separate alternative father-headed families and stepfather-headed families (Duncan
and Duncan treat them as a single “male-headed” group) and because Duncan and
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socioeconomic status between African-American men and others (mostly
non-Latino whites) were huge (22 SEI points).

Models 2 and 3 take into account the family head’s employment and
occupational status, respectively. Model 2 shows that having a family
head who was not employed in the paid labor force (or for whom no occu-
pation was reported) reduces men’s socioeconomic attainment (by 8 SEI
points). Origin unemployment also explains most of the effect of single-
mother families on son’s SEI. There is no significant difference in the
occupational attainment of sons from two-biological-parent families and
those from single-mother families once the family head’s employment sta-
tus is taken into account. The effect of a single-mother family is further
reduced by taking into account differences in family head’s occupational
position (model 3).8

Men from alternative father-headed families have a lower average SEI
than men from two-biological-parent families, with or without taking
family head’s employment and occupational status into account. Stepfam-
ilies are associated with lower socioeconomic attainment, but this effect
is not statistically significant based on the BIC criterion.

Models 4 and 5 add family head’s education and number of siblings,
respectively, to model 3. As is well known, parent’s education is associated
with children’s socioeconomic success, and the greater the number of sib-
lings children have growing up, the lower their socioeconomic attainments
(in this case, each additional sibling costs the respondent about 1.4 SEI
points on average).

When family head’s education and number of siblings are added to the
model, the effect of an alternative mother-headed family increases (20.59
to 21.41 to 22.36). The effect in the final model (22.36) is not significant
based on BIC but would be treated as significant by commonly used crite-
ria (t 5 23.1, p , .01; not shown in table). In the 1962 data, men from
single-mother families had fewer siblings than men from other family
types (see table 3). Their mothers also had slightly higher levels of educa-
tion, on average, than other heads. In earlier models 1–3 (those without

Duncan treated all alternative female-headed families as a single group, whereas we
include only alternative mother-headed families.
8 Half of the men from mother-headed families in the OCG I reported no occupation
for their family head, compared with only 5% of those from two-biological-parent
families and 12% of those from alternative male-headed families (table 3). Blau and
Duncan (1967) expressed concern that this puts researchers at particular risk of
allowing origin unemployment to “carry” the effect of female-headed families in these
data. The OCG II is well-suited to address Blau and Duncan’s (1967) concern because
the overlap between family structure and the family head’s employment status is
considerably less than in OCG I. Only 28% of OCG II respondents from single-
mother-headed families report no occupation for their mothers.
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Socioeconomic Success

controls for parent’s education and number of siblings), these advantages
of single-mother families were serving to offset other kinds of disadvan-
tages. Taking away these advantages through statistical control in models
4 and 5 increases the negative impact of mother headship. Alternative
father-headed families are associated with lower socioeconomic attain-
ment regardless of control variables, while the effect of stepfamilies re-
mains not significant.

The second section of table 4 goes through the same steps as above, on
the 1973 OCG II. As in the OCG I, sons from alternative mother-headed
families had lower occupational attainments than sons from two-biologi-
cal-parent families mainly because they were more likely to have a family
head who was not employed. This is reflected in the change in the effect
of a mother-headed family from 22.56 in model 1 to 20.94 in model 2.
It is interesting that, in both the OCG I and OCG II, among men who
report that their family head had any paying job (regardless of the type
of job), men from single-mother families held socioeconomic positions that
were not significantly different from those held by men from two-biologi-
cal-parent households. Taking into account parent’s education and num-
ber of siblings does not, in the case of the OCG II, lead to a reemergence
of a negative effect of single-mother families.

The occupational attainments of sons from alternative male-headed
families are significantly lower than those of sons from two-biological-
parent families. In the case of stepfamilies, the negative effect is strong
regardless of control variables. The effect of alternative father-headed
families is weaker and drops below BIC-based significance in model 3
onward.

The third and fourth sections of table 4 present the same analysis using
the 1986–88 SIPPs and the 1992–94 NSFH2. These surveys include both
men and women. We added gender (female 5 1) to the models and tested
all possible interactions involving gender and the other variables. There
were no significant differences by gender in the effects of alternative fami-
lies—alternative families had the same effect on men and women.

Gender is important in two ways. First, gender has a “direct” effect on
occupational attainment: the average occupational status of women is
lower than that of men. Second, the effect of race on occupational attain-
ment depends on gender. Independent of other factors (model 5), African-
American men average 2.73 SEI points lower than other race groups in
SIPPs and 3.16 SEI points lower in the NSFH2. Among women, race has
no significant direct effect on occupational attainment (22.73 1 2.43 5
2.30 in SIPPs and 23.16 1 3.80 5 .64 in NSFH2).

The effects of alternative families roughly parallel those observed in
the OCG I. Taking into account the family head’s employment and occu-
pational status reduces the effect of single-mother families to insignifi-
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cance in both surveys. Relative to the OCG surveys, in both SIPPs and
the NSFH the negative effect of single-mother families on children’s so-
cioeconomic attainment is more a function of mothers’ disadvantaged oc-
cupational position and less a function of their disadvantaged employment
status. In the OCG surveys, differences in employment explain most of
the single-mother family effect. In SIPPs and NSFH, differences in occu-
pational status explain most of the effect. Adding family head’s education
and number of siblings leads to the reemergence of a significant negative
effect of single motherhood in the NSFH2. In SIPPs, the effect (2.86; t 5
23.0; p , .01) is not significant based on BIC. Coming from any alterna-
tive male-headed families is generally associated with lower socioeco-
nomic attainment in both of these surveys, with or without various sets
of controls.

By including in table 4 only respondents who are presently working in
the paid labor force (and hence have a current occupational status), we
may be selecting the more successful children from alternative families.
This would not be an issue in examining educational attainment, since
virtually no one in any of the surveys is “missing” on education. Also,
education is generally an earlier life course event than current occupation,
and it tends to be completed in young adulthood. We might expect child-
hood family structure to have stronger effects on events that take place
earlier in the life course.

The appendix replicates the analysis in table 4, treating education
rather than occupation as the dependent variable. The main patterns are
the same as those observed in table 4, only stronger and more clearly
defined: family head’s employment status and occupational status fully
explain the negative effect of single-mother families in all four surveys.
Controlling for family head’s education and number of siblings brings
the effect of single-mother families back, though below its original level.
Stepfamilies and alternative father-headed families have negative effects
on children’s attainment, regardless of control variables. The negative
effects of alternative father- or stepfather-headed families are generally
larger than those of alternative mother-headed families.

Trends over Time

The analysis in table 5 focuses on trends in the effects of dimensions of
family background over time. Our main interest is determining whether
family structure effects depend on period. We merged the four surveys
(selecting men only, since they are represented in all four time periods),
created a year/period variable comprised of three dummies representing
1973, 1987, and 1993 (with 1962 as the referent), and then created interac-
tion terms between the year dummies and each of the independent vari-
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ables. Based on our inspection of the time-variable interaction coefficients,
and theoretical models of change in patterns of inequality in the United
States, we constrained the time changes in the effects of each independent
variable to follow one of four forms: (1) no change over time (1962–93)
in the effect of the independent variable on son’s socioeconomic attain-
ment; (2) steady (yearly) increase over time in the effect of the independent
variable; (3) steady decline over time in the effect of the independent vari-
able (called the “march-to-meritocracy” model); and (4) steady decline in
the effect of the independent variable from 1962 through 1987, and no
decline since (called the “speed bumps” model, from Hout [1997]).9

Table 5 presents two models. The “full model” includes the main effect
of each independent variable plus all interaction terms involving year/
period. The interaction coefficients are the differences in the size of the
effects of the independent variable between 1962 and each subsequent
period. For clarity of presentation, we show the actual effects implied for
each year, rather than the difference scores. For 1962, t-values shown are
for the test of whether the effect of the variable was significant in that
year. For all other years, t-values shown are for the test of whether the
effect of the variable is significantly different from its effect in 1962.

For example, the panel involving race shows that, independent of other
factors, in 1962 African-American men held occupations that were, on
average, about 15 points lower on the SEI than men of other races. In
1973, they held occupations that were, on average, 9 points lower. In 1987,
they were 2.7 points lower, and in 1993, 3.4 points lower. The t-value
218.1 shows that race had a highly significant effect on occupational at-
tainment in 1962. The t-values 5.7, 12.3, and 7.7 show that the effect of
race in each subsequent period is significantly lower than its effect in 1962.
The BIC-best model then finds the best way to describe change in the
effects over time, from the candidate patterns discussed above.10

The effects of alternative families on children’s attainment have re-
mained constant over 30 years (the best model is that of “no change in

9 The years of our survey data are 1962, 1973, 1986–88 (1987 midpoint), and 1992–
94 (1993 midpoint). To estimate the various types of trend models, we created period
scales and then multiplied them by independent variables. For the march-toward-
meritocracy model, the period scale was 1962 5 0, 1973 5 11, 1987 5 25, and 1993
5 31. This form is used to test predictions that the effect of the independent variable(s)
declined (or increased) steadily over time (i.e., by the same amount each year between
1962 and 1993). For the “speed bumps” model, the scale was 1962 5 0, 1973 5 11,
1987 5 25, and 1993 5 25. This constrains the effect of the independent variable to
be constant from 1987 onward.
10 The model is “BIC-best” within the constraint that some form of each of the indepen-
dent variables be included in the model. We do this to provide maximum information
on effects both significant and not.
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TABLE 5

Trends over Time in the Effects of Dimensions of Family Background on
Current Occupational Status: U.S.-Born Respondents Ages 25–64 from

Nonfarm Origins

BIC-Best
Independent Variable Full Model t-value Model t-value

Intercept ..................................................... 36.01*** 60.7 36.00*** 81.1
Childhood family structure:

Two-biological-parent family
(reference) ................................... ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅ ⋅

Alternative mother-headed family:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 22.36 23.1
1973 ................................................. .17 2.8
1987 ................................................. 2.84 1.7
1993 ................................................. 21.95 .3

Best model of change:
No change in effect over time ..... 2.87 22.8

Alternative father-headed family:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 24.22* 23.7
1973 ................................................. 21.66 1.7
1987 ................................................. 21.61 1.9
1993 ................................................. 22.45 .8

Best model of change:
No change in effect over time ..... 22.20** 24.4

Alternative stepfather-headed family:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 21.41 21.1
1973 ................................................. 25.57 22.8
1987 ................................................. 21.36 .0
1993 ................................................. 22.18 2.4

Best model of change:
No change in effect over time ..... 22.44*** 25.8

Race (African-American 5 1):
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 214.85*** 218.1 214.66*** 222.1
1973 ................................................. 29.03*** 5.7
1987 ................................................. 22.65*** 12.3
1993 ................................................. 23.41*** 7.7

Best model of change:
Speed bump model ....................... .48*** 13.4

Family head’s occupational SEI
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. .27*** 24.4 .28*** 30.0
1973 ................................................. .24 22.1
1987 ................................................. .20** 24.1
1993 ................................................. .18 22.6
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TABLE 5 (Continued)

BIC-Best
Independent Variable Full Model t-value Model t-value

Best model of change:
March-to-meritocracy ................... 2.003*** 24.6

Family head was not employed:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 25.15*** 26.6 26.19*** 210.4
1973 ................................................. 24.04 1.1
1987 ................................................. 2.77*** 4.6
1993 ................................................. 22.00 2.0

Best model of change:
Speed bump model ....................... .224*** 7.2

Family head’s education:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 2.59*** 13.8 2.64*** 17.6
1973 ................................................. 2.12 22.1
1987 ................................................. 1.24*** 25.8
1993 ................................................. 1.56 23.0

Best model of change:
Speed bump model ....................... 2.053*** 26.4

Family head’s education not reported:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 24.67*** 26.8
1973 ................................................. 27.21 22.7
1987 ................................................. 23.39 1.6
1993 ................................................. 25.70 2.9

Best model of change:
No change in effect over time ..... 24.39*** 215.3

Number of siblings:
Effect of variable in:

1962 ................................................. 21.39*** 217.3 21.47*** 230.7
1973 ................................................. 21.50 21.1
1987 ................................................. 2.72*** 6.6
1993 ................................................. 2.47*** 5.6

Best model of change:
March-to-meritocracy since 1973 .053*** 10.8

R2 ................................................................ .1939 .1926
df ................................................................. 39 17
BIC ............................................................. 29,455 29,617

Note.—For 1962, t-value shown is for test of whether the coefficient is significant in that year. For
all other years, t-value shown is for test of whether the effect observed in that year is significantly
different than that observed in 1962. All models include dummy variables for period. For march-to-
meritocracy and speed bump models, the coefficients shown are the change per year.

* |t | $ √ln N 1 2.
** |t | $ √ln N 1 6.

*** |t | $ √ln N 1 10.
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effect over time”). There is fluctuation in the family structure coefficients
across years (of the sort we would expect from sampling error), but there is
no clear pattern. Further, the t-values show no significant differences in the
coefficients between years. BIC indicates that the fluctuation across periods
should be treated as noise rather than as something more systematic.11

Hence, over 30 years of time, all else being equal (including number of
siblings, and so on), a single-mother family has no effect on children’s
occupational attainment. The 20.87 SEI point (t 5 22.8) associated with
the single-mother form is not statistically significant by BIC standards
(where in a sample of over 45,000 respondents, the minimum |t | for indica-
tion of any positive evidence of an effect would be approximately 3.6).
On the other hand, there is strong evidence that, independent of other
factors, coming out of single-father families and stepfamilies is associated
with lower occupational attainment. It is interesting that the effects of the
alternative male-headed families are significantly more detrimental than
the effect of single-mother families.12

The ordering of the values of the alternative family structure coeffi-
cients across these data sets suggests that two-biological-parent families
have greater value than alternative mother-headed families, which, in
turn, have greater value than alternative father- or stepfather-headed
family. This was approximately the ordering observed in Biblarz et al.
(1997) that led to their construction of a “distance from mother” scale, and
it is also the ordering predicted by the evolutionary psychology perspec-
tive. To test whether this ordering is supported by the data, we refit the
BIC-best model displayed in table 5 but treated family structure as a scale
equal to 0 for two-biological-parent background, 1 for alternative mother-
headed family, and 2 for alternative father- or stepfather-headed family.
This model (not shown in table 5) explained the same proportion of vari-
ance (0.1926) as that explained by the BIC-best model shown in table
5, but it yielded two additional degrees of freedom and hence was more
parsimonious (15 predictor variables as against 17). Accordingly, this
turns out to be the strongest model given the data (BIC 5 29638, as
against 29617 for the BIC-best model shown in table 5).13

Other dimensions of family background decline in their ability to deter-

11 We also conducted a trend analysis of the “total” effects (model 1 of table 4) of the
family types, and the results were the same: the best model says that the effects of
alternative family structures have remained constant over the time period (table avail-
able from authors).
12 The t-values are 2.24 and 2.99 for difference between 20.87 and 22.20, and between
20.87 and 22.44, respectively.
13 This ordering also fits the data best with education as the dependent variable.
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mine children’s destinations but then hit discernable “speed bumps” (Hout
1997) in the late 1980s. From 1962 through 1987, the effects of origin
education, origin unemployment, and race declined steadily. Then, from
1987 to the present, the decline stopped. For example, the BIC-best model
of the race effect, the “speed bumps” form, says that in 1962, African-
American men held occupations that were, on average, 14.66 points lower
on the SEI than men of other races. Since that time, the race gap dimin-
ished by 0.48 points every year through 1987 (hitting a low of 22.66, or
214.66 1 [.48 3 25 years]), at which point it hit a “speed bump,” and no
further decline in the significance of race has been observed. In fact, in
the “raw” data the effect of race on occupational status actually increased
from 1987 to 1993 (from 22.65 to 23.41). This empirical observation fits
with wide speculation and other kinds of evidence that there has been a
recent rise in race inequality (Moss and Tilly 1996).

The effect of origin unemployment follows a similar pattern. Having a
family head who was not employed mattered more for children’s own
achievement in 1962 than it did in 1987. But then, from 1987 to the pres-
ent, this “march toward meritocracy” stopped (and even reversed in the
raw data). This trend is particularly important because a larger proportion
of new cohorts will come from alternative families, and children from
alternative families have substantially greater odds of having a family
head who is not employed.

Other dimensions of family background exhibit a “march toward meri-
tocracy” that is as yet uninterrupted. The number of siblings that children
have growing up matters less now than before. The effect of family head’s
occupational status has also declined from 1962 to the present. Indepen-
dent of other factors, in 1962 each point increase in the family head’s SEI
produced a 0.27 point increase in the son’s occupational status. By 1993,
that effect had diminished to 0.18.

It was on this variable that Hout’s (1997) “speed bumps” analogy was
based. Hout finds suggestive evidence that the decline in the effect of
origin SEI hit a “speed bump” in the late 1980s. While on face our results
do not support this (note the way that the direct effect of origin SEI de-
clines over time from 0.27 to 0.24 to 0.20 to 0.18 in our data), imposing
a “speed bumps” form on the pattern of change in the origin SEI effect
observed in our data leads to a fit based on BIC (not shown in table 5)
that is identical to that shown in table 5. That we find the “speed bump”
model supported for another central dimension of socioeconomic ori-
gins—family head’s education, coupled with the “speed bumps” observed
in the effect of race and origin unemployment—suggests the possibility
of a trend in the United States toward (re)emerging inequality in the op-
portunity structure going into the 21st century.
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Interactions

In the final steps of the analysis, we add to the BIC-best model (shown
in table 5) terms representing interactions between each family type and
origin SEI to test the hypothesis that alternative families exhibit a weaker
level of intergenerational occupational transmission. All the interaction
terms were statistically significant at the 0.01 level. There were no signifi-
cant differences in the interaction terms over periods.

Coefficients of this type are difficult to interpret by simple inspection.
In figure 1, we show the value of son’s SEI predicted by the interaction
model for three levels of family head’s SEI across the four family types.
All of the other variables in the model (siblings, period, origin unemploy-
ment, and so on) have been adjusted by multiplying their coefficients by
their mean values and summing.

An inspection of figure 1 shows that the association between family
head’s SEI and sons’ SEI is strongest among two-parent families and
weaker among alternative families (weakest of all in stepfamilies). Put
differently, parent’s SEI plays a more important role in determining son’s
SEI in a two-parent family context than in other kinds of families. This
is reflected in differences in the steepness of the slopes shown in figure 1.

In two-parent homes, moving from the low (10) to the high (70) end of

Fig. 1.—Estimated effects of childhood family structure and family head’s SEI
on son’s current SEI.
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origin SEI makes a difference of 14 SEI points for the son (from an SEI
of 35 to 49), independent of all of the other variables in the model. In
stepfamilies, moving from the low to the high end of origin SEI makes a
difference of only 8 points in sons SEI (from 35 to 43). For single-mother
families, the difference is 11 points, and for alternative father-headed fam-
ilies, 10 points.

This also means that family structure makes less of a difference for sons
from low SES backgrounds than for sons from high SES backgrounds.
At the low end of origin SEI, differences in destination SEI by family
type are small. Children from low socioeconomic origins tend to end up in
low socioeconomic destinations regardless of family type. Among children
from the high end of origin SEI, differences in socioeconomic attainment
across family types are substantial.14

We also speculated that children from some kinds of alternative families
may have a more difficult time translating their educational achievements
into occupational success because of more limited access to both parents’
potential connections. To test this hypothesis, we followed steps like those
above, adding son’s education to the BIC-best model (table 5), and then
terms representing interactions between each family type and son’s educa-
tion. All of the interactions were statistically significant at the 0.01 level.
The results are displayed in figure 2.

Figure 2 shows a pattern that to our knowledge has not been docu-
mented empirically before: children from alternative families get less re-
turn (in terms of occupational SEI) to their educations, relative to children
from two-parent homes. The differences look relatively small visually.
This is somewhat deceptive because education is a hugely important de-
terminant of occupational status for all family types (i.e., all the lines are
steep).

Independent of other factors (including origin SEI, period, and interac-
tions involving period), children from two-parent families gain, on aver-
age, 4 points on the SEI for each additional year of education that they
obtain. Children from stepfamilies gain only 3 SEI points for each addi-

14 The interaction effects displayed in figure 1 are adjusted for all the independent
variables. As with the main effect, the interactive effect of single-mother families de-
pends somewhat on the mix of control variables. In additional analysis (not shown,
available from authors) we reestimated the interaction model but with only the con-
trols shown in model 3 of table 4, plus period effects. The interaction effect continued
to obtain (i.e., a less steep slope for children from single-mother families relative to
those from two-biological-parent families, suggesting a weaker level of intergenera-
tional transmission of socioeconomic status) but with smaller distances between points
on the two slopes, suggesting a much smaller “direct” negative effect of single-mother
families. Consistent with other findings throughout the article, the patterns for respon-
dents from alternative male-headed families continued to be distinct from those of
respondents from both single-mother and two-biological-parent families.
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Fig. 2.—Estimated effects of childhood family structure and education on cur-
rent SEI.

tional year of school. Children from single-mother and single-father fami-
lies average approximately a half SEI point less (3.5) for each additional
year of school than those from two-biological-parent families. At very low
levels of education, children from alternative families are predicted to ac-
tually do better (in terms of SEI) than those from two-biological-parent
families. But from the level of high school and beyond, family structure
starts making an important difference to occupational returns in the oppo-
site direction. This pattern is consistent with our idea that alternative
families may be less able to connect their children into jobs commensurate
with their educations. However, we predicted that the effect would be
greatest for sons in single-mother families. It turns out that the effect is
greatest for sons from stepfather-headed families.

DISCUSSION

We went into the analysis guided by six questions. In the following discus-
sion, we return to the questions and assess how the empirical analysis
informs our understanding of each.

Do conclusions about family structure effects change substantially de-
pending on the mix of control variables?

The answer to this question is yes. The analysis shows that the effect
of growing up in a single-mother family is a complex function of a set of
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factors that represent both risks and benefits to children’s socioeconomic
success. On the side of risk, relative tosons from two-biological-parent fami-
lies, sons from single-mother families have (1) the disadvantage of having
a family head with a greater average likelihood of unemployment and (2)
the disadvantage of having a family head with a lower average occupational
position. Across four large surveys spanning 30 years, across two dependent
variables—children’s education and occupation—we find that there is no
effect of growing up in a single-mother family once family head’s socioeco-
nomic location (employment, occupation) is taken into account.

This finding may mean exactly what it appears on face—that parent’s
labor force attachment and occupational position are keys to understand-
ing the effect of single-mother families on children’s socioeconomic desti-
nations. It directs us to explore job differences between single mothers
and other family heads: Where are they located in the occupational struc-
ture? How do their job conditions affect the family? What are the employ-
ment opportunities and constraints (Glass and Camarigg 1992)? Why is
parental employment good for children? In terms of policy, the findings
suggest that adequate job opportunities for single mothers could go a long
way toward diminishing the unfavorable consequences of single-mother
families for children.

Another possibility is that these variables—parent’s employment and
occupation—are carrying the effects of other variables within them. One
possibility is income. We may be tapping the level of economic resources
available to families. Hauser and Warren (1997) entertain the possibility
that the occupational index SEI may actually be a better measure of per-
manent income than income itself.

The findings dovetail in many ways with the work of Kiernan and col-
leagues (e.g., Kiernan 1997) in Great Britain. Based on the National Child
Development Study, Kiernan (1997) found that differences in educational
and work outcomes between children from two-biological-parent and sin-
gle-mother homes are largely a function of financial hardships. She con-
cluded that it may be the financial advantages held by children from two-
biological-parent homes that propel them to higher attainments, and not
necessarily the fact that their parents stayed together.

We also found that children from single-mother families benefited from
a good average level of origin education and low average number of sib-
lings. These features help to offset other kinds of disadvantages associated
with single-mother families. If we hold constant origin education and sib-
lings through statistical control, the negative effect of a single-mother fam-
ily reemerges.

This pattern is most clearly evident in the analysis of educational attain-
ment shown in the appendix (table A1). Across all the surveys, model 3
shows no effect of alternative mother-headed families, but model 5 does
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show a significant negative effect of alternative mother-headed families.
The difference in conclusion depends on the variables we decide to control
statistically. Studies that treat parents’ education and number of siblings
as exogenous (e.g., Duncan 1967; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) will
actually begin with a kind of statistically heightened “total” effect of alter-
native mother-headed families. In turn, whether one embraces model 3-
versus model 5-like results will shape family discourse in very different
ways. The former model suggests that single mothers who are able to
secure adequate positions in the social structure—indicated by their em-
ployment and occupation—can offset the negative effect of the loss of the
father, and their children will do approximately as well (in education)
as those from two-biological-parent families. The latter model suggests
something closer to a “pathology of matriarchy” perspective—pointing to
some long-term legacies of father absence for children’s attainments that
go beyond the loss of socioeconomic resources.

Do conclusions about family structure effects change substantially de-
pending upon period?

The effects of alternative family structures on children’s socioeconomic
success have remained constant over the past 30 years. Change in the
effect of family structure over time probably cannot explain discrepancies
observed in the family structure effects literature.

The effects of other dimensions of family background have changed over
the period. Race-based inequality in socioeconomic attainment is no longer
on the decline—it has not been since 1987 or thereabouts—and it may even
be increasing. Having a family head who was not employed became less
detrimental to children over time, but this decline too stalled in the late
1980s and may be reversing course. While family head’s SEI has declined
fairly steadily as a determinant of children’s success, family head’s educa-
tion has not. These patterns suggest that U.S. society may indeed be hitting
a “speed bump” in its progress toward universalism (Hout 1997). The trends
may have particularly grave implications for new cohorts from alternative
families, who will be disproportionately more likely to face the triple threats
of race, origin unemployment, and family structure.

Do the socioeconomic achievements of children from different types of
alternative families vary substantially?

Because most studies compare the outcomes of children from two-bio-
logical-parent families with those of children from alternative families,
we know less about differences or similarities in attainment among chil-
dren from different kinds of alternative families. Our findings indicate
that, over a 30-year period, children from single-mother families consis-
tently do better than those raised in single-father families or stepfamilies,
once socioeconomic position is taken into account (see also Amato and
Keith 1991b; Amato and Booth 1991; Hoffmann and Johnson 1998).
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Single-father families and stepfather-headed families have about the same
negative effect on children’s attainments, an effect that cannot be ex-
plained by socioeconomic position.15

The “pathology of matriarchy” position is that the lack of a man in the
home would be particularly detrimental to boys. The sons from alternative
male-headed households in our data lived either with their biological fa-
ther or a stepfather, and they were able to report the male head’s occupa-
tion. Averaging across the four surveys, male heads’ occupations were
about 4–5 points higher than those of the single mothers. Yet even with
the socioeconomic advantage, these sons did no better than those from
single-mother families, and in some cases they did worse. If the single
mothers had occupied the same socioeconomic position as the single fa-
thers and stepfathers, their children would have had significantly higher
attainments than those from the alternative male-headed families.

That father presence gave no particular advantage to sons from alterna-
tive families may reflect the legacy of the death of the mother or of a
neglectful mother. Stepfathers may have dual households to invest in,
stepparent/child relations can be problematic, and stepfamilies may intro-
duce some distance into the children’s relationship with the mother
(Biblarz et al. 1997). Whatever the explanation, none of them can be neatly
construed to fit with a “pathology of matriarchy” view.

Prompted by Wojtkiewicz’s (1993) conclusion that a dichotomous indi-
cator of family type captures the main effects in most cases, Powell and
Parcel (1997) adopted a two-parent family/not two-parent family mea-
sure, as did Biblarz and Raftery (1993). Other research treats single-
mother families, single-father families, and stepfamilies together as a “one-
parent” group (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Duncan and Duncan’s
(1969) “female-headed” families include both respondents from single-
mother homes and those who reported living with a female head (e.g.,
grandmother, aunt) but not the mother. Single, female-headed families
and single-parent families are not the same as single-mother families, even
though the “single female” and “single parent” terms may evoke a “single
mother” image. When all alternative female-headed or single-parent fami-
lies are considered together, the large group of children from single-mother
families gets combined with a smaller group of children from other types
of alternative families in which the negative association with children’s
attainment is especially strong. This increases the negative effect associ-
ated with the combined group and so appears to reinforce a “pathology
of matriarchy” perspective that may not be fully consistent with the data.

15 The alternative father-headed families include single-father families but also those
where the father had remarried. Unfortunately, the data did not allow us to distinguish
these.
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Which (if any) of the theoretical perspectives are supported in terms of
both the static and change predictions (table 1) that they make?

Evolutionary parental investment theory was the only one where static
and change predictions were both borne out by the data. The sociological
theories faltered in that they provide no basis for our finding that children
from single-mother families actually have some advantage over children
from other kinds of alternative families. The static predictions of economic
theory—that children from stepfamilies will do better than those from
single-parent families, that children from single-father families will do
better than those from single-mother homes—were entirely unsupported.

The stability over time in the effect of family structure provides some
evidence for its not being a selection effect. Hence, the change predictions
of the parental competence and marital conflict models are not supported.
Approximately two-thirds of the OCG I sample from alternative families
experienced the death of a parent. In contrast, two-thirds of the NSFH2
sample from alternative families experienced parental divorce. Selection
models would suggest that the former group had a more competent (wid-
owed) parent(s) or had less exposure to marital conflict than the latter
group, and so should have done better. Yet the consequences of family
structure were essentially the same for both groups.16 The constancy of
this effect may imply a fundamental family process resistant to changes
in the times or the culture.

The evolutionary perspective differs from the others by placing gender
of parent and biological relations at the forefront of an explanation of family
structure effects. It predicts that children from single-mother homes will
have advantages over those from single-father homes because mothers have
more of their reproductive investment tied up in their children than fathers.
This prediction was supported in that, holding constant other variables,
children from single-mother homes had higher attainments than those from
alternative father-headed households. The evolutionary perspective also
predicts that a stepparent will be of no advantage to children (stepparents
have no real incentive to invest in stepchildren since stepchildren contribute

16 While the marital conflict model is not supported by our data, further testing is
required. Assume that in the earlier period only the most conflicted marriages ended
in divorce, whereas in the later period families that are unhappy but less so also di-
vorce. It is possible, e.g., that in the earlier period the pool of respondents from alterna-
tive families was made up of a large proportion that experienced parental death and
a small proportion that experienced “severe” divorce of parents. In the later period,
the pool from alternative families may have been composed of a small proportion that
experienced parental death and a large proportion that experienced less severe paren-
tal divorce. Divorce may become less severe also as it becomes more institutionalized
(Cherlin 1978; Wolfinger 1998). These may be offsetting effects resulting in no change
in the effect of family structure over time.
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nothing to stepparents’ fitness) and may actually represent a negative effect
insofar as the stepparent competes with the children for the resources of the
biological parent. This prediction was supported insofar as children from
single-mother families had higher attainments than those from stepfamilies.
Finally, evolutionary theory predicts no change over time in the magnitude
of the effect of family structure. Parental investment determines children’s
outcomes. The experience of the death of a spouse versus divorce would
not alter the custodial parents’ incentive to invest in the children. Parental
investment is a function of a reproductive calculus that is part of an evolved
psychology developed during the foraging eons. This prediction of no
change over time was also supported.

Do alternative families exhibit a weaker level of intergenerational socio-
economic transmission than two-biological-parent families?

Do alternative families reduce children’s ability to translate educational
achievement into occupational success?

The finding observed in OCG II—that the effect of origin SEI on desti-
nation SEI is weaker among children from alternative families (Biblarz
and Raftery 1993)—was confirmed here using data that were both older
and more recent, and that included both men and women. This supports
the proposition that alternative family forms may produce a general weak-
ening in the intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic position. The
particularly interesting aspect of the finding in the present case is that
family structure may be more important for children coming out of the
higher than the lower end of the socioeconomic spectrum. Loosely, among
children from blue-collar families, there are almost no differences in aver-
age socioeconomic attainment depending on whether one was raised in a
two-parent family, a single-parent family, and so on. But there are notice-
able differences in attainment by family type among children from middle
and upper-middle class origins. There has been some suggestion in media
and policy debates that family structure probably will not matter much for
children coming out of high-resource, female-headed families. Our results
suggest the opposite: it may be at the high end where family structure
does matter.

In a similar way, we found that children from alternative families get
less occupational return to higher education. While we have no direct
measure, our speculation is that the sort of “favoritism in hiring and spe-
cial favors” given to families to help them launch their children, of the
sort detected by Hout (1989, p. 322) in the case of Ireland, may be more
accessible to two-parent families than to alternative families. Interest-
ingly, both of these interaction effects, one involving intergenerational
transmission and the other involving intragenerational attainment over
the life course, expose consequences of family structure for children that
would be hidden in a more typical “direct” effects approach.
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