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Reduced income:  
The research on 
whether children 
raised in fatherless 
households go on 
to earn less than 
others has not 
reached consensus. 
Children from 
single-parent 
families tend to 
earn less than 
children from 
intact families, 
and their reduced 
income would make them higher users of government 
services. However, there is much disagreement over the 
causes and extent of these differences. Some researchers 
found no consistent and statistically significant differences  
in adult earnings once background factors are accounted 
for.18 Others have found differences for some gender and 
racial groups but not others.19  While the cost to government 
in lost tax revenue through reduced earnings is potentially 
large, the research to date is too incomplete  and inconsistent 
to draw any conclusions about the existence or size of  
this cost.

Adult criminal activity and incarceration:  

Adult children of single-mother families are more likely to be 
incarcerated, even when a wide range of other factors of their 
families of origin and social status are statistically controlled.20

Divorce 
and single 
parenthood:  
Children from 
divorced families 
are more likely 
to be divorced 
themselves.21  
Adult daughters  
of divorced  
families are  
more likely  
to have an  
out-of-wedlock 
birth.22

Mental health and emotional well-being:  

Children of divorced families are more likely to suffer  
from mental health and emotional problems in adulthood.23

Less likely to care for parents in old age:  

Children of divorced parents are less likely to have close 
relationships as adults with their fathers,24 are less likely  
to give or receive financial assistance to and from their 
fathers,25 and are less willing to let a sick or aging father  
live with them.26 

18  Grogger and Ronan 1995 (note 17); Kevin Lang and Jay L. Zagorsky, 2001, “Does Growing Up With A Parent Absent Really Hurt?” Journal of Human Resources 36(2): 253-273.
19  Paul R. Amato and Bruce Keith, 1991, “Separation from a Parent during Childhood and Adult Socioeconomic Attainment,” Social Forces 70: 187–206; Mary Ann Powell and Toby L. Parcel, 1999,  

“Effects of Family Structure on the Earnings Attainment Process: Differences by Gender,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 59: 419-433.
20  Cynthia C. Harper and Sara S. McLanahan, 2004, “Father Absence and Youth Incarceration,” Journal of Research on Adolescence 14(3): 369-397.
21  Paul R. Amato, 1996, “Explaining the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 58: 628-640; Amato and Booth, 1997 (note 11); Larry L. Bumpass, Theresa C. Martin, and James A. Sweet, 1991, “The Impact of 

Family Background and Early Marital Factors on Marital Disruption,” Journal of Family Issues 12: 22–42; Jay D. Teachman, 2002, “Childhood Living Arrangements and the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce,” Journal of Marriage and Family 64: 
717–29; J. S. Tucker, H. S. Friedman, J. E. Schwartz, M. H. Criqui, C. Tomlinson-Keasey, D. L. Wingard, and L. R. Martin, 1997, “Parental Divorce: Effects on Individual Behavior and Longevity,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 73: 381-191; 
Nicholas H. Wolfinger, 2000, “Beyond the Intergenerational Transmission of Divorce: Do People Replicate the Patterns of Marital Instability They Grew Up With?” Journal of Family Issues 20: 1061-1086.

22  Lawrence Wu, 1996, “Effects of Family Instability, Income, and Income Instability on the Risk of a Premarital Birth.” American Sociological Review 61: 386-406.
23  Paul R. Amato and Juliana M. Sobolewski, 2001, “The Effects of Divorce and Marital Discord on Adult Children’s Psychological Well-Being,” American Sociological Review 66: 900–21.
24 Amato and Sobolewski, 2001 (note 35).
25  Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr., Saul D. Hoffman, and Laura Shrestha, 1995, “The Effect of Divorce on Intergenerational Transfers: New Evidence,” Demography 32(3): 319-333.
26  Frances K. Goldscheider and Leora Lawton, 1998. “Family Experiences and the Erosion of Support for Intergenerational Coresidence,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 60: 623-632.
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This study found that U.S. taxpayers pay $99.8 billion each year in federal services to fatherless households. 
While this is a large amount of money, it represents only a fraction of the total cost of father absence to society. 
Given the size of this cost, policy efforts to promote father involvement, marital stability, and father payment  
of child support appear to be justified. While specific policy recommendations or policy interventions are beyond  
the scope of this study, it is hoped that by calling attention to the costs of father absence, this study will encourage 
further research, debate, and recommendations on this critical public issue. 

While single-mother families receive a much larger amount of federal benefits than two-parent families, it is 
not certain how much of this difference can be attributed to father absence. Single mothers differ from married 
mothers in many respects, which further increase their reliance on federal means-tested benefits programs. On 
average, single mothers are less educated than married mothers, are from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, 
live in worse neighborhoods, have fewer job skills, are in worse physical and mental health, are more likely to be 
unemployed, and are more likely to be members of a minority group. All of these differences are associated with 
poverty, and explain the use of benefits programs independent of any effect of father absence.

Accordingly, while it is not possible to estimate the exact amount of anti-poverty spending that would be saved 
if fathers remained with their families, available data suggest that it may be substantial. The best available estimates 
suggest that 65.4 percent of single-mother families would leave poverty if marriage rates returned to 1971 levels, 
and that 46.5 percent of unwed mothers would leave poverty if they married the fathers of their children. While a 
reduction of this size in the number of single-mother families would be unrealistic, the data suggest that even a small 
reduction in the number of father-absent families would bring a large savings in federal anti-poverty spending.

Fatherlessness is a complex phenomenon produced by many circumstances 
and situations. Some are related to choices people make about fertility, 
marriage, and cohabitation. But others are the result of unexpected events, 
illnesses, or incarceration. Each produces a household structure lacking a father. 
But in all likelihood, the dynamics of these differing types of households vary in 
important ways. For some, fatherlessness is a relatively temporary arrangement, 
while for others a lifestyle. Some non-resident fathers are active in the lives 
of their children, while others are either unable or unwilling to be involved 
in their children’s lives. In fact, 30 percent of children living apart from their 
fathers have no contact with their father at all, and an additional 31 percent 
have in-person, phone, or letter contact with their fathers less than once per 
month.27 Additionally, not all fatherless households include mothers who want 
to live with the other parent (and vice-versa). 

Given the persistence of this household structure, we must now turn our 
attention to rigorous research designed to uncover the reasons for the varying 
types of fatherless families. It is very likely that fatherlessness has different 
meanings and implications for those of differing social classes. For example, we 
do not yet understand why some immigrant groups typically arrive in intact 
families only to see high rates of fatherlessness in subsequent generations. The 
wide racial, ethnic, and social class differences observed in fatherlessness should 
be the basis of questions for the next generation of research on this topic.

conclusion

27  Stewart, Susan D. “Nonresident Parenting and Adolescent Adjustment: The Quality of Nonresident Father-Child Interaction.” Journal of Family Issues, 24 (March 2003): 217-244.
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1. State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP):
35 percent of the expenditures on SCHIP go to single-parent households (not necessarily 

single-mother) households. Without evidence to pro-rate this statistic, we used the 35.0 percent 
unchanged for our estimates. 

Source: “Congressionally mandated evaluation of the State Children’s Health Insurance Program.” 
Final Report to Congress, October 26, 2005. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,  
Office of the Secretary, Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation. 

2. Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC):
We relied on research by Bruce D. Meyer, 2007, “Welfare, The Earned Income Tax Credit, 

and the Labor Supply of Single Mothers, its Effects, and Possible Reforms.” Paper presented at the 
“From Welfare to Work” conference organized by the Economic Council of Sweden, May 7, 2007. 
His tabulations showed that 41 percent of EITC recipients live in fatherless households. 

3. Temporary Assistance  
for Needy Families (TANF):

TANF provides cash assistance to families living below 
the poverty line. It has strict work requirements and a 
time limit. It replaced Aid to Families with Dependent 
Children (AFDC) after the 1996 welfare reform 
legislation. The most recent TANF report with data on 
female-headed household is the Fifth Annual Report, 
which uses FY 2001 data. It estimates that 87.5 percent 
of TANF recipients are non-widowed single mothers. 

Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Administration for Children and Families, 
Office of Family Assistance. 2004. Temporary Assistance 
to Needy Families: Fifth Annual Report to Congress. 
Accessed on-line, December 2007, at http://www.acf.hhs.
gov/programs/ofa/annualreport5/.

4. Supplemental Security Income (SSI):
SSI provides cash assistance to low-income elderly, blind, and disabled persons. Only a minority of SSI 

recipients are children, but they account for $6,832 million. The most recently available source for the 
percentage of child SSI recipients living in single-mother families is Rupp et al. (2005-2006), based on 
data from a large 2001-2002 survey of SSI recipients. They estimate that 56.3 percent of SSI children 
live in female-headed households. See also, 2007 Annual Report of the SSI Program, Table IV.C2. 

Sources: Rupp, Kalman, Paul S. Davies, Chad Newcomb, Howard Iams, Carrie Becker,  
Shanti Mulpuru, Stephen Ressler, Kathleen Romig, and Baylor Miller. 2005/2006.  
“A Profile of Children with Disabilities Receiving SSI Benefits: Highlights from the National  
Survey of SSI Children and Families.” Social Security Bulletin 66(2): 21-36.
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5. Food Stamps:  
Of the 26.7 million people, living in 11.7 million  
households, who received food stamps in FY 2006, 
3,526,000 were headed by a single female. The average 
monthly benefit was $297 for single-mother households,  
and the average period that single-mother households 
received benefits was 8.9 months. From this, one can 
calculate the total yearly benefit for single-mother  
households at 3,526,000 * 297 * 8.9 = 9,320,275,800,  
or $9.3 billion. This is about one quarter of the total  
food stamp budget. 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and 
Nutrition Service, Office of Analysis, Nutrition, and 
Evaluation. Characteristics of Food Stamp Households: 
Fiscal Year 2006, FSP-07-CHAR, by Kari Wolkowitz. 
Project Officer, Jenny Genser. Alexandria, Virginia: 2007.

6. Child Nutrition (school lunch): 

Any child at a participating school may purchase a meal 
through the National School Lunch, School Breakfast, and 
Special Milk programs. Children from families with incomes 
at or below 130 percent of the poverty level are eligible for 
free meals. Those with incomes between 130 percent and 
185 percent of the poverty level are eligible for reduced-price 
meals, for which students can be charged no more than 40 
cents. (For the period July 1, 2007, through June 30, 2008, 
130 percent of the poverty level is $26,845 for a family of 
four; 185 percent is $38,203.) According to the USDA,  
69.2 percent of the children who participate in the free 
school lunch program live in single-mother households.

Source: Constance Newman and Katherine Rawlston, 
2007, “Profiles of Participants in the National School Lunch 
Program: Data From Two National Surveys.” United States 
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 
Economic Bulletin #17. An electronic report available at  
www.ers.usda.gov, downloaded December 2007.

7. WIC:
The Special Supplemental Food Program for Women, 

Infants, and Children (WIC) provides food, health care 
referrals, and nutrition education to pregnant women and 
mothers of children up to five years of age. Services are 
provided to women in households at or below 185 percent of 
poverty level. The most recent data available show that 55.2 
percent of WIC recipients live in father-absent households.

Source: Bureau of the Census, 1995, “Statistical 
Brief: Mothers who Receive WIC Benefits: Fertility and 
Socioeconomic Characteristics.” Accessed December 2007  
at www.census.gov/apsd/www/statbrief/sb95_29.pdf.  
See also Nancy R. Burstein, Mary Kay Fox, Jordan B. Hiller, 
Robert Kornfeld, Ken Lam, Cristofer Price, and David T. 
Rodda, 2000, WIC General Analysis Project: Profile of 
WIC Children. Washington, DC: United States Department 
of Agriculture. Accessed 12/07 at www.fns.usda.gov/oane.

55.2% of WIC recipients live  
in father-absent households.
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8. Medicaid:
SOURCE: Table 4A: 

Mothers 15 to 44 Years  
by Medicaid Participation 
Status, Age, and  
Family Characteristics:  
2001, www.census.gov/
population/socdemo/ 
fertility/p70-102/Table4A.xls.  
Internet release date:  
November 9, 2005

9. Head Start: 
90 percent of Head Start 

recipients are poor; the other 
10 percent are disabled. The 
most recent survey of family 
composition of Head Start households (2003 data) found 
that 53.6 percent of Head Start households have a father 
absent. This was very similar to the 52.2 percent of families 
with a father absent in the 2000 data. So 53.6 percent of  
90 percent of the head start budget is for children in poor 
single-mother families, or 48.2 percent of the total.

Source: Zill, Nicholas, Alberto Sorongon, Kwang Kim,  
and Cheryl Clark. 2006. Faces 2003 Research Brief: 
Children’s Outcomes and Program Quality in Head Start. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, Administration for Children and Families. Accessed 
12/07 at http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/hs/faces/
reports/research_2003/research_2003.pdf.

10. Child Care  
and Development 
Block Grant,  
Child Care 
Entitlement  
to States:

These programs provide 
funding for child care 
programs for adults enrolled  
in TANF to support their 
efforts to find employment. 
Eligibility for these programs  
is directly related to enrollment 
in TANF, so we use the TANF 
estimate of 87.5 percent of 
recipients being female  
heads of household. 

11. Public Housing and  
Section 8 Rental Assistance:

Public housing refers to units owned by the government, 
which are rented to low-income families at a very low rate, 
usually a percentage of the family’s income. The Section 
8 program provides low-income individuals and families 
with rental vouchers, and also pays for a percentage of a 
family’s rent in privately owned rental units designated for 
low-income families. Thirty-seven percent of the households 
using public housing and Section 8 rental assistance are 
female-headed households with children. 

Source: Public and Indian Housing Resident Characteristics 
Report, November 2007. At http://www.hud.gov/offices/pih/
systems/pic/50058/rcr/, accessed 12/07.

12. Low-Income Heat and Energy 
Assistance Program (LIHEAP): 

There are no data on how many recipients are  
female-headed households, so we use the same 37.0  
percent estimate from the public and section 8 housing. 

Nearly 4 out of 10 of the 
households using public 

housing…are female-headed  
households with children.
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