FR 7-22

03/03

Abstract

The Living Arrangements of New Unmarried Mothers

Prepared by:
Elaine Wilson, Ph.D.


Parenting Specialist


Oklahoma State University


104 HES, Room 238


Stillwater, OK 74078


405.744.7186; 405.744.1461 (fax)


emwilso@okstate.edu
Sigle-Rushton, W. & McLanahan, S.  (June, 2002).  The living arrangements of new unmarried mothers.  Fragile Families Research Brief, No. 7.  Center for Research on Child Wellbeing. http://crew.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies/index.htm
Implications for Cooperative Extension.  Non-marital childbearing has increased dramatically during the past three decades from 12% in 1970 to over 33% today.  Extension’s co-parenting classes may appeal to unmarried parents.  Living arrangements shed light on family formation processes and tell us about children’s access to social and economic resources.  These findings suggest better success in promoting two-parent families among older, more educated first time mothers who cohabit with the child’s father as couples in nuclear families.

Just under half of all unmarried mothers are living with the fathers of their baby at the time of birth.  Of these nuclear families about 33% live as a family with no other adults in the home and 15 % live with another adult present, partner plus or doubling arrangements.  These arrangements are associated with age.  Mothers under the age of 20 are less likely to live alone or in a nuclear family.  They are more likely to live with other adults, their mother.

Mothers with a high school degree have a greater likelihood of living in a nuclear household and without a partner plus arrangement.  Mothers with other children are much more likely to cohabit or to live alone.  Mothers who are having their first child are likely to double up with other adults.

Relationship quality and substance abuse are strongly related to mothers’ living arrangements.  High quality relationships with the father are significantly related to mothers who cohabit either in nuclear of partner plus arrangements.  Nuclear partnerships are more likely among parents who do not use drugs.  

There is substantial variation in living arrangements across cities.  Doubling p with other adults is much more common in cities with high housing costs.  Nuclear living arrangements are less likely in these cities.  As expected, in cities where housing costs are high, new mothers are less likely to live alone.  Welfare generosity affects living arrangements, though the effects are very weak.

New mothers’ living arrangements are closely related to their human and social capital.  Older, more educated mothers are more likely to live alone or cohabit in nuclear arrangements.  Younger, less educated mothers are more likely to double up with other adults.

Programs designed to promote two-parent families may be more successful if targeted to older, better educated mothers who live with the fathers in couples in nuclear households with more human capital and less drug use.  The mothers and the children have higher quality relationships with the fathers.  Therefore, the children are more likely to benefit from policies that promote union formation.


