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ABSTRACT 

The dissertation examines how changes in the race, gender and age composition of 

poverty over the past twenty years are linked to the unique experiences of particular birth 

cohorts. Demographer Richard Easterlin argues that generations born between 1944 and 1963 

(the 'baby boom') face exceptional labor market competition and economic vulnerability due 

to their large numbers. Extending this theory, the central question of the dissertation is: Have 

families headed by the baby boom generation been more likely to be poor in the 1970s and 

1980s compared to families headed by generations born prior to the baby boom? The 

findings indicate that among whites, the answer is clearly 'yes.' For African Americans, tile 

answer appears to be 'no.' Results consistently show that the risk of poverty has been 

increasing with each successive generation of white family heads born since 1944. On the 

other hand, there is no evidence that black families headed by an individual born during the 

baby boom are more likely to be poor than those headed by previous generations. For both 

races, however, the most striking finding concerns the generation which was born after the 

baby boom. White and black families headed by adults born since 1964 are more likely to be 

poor compared to families headed by the older generations. The cohort effects on poverty are 

net of family structure, age of the family head, and period. The effects also persist 

controlling for employment variables which reflect labor market competition. Hypotheses 

about demographic trends in poverty from 1967 to 1987 are tested using multivariate analyses 

of a cross-sectional dataset (the Curren: Population Survey) and a longitudinal dataset (the 

Panel Study of Income Dynamics). Log-linear analyses of the Current Population Survey 

decompose the effects of family structure, age, period and cohort on poverty for all families 

as well as families headed by women. Discrete-time event history analyses of the PSID are 



used to model poverty among all families in any given year between 1969 and 1987. The 

dynamics of poverty are further examined in comparisons of nested multinomial logistic 

regression models of poverty entrances and exits among wives and female-headed families. 

12 



13 

CHAPTER ONE 

CHANGES IN THE DEMOGRAPHIC COMPOSITION 

OF THE U.S. PQOR, 1967-1987: THEORETICAL OVERVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

The demographics of poverty have changed substantially since 1965, shifting from the 

elderly to working-age women and children (pearce 1989; McLanahan et. al. 1989; Preston 

1984). The accepted explanation among scholars is that the rise in Social Security payments 

lifted senior citizens out of poverty, while the burgeoning numbers of female-headed families 

among both whites and blacks has made unmarried mothers and their children the majority of 

the poor (Sawhill 1988). I argue that this account is inadequate. It focuses only on the 

number of female-headed families, and ignores parallel changes in the demographic 

characteristics and economic status of women. The increase in female headship, aging of the 

baby boom cohorts, and improvements in women's labor market opportunities would predict a 

decline in the proportion of women in poverty. Yet the rate of poverty among both white and 

black female-headed families has remained about the same since the late 1960's. Indeed, 

there have been only minor fluctuations in the racial composition of the poor; with blacks 

consistently over-represented (pearce 1983; Zinn 1989). The puzzle is why these major social 

changes have had almost no impact on female impoverishment. 

This dissertation investigates the changes in the race, gender, and age composition of 

the U.S. poor from 1967 to 1987. Quantitative data analysis is employed to understand the 

interplay of demographic and economic trends which have pushed the unexpected numbers of 

women and their children into poverty. Particular attention is paid to the differences in 
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these processes for whites and blacks. There are two competing explanations for the observed 

trends in poverty. The first is that economic conditions for women have not improved 

sufficiently in the past twenty years to change the processes which lead to impoverishment 

among female-headed families. The alternative explanation is that the processes generating 

poverty have indeed changed, but improved economic conditions for some men and women 

have been offset by deteriorating opportunities for others. 

I intend to demonstrate that there have indeed been changes in the economic fortunes 

of certain families, and that the source of these changes is found in the large cohorts of the 

baby boom. Extending the theory of Richard Easterlin (1987), I argue that the increased 

labor market competition experienced by the baby boomers has given this generation an 

economic disadvantage which has resulted in a higher risk of poverty. While this cohort 

effect on poverty is expected to appear for all families, households headed by women born 

during the baby boom have been least able to compensate for their relative disadvantage. 

Thus, although trends among women motivate the analysis, the investigation is based on a 

study of the relationship between birth cohort and poverty among all families. This strategy 

is a departure from the literature. The majority of studies of the causes of the 'feminization 

of poverty' only look at families headed by women with children (Garfinkel and McLanahan 

1986; Pearce 1978; Ross and Sawhill 1975). However, this narrow focus does not allow us 

to differentiate the causes of female poverty which are gender-specific from those which are 

affecting both men and women. The current study is therefore unique in its investigation of 

questions about the feminization poverty by looking for an additive affect among all families. 

That is, trends in poverty among female-headed families is expected to be part of an process 

which is additive and is not unique to women heading families. 
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The data analysis is divided into two related parts in which different methods and data 

are used to test for the relationship between birth cohort and poverty. In the first part, I 

employ census data for selected years from 1968 to 1988 to analyze the effects of the baby 

boom on poverty. Once I have determined how the trends in rates of poverty vary among 

cohorts and household types for whites and blacks, I turn to an investigation of the processes 

generating these relationships. In the second part of the analysis I use longitudinal data to 

look at the chances of poverty during a given year between 1969 and 1987. This analysis is 

further extended by modeling the paths into and out of poverty from 1967 to 1987 among 

women who are family heads or wives. 

The current chapter is organized as follows. I first describe the relationship between 

types of households and the gender composition of poverty and introduce the conventional 

definition of poverty which I use in my study. Next, theories of household formation are 

discussed, with a focus on the types of processes of selection into female headship they imply. 

The literature on determinants of poverty is reviewed, and predictions about changes are 

compared with the trends that have actually occurred. I then propose offer a new approach to 

explaining these trends. The explanation is based on the relative disadvantage experienced by 

the baby boom generation. Finally, I describe the method by which I shall arbitrate between 

these explanations to locate the forces driving the trends in the gender and racial composition 

of poverty from 1967 to the present. 

THE DEFINITION OF POVERTY 

In the broadest terms, a study of "the poor" is a study of the individuals and 

households at the bottom of the income distribution. As long as income is unevenly 
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distributed in a population, some individuals will always be impoverished relative to those 

with higher incomes. Poverty can also be more precisely construed as life chances which are 

so bleak that the poor represent those on the bottom who lack the basic necessities for 

survival. Couched within the Weberian framework of life chances, poverty is important 

sociologically as a problem of delineating the link between a particular lived experience 

among individuals and the macro-sociological forces which produce those experiences (Mills 

1959). It is the compelling question of why some individuals do not get enough of society's 

resources to meet their basic needs -- rather than simply why they get less than others --- that 

has framed the major research and policy interest in poverty, and is the focus of the present 

study. 

The most common measure of poverty used in the U.S. was devised in 1965 by the 

Social Security Administration as part of the "War on Poverty" launched in 1964 by President 

Johnson (Duncan 1984). The measure is based on an estimated income cutoff below which a 

family cannot be adequately fed, housed, and clothed. The dollar amount is calculated by 

taking the cost of an 'economy food plan' and mUltiplying by three. The rationale behind this 

method is that a family spends approximately one-third of its income on food. The poverty 

measure is based on household income; the economy food plan used in the calculations rises 

with the number of individuals in the household. Thus, poverty level income differs by 

household size. The thresholds are adjusted for inflation each year based on the Consumer 

Price Index (Sawhill 1988). 

The formula for calculating poverty income has not changed since it was revised in 

1967, facilitating valid comparisons of the "officially poor" for the years 1967 to the present. 



Thus, the definition of poverty used in this study and the period of investigation is partly 

driven by availability of data. 
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Defined at the household level, the poverty measure is based on both household 

income and the number of individuals who must subsist on that income (Orshansky 1965). 

Since the same number of men and women are poor among married couples, differences in 

the gender composition of poverty must arise from a greater risk of poverty among female

headed families (McLanailan, et. aI. 1989). Explaining trends in the gender and racial 

composition of poverty thus entails accounting for the rise in female-headed households as 

well as the determinants of poverty rates within each household type. Unfortunately, the 

extensive literatures on family formation and poverty do not add-up to explain the particular 

changes in the number of married-couple, female-headed, and male-headed households and 

their respective poverty rates. In fact, the relatively constant rate of poverty among female

headed families runs counter to any outcome indicated by theories of household formation and 

poverty. 

Theories of the family indicate that the rate of increase in female-headed families over 

the past twenty years is due to shifts in demographic factors and economic opportunity 

(Cherlin 1981; England and Farkas 1986; Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986; Ross and Sawhill 

1975). The likelihood of female headship is not uniform across all groups and varies with 

precisely those characteristics which would be expected to have an impact on poverty rates: 

age, education, employment status, income, family background, fertility, and geographic 

location (Wilson 1987; Massey and Eggers 1990; Ross, et. aI. 1987; Sawhill 1988; 

McLanahan 1985). No study has addressed the question of why increases in the number of 

households headed by women have not had an impact on their poverty rates. Yet it is 



puzzling that important changes in the economy, polity, age structure and system of values 

which are claimed to have precipitated the burgeoning of single-headed households seem to 

have left the risk of poverty among both white and black female-headed families untouched. 
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Theories of poverty also suggest that the determinants of poverty have not remained 

fixed over the past twenty years, and that the risk of poverty has shifted with the age 

distribution of the population, the loss of jobs, fluctuations in the economy, changes in 

welfare policies, and residential patterns (Massey and Eggers 1990; Wilson 1987; Murray 

1984). The lack of change in poverty rates among white and black female-headed families 

suggests that there are counter-balancing forces at work, arising through selection into female 

headship, the processes generating poverty, or both. 

THE RISE IN SINGLE-HEADED HOUSEHOLDS 

Much of the literature on the feminization of poverty stresses that the single most 

important determinant of the overrepresentation of women among the poor is the increase in 

the number of female-headed families (McLanahan, et. al. 1989). What the literature has 

overlooked is that data on divorce, marriage and fertility suggest that the processes 

determining the rise in female headship may be changing the characteristics of household 

types which should have effects on their poverty rates as well. The increase in the number of 

female-headed families in the 1970's was due to the steep rise in rates of divorce and 

separation, a delay in age at first marriage, increases in out-of-wedlock births, and a greater 

tendency for divorced and single women to form independent households with their children 

(Cooney 1979; Wojtkiewicz, et. al. 1990). The risk of most of these events is greatest for 

women who are also at high risk of poverty -- ie, those who are young, have low levels of 
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education, and are living in low-income households prior to becoming family heads (Bane and 

Ellwood 1986). There are important racial differences in the determination of female 

headship, however, which seem to be increasing over time (Wojtkiewicz, McLanahan, and 

Garfinkel 1990). The rate of growth in the number of female-headed families has slowed 

considerably in the 1980's (Fuchs 1988). 

Two important causes of these temporal and racial differences in the determinants of 

female headship are changes in the age structure of the population and shifts in economic 

opportunities for women and men. Rates of female headship and poverty among non-elderly 

adults are highest among individuals in their early twenties (and teens if they are heading 

households). Even if levels of human capital, fertility rates, and the processes generating 

poverty did not change at all in the past twenty years, the gender composition of poverty 

could have occurred through changes in the age distribution of the population (what 

demographers refer to as 'age effects'). Differences in the sizes of age cohorts between 1967 

and the present are substantial. The "baby boom" cohorts born between 1946 and 1959 are 

much larger than those born before or after this period. For instance, in 1957, which was the 

peak of the baby boom, there were 4.3 million babies born. By comparison, there were 2.4 

million births eighteen years earlier in 1939 and 3.1 million births eighteen years later in 1975 

(Murphy, Plant and Welch 1988). The baby boom generation began reaching adulthood in 

the late 1960's, so that by the 1970's, there was thus an unusually large pool of young adults 

in the population. In the 1980's, on the other hand, the baby boomers were entering their 

thirties and forties, and the number of adults in their early twenties was much smaller than in 

the previous decade. 
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The age structure of the population does seem to be influencing the rate of female 

headship, and subsequently, the feminization of poverty. For instance, between 1980 and 

1987 the crude divorce rate fell 10%, and part of this drop is due to the aging of the baby 

boomers (Martin, Castro, and Bumpass 1989). However, since poverty rates are also highest 

among single heads of household in their teens and twenties, the aging of the baby boomers 

should have brought a reduction in rates of poverty among female-headed families. Thatis, if 

rates of poverty remained constant since the late 1960's for every age of non-elderly adults, 

rates should have dropped as the baby boomers aged past their thirties. While rates did fall 

for male-headed and married-couple families, they did not among families headed by women. 

Thus, this demographic explanation is, at best, only a part of the story. 

In addition to demographic trends, the rise in divorce, spinsterhood, and unwed 

motherhood have been explained by changes in social values, birth control technology and 

economic opportunity (Cheri in 1981). Descriptive data suggests that some individuals are at 

higher risk of female headship than others. In addition to age, rates of female headship vary 

with education levels and the presence and number of children. These characteristics also 

affect the risk of poverty within household types. It is possible that the rise in high-risk 

groups among single household heads is counter-balanced by a concurrent rise in groups at 

the upper end of the income distribution. For instance, marital dissolution appears to be 

curvilinear with respect to education, so that the women with very few or many years of 

schooling have the highest divorce rates (Cherlin 1981). In addition, an increasing number of 

well-educated women are remaining single and childless, while there is a rise in unwed 

motherhood among young women with little education (Kitagawa 1981). An important 

question is whether the high-risk men are benefitting from this process, or whether their 
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poverty rates are growing --- thereby retarding the feminization of poverty through increases 

in the proportion of males among the poor --- as they no longer have wives to help support 

their household. 

There are two theories of the rise in single-headed households which could account 

for differential selection out of marriage among individuals with the lowest and highest risk of 

poverty. These theories are based on the influence of economic opportunity and deprivation, 

respectivelyl. Ross and Sawhill (1975) argue that the opening of labor market opportunities 

for women was a main cause of the rise in divorce rates in the 1960's and 1970's. With the 

ability to earn their own wages, women were more apt leave unsatisfactory marriages. These 

authors found that marital separation rose as wife's income levels increased. In addition, 

Espenshade argues that the closing of the gap between male and female wages reduces the 

incentive to marry at all. The gap is narrowest among highly educated women (Fuchs 1988). 

Since income and education are strongly related, it is no surprise that well-educated women 

have relatively high rates of divorce and spinsterhood. 

While increased opportunities may lead to higher rates of divorce among those with 

adequate income, the stress which accompanies lack of resources contribute to marital 

dissolution among the least fortunate. Indeed, Ross and Sawhill (1975) found a different 

pattern determining divorce among low-income families. Unemployment, the number of 

children, and scant income raise their chances of divorce. One reason for this trend is that 

1 While these are not the only theories about causes of the rise of single-headed families, 
the other theories involve processes which would not vary across socio-economic groups. For 
instance, changes in social values which emphasize individual satisfaction and fulfillment are 
assumed to contribute to the rise in divorce, but no one has argued that these values changed 
for some groups but not others. 
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interpersonal relations are more strained under conditions of stress and uncertainty (Liker and 

Elder 1983). 

Women at high risk of poverty are also more likely to become family heads with a 

birth out-of-wedlock, especially if they are teenagers (Bane and Ellwood 1986). The number 

of female-headed families with illegitimate children has been increasing in part because of a 

greater tendency for unmarried women to keep their children and form independent 

households (Kitagawa 1981). The level of welfare payments appear to influence this trend by 

enabling women to keep their children and live independently, rather than by increasing the 

number of out-of-wedlock births per se (Bane and Ellwood 1986). Among low-income 

teenagers with few potential opportunities in life, motherhood offers a route to adulthood with 

some social status attached (Kitagawa 1981). Unfortunately, teenage motherhood limits these 

women's options even further, and increases their risk of poverty through raising their 

chances of dropping out of high school, having more children at a young age, and divorcing 

if they marry after the child's birth (McLanahan 1988). 

In a variant of the 'economic deprivation' perspective on female headship, Wilson 

(1987) addresses the racial differences in family structure and poverty rates which have 

continued through the 1970's and 1980's. He argues that there has been a general decline in 

manufacturing jobs, so that men with few skills and little education have been unable to find 

work. The greatest loss of these jobs have been in urban areas where blacks are 

disproportionately concentrated. Wilson claims that this trend is having long-term effects on 

black poverty through influencing household structure. In particular, he argues that there has 

been a reduction in the number of black men in the inner city who are potential providers, so 

that a growing number of black women are raising children alone. Wilson and Neckerman 



state forcefully that U[M]ale joblessness may be the single most important factor underlying 

the rise in unwed motherhood among poor black women (1986:247). U White women do not 

face this situation because they have a larger pool of potential husbands who have relatively 

higher levels of human capital or who live in areas where they can find jobs (Wilson and 

Neckerman 1986). 
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However, evidence about the distribution of black poverty does not support Wilson's 

thesis. Poverty rates among black couples who are married and working remain high 

compared to whites (Bane 1986). In addition, the majority of black poverty is not found in 

the central cities, and black families who are persistently poor are more likely to be found in 

the South than in the urban ghetto of the Northeast and Northcentral regions of the country 

(Duncan 1984; Sawhill 1988). 

THE DETERMINATION OF POVERTY 

Rates of poverty differ by the gender and race of the household head because of 

disparities in resources, differential constraints on employment, and unequal opportunities for 

income. Poverty scholars debate over which of these factors is most important in determining 

poverty and whether the underlying causes of poverty are mainly due to preferences and 

choices or to circumstances over which individuals have little control (see Wilson 1987 and 

Sawhill 1988 for a review of these theories). Discussions of poverty among female-headed 

households often assume that there have been no changes in the processes generating poverty 

in the past twenty years, since their rates have remained fairly constant (Stallard, Ehrenreich, 

and Sklar 1983; Pearce 1989). On the other hand, many scholars argue that the economic 

conditions of blacks have changed substantially since the late 1960's, although they disagree 
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on the source of these changes (Wilson 1978 1987; Murray 1984; Cotton 1989; Jones 1986). 

Yet the same patterns emerge for both whites and blacks in terms of trends in poverty rates; a 

decline in rates among married-couple and male-headed households over the past twenty years 

and a fairly constant rate among female-headed households. Either the story is very simple, 

or it is quite complex. 

The simple explanation is that not much has changed in the process of poverty 

determination among either white or black households headed by women, and that differential 

selection into female headship has had little effect on the proportion who end-up poor. 

Declines in rates among married-couple families could be due to the more general trend of 

increased female labor force participation. According to some scholars, constant poverty rates 

in the past twenty years anlOng women heading households is due to little variation in the risk 

of impoverishment through work or welfare (Stallard, Ehrenreich, and Sklar 1983; Pearce 

1989). Interestingly, one of the most compelling arguments against this thesis involves not 

economic or political changes, but demographic shifts, in particular, the aging of the baby 

boom. Since risk of poverty decreases with age among households with non-elderly heads of 

all types, the rate for female-headed families should have been declining in the 1980's when 

the unusually large cohorts were entering their thirties and forties. 

If processes generating poverty among different household types have indeed changed, 

there must be mUltiple causes exerting counter-vailing forces which result in the relative 

inflexibility of rates among female-headed households, and the consistent gap in rates among 

blacks and whites in all household types. These changes can arise from three sources: the 

distribution of characteristics among members in the respective household types, the chances 

of following a particular route into poverty, or the translation into poverty of individual 
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characteristics and the respective routes. For example, a decline in poverty among female 

family heads through divorce may be offset by an increase in unwed mothers on welfare. The 

decline could either be a result of changes in the characteristics of divorcing women (for 

instance, older; better-educated; employed) or in the chances that their incomes will drop 

below poverty. The increase in welfare mothers could also spring from growth in single 

mothers who are younger and uneducated, or from a reduction of the level of welfare 

benefits. Theories of poverty have not been able to unravel these complex processes because 

the availability of data has limited the ability to focus simultaneously on the three possibilities 

for change. However, the literature does suggest how shifts in key characteristics, routes, 

and determinants of risk would be expected to push rates of poverty up or down among the 

respective household types. 

All together, there are nine potential routes into poverty. Individuals and their 

households can enter poverty either through a drop in income or a change in household 

structure which increases the number of members. Declines in earned income through 

unemployment of a household member is the most common path into poverty for men, while 

women often become impoverished through a change in family structure (Bane and Ellwood 

1986; Duncan 1984). While decreases in income can arise from events in the labor market or 

through government policies, among women they are often precipitated by divorce. The loss 

of the husband's income is not compensated for by the reduction in hqusehold size (Duncan 

1984). The chances of entering poverty through becoming a household head are actually 

somewhat greater for white women than. for black women, because the latter group are more 

often poor before the transition, either as wives or as single women (Bane 1986). 
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Population-wide changes in individual characteristics can arise from shifts in the age 

structure of the population, fertility, and the level of education. Yet as we saw in the 

discussion of divorce and unwed motherhood, the characteristics of individuals who follow 

certain paths can also be affected by economic opportunities themselves. Changes in the 

densities of routes into poverty are affected by job opportunities, welfare rules, and laws and 

customs regarding unearned income such as child support. The chances of falling into 

poverty given a particular path involves the translation of characteristics into income, which is 

affected by trends in the economy such as inflation and wage rates, as well as the level of 

welfare benefits. Underlying these three factors are geographic differences in resources and 

opportunities for income. Welfare rules and benefit levels vary by state. There are also 

important distinctions between urban, suburban, and rural areas in education levels, and the 

availability of jobs for different groups (Lichter 1989). At the neighborhood level, it is 

argued that the class mix of a community will affect behaviors which increase the risk of 

poverty, including dropping out of high school and unwed motherhood (Wilson 1987). 

In assessing whether there were counter-balancing changes in the processes generating 

poverty, it is necessary to understand the inter-relationship between these factors and how 

they would produce the particular trends in poverty found among white and black married

couple, male-headed, and female-headed households. 

Wages, Employment, and Income 

The most prevalent source of income for non-elderly adults is wages. A substantial 

proportion of households in poverty are among the "working poor," as their earnings are not 

sufficient to support their families ( Ross, Danziger, and Smolensky 1987; Bane 1986). 
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Differences in poverty rates between married-couple, female-headed, and male-headed 

households are tied to conditions determining both employment status and earnings. Married 

couple families have two potential earners while single-headed household have only one. 

Further, single heads of household with children are often constrained from working full-time 

or entering the labor market at all because they cannot afford or cannot find childcare (Darian 

1975). Female heads of family have higher rates of poverty than male family heads with 

similar numbers of dependents because women are disadvantaged in the labor market. 

One of the reasons that poverty rates are higher among female-headed compared to 

male-headed families and among blacks compared to whites is that there are disparities in 

wages and rates of unemployment among these groups. The differences in wage rates and 

employment status are explained by individual characteristics, the occupational structure, and 

discrimination. Changes in any of these factors are thus expected to affect the risk of poverty 

differently depending on the gender and race of household heads. 

The 'human capital' theory of wage determination is grounded in the assumption that 

earnings are based on productivity, which is enhanced through education and on-the-job 

training (Becker 1964). Wages do seem to increase with years of schooling and work 

experience, although it is not clear whether this relationship is due to actual productivity or to 

a 'signalling' process (Berg 1981). Being a high-school dropout thus increases the risk of 

poverty through raising the chances of having insufficient wages and of unemployment 

(McLanahan 1985). While the mean level of education has risen for women of both races and 

black men since the late 1960's, drop-out rates have stayed fairly constant (Markey 1988; 

Cotton 1989). Earnings and poverty rates are also inversely related to age, partly because 



work experience increases as an individual grows older (England and Farkas 1986). Thus, 

the aging of the baby boom should have reduced poverty rates among all household types. 
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Human capital differences do not explain the majority of the earnings gap between 

men and women or between blacks and whites, however (Corcoran and Duncan 1979). A 

main reason why women and blacks earn less than white males with equal years of education 

and work experience is that they are located jobs and sectors of the labor market where the 

wages and/or returns to human capital are lower (Berg 1981). 'Structural' explanations of 

wage determination emphasize certain characteristics of occupations, industries, and firms 

which affect wages. These include: the industrial sector in which a firm is located, the degree 

of unionization, the size of the firm, the market share of the firm, and the existence of an 

internal labor market (Fligstein and Fernandez 1988). 

Discrimination in hiring, promotion, and wages is a third factor which is claimed to 

disadvantage women and blacks in the labor market (Cotton 1989; England and Farkas 1986). 

While some scholars argue that the impact of labor market discrimination on wage differences 

has been minimized since the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, especially for blacks 

(Wilson 1978), others claim that discriminatory practices still exert a major influence on the 

gender and racial differences in employment status and wages (Cotton 1989; Reimers 1985). 

These arguments are difficult to arbitrate, since discrimination is hard to measure directly, 

and is usually inferred from the portion of variance left unexplained in regression models of 

wage determination (Cotton 1989; England and Farkas 1986). 

Wilson (1987) argues that the source of the economic circumstances of blacks has 

shifted from discrimination in the labor market to opportunities for income. Citing the work 

of Kasarda (1985), he proposes that inner-city black men with little education and work 
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experience can no longer find jobs. Low-income black women are thus left without partners. 

Yet, as discussed earlier, if there has been an influx of these women joining the ranks of 

female headship, we would expect poverty rates of black women heading households to climb 

in the 1980's. They have not. 

Compared to men with similar levels of education and work experience, employment 

for women is not as likely to be an exit out of poverty (Bane and Ellwood 1986). Women 

tend to be concentrated in service sector jobs such as clerical work, health care provision, and 

food preparation, which are characterized by low pay and flat wage trajectories (England and 

Farkas 1986). In 1960, only 46% of jobs in the female-dominated occupations paid full-time 

wages above the poverty rate for a family of one adult and three children, compared to 80% 

of the jobs in male-dominated fields (Sawhill 1976). The income disparity between male and 

female jobs has remained large through the 1980's (England forthcoming; Fuchs 1988). 

While well-educated women have increased their income through entering male-dominated 

professions, the majority of women continue to be employed in female-dominated jobs (Fuchs 

1988). The puzzle as to why women continue to be in jobs which often pay poverty wages 

has not been resolved, with explanations encompassing theories of gender socialization, 

compensating differentials, and discrimination (see England forthcoming, for a review of these 

theories). 

Because incomes in female-dominated occupations have not increased substantially, 

some researchers claim that the increase in working women in the 1970's and 1980's 

precipitated the decline in poverty rates among married-couple families while leaving poverty 

rates of families headed by women untouched (pearce 1989; Stallard, Ehrenreich, and Sklar 

1983). This explanation is oversimplified. While the bulk of sex segregation and the wage 



gap has remained stable in the 1970's and 1980's, other processes of income determination 

have altered, including inflation, unemployment, and rules over eligibility and amount of 

transfer payments (Clogg and Shockey 1985; Blank and Blinder 1986; Joe et. al. 1984). 

The Economy and Poverty 
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In addition to shifts in particular industrial sectors and occupations, two general 

economir. trends which affect poverty are unemployment and inflation. Inflation alone can 

push household income below the poverty line (Bane and Ellwood 1986). Households at the 

bottom of the income distribution tend to disproportionately suffer from economic downturns 

(Blank and Blinder 1986). Unemployment tends to increase income inequality among men 

more than women (freas 1983), suggesting that during periods of relatively high 

unemployment, such as occurred in 1975-1980, there would be an upward push in the poverty 

rates of male-headed households and married-couple families. The incomes of female-headed 

households, on the other hand, are less sensitive to the business cycle and more sensitive to 

changes in public transfers. 

Unearned Income and Poverty 

Alternative income to earnings comes in the form of private and public transfer 

payments. Private transfers include dividends, help from relatives, alimony and child 

support. In the aggregate, none of these sources are substantial enough to significantly 

influence rates of poverty (Burtless 1986). On the other hand, transfers from government 

programs and pension funds do have an impact on determining income levels of different 

groups, thereby affecting who is poor (Ross, et. al. 1987). 
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There are two types of federal government transfer payments. Contributory programs 

provide income on the basis of inputs previously made by recipients. Social Security is the 

largest of these programs, and has comprised the bulk of welfare spending through the 1970's 

and 1980's (Duncan 1984). Means-tested programs, such as Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children (AFDC, or 'welfare') provide cash and non-cash transfers to households falling 

below a certain income level (Dunc::m 1984). Government transfers affect poverty both 

directly, through level of payment, and indirectly, through affecting eligibility, employment 

status and living arrangements (preston 1984; Joe, et. al. 1984; Ross and Sawhill 1975). 

The greatest impact of transfer payments on changes in who is poor has been through 

absolute increases in the level of payments to the elderly (preston 1984). In the mid-1960's, 

changes were made in the Social Security program which were specifically geared towards 

reducing impoverishment among persons over 65 (preston 1964). This effect was greater for 

whites than for blacks (Cotton 1989). Because of the augmentation of Social Security income, 

the steady increase in the number of elderly persons over the past twenty years has not led to 

an increase in their representation among the poor (preston 1984). 

The impact of government transfers on the gender and racial composition of poverty 

since the late 1960's has been much more subtle and difficult to ascertain. While eligibility 

rules have changed in the 1970's and early 1980's, AFDC has generally been available to 

low-income families with children where there is no earner. Only a very small proportion of 

married couple families thus receive welfare (Bane and Ellwood 1983). AFDC is an 

important source of income for women heading families (Bane and Ellwood 1983). The 

amount of welfare payments vary by state, so that effects on poverty are, to a certain extent, 

geographically specific (Duncan 1984). In most states throughout the 1970's and 1980's, 



welfare did not provide sufficient income to pull a family out of poverty (Zinn and Sarri 

1985). In addition, welfare payments have not been keeping-up with inflation, so that they 

have actually been declining in the 1980's (Sawhill 1988). 
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Scholars argue that welfare has made its strongest contribution to the growth of 

women and children among the poor through affecting employment and marital behavior. In 

a controversial work, Murray (1984) asserts that welfare has undermined trends towards 

reduction in poverty for working-age adults, especially among blacks, which should have 

occurred through economic expansion and the dissipation of discrimination since the late 

1960's. Instead, welfare has enlarged the pool of female-headed families by decreasing the 

incentive for couples to marry if there is a birth out-of-wedlock, increased fertility among the 

poor, and has undermined the incentive for the child's father or mother to seek employment. 

The data do not bear this conjecture out, however. There is no consistent evidence that 

welfare payments increase marital disruption and illegitimacy or inhibit employment (see 

Sawhill 1988 and Wilson and Neckerman 1986 for reviews of the literature on the relationship 

between income transfers and family structure). The majority of individuals on welfare enter 

the program because of a sudden drop in income, such as unemployment or divorce, and exit 

the program after one or two years (Bane and Ellwood 1983; Duncan 1984). If the turn-over 

of recipients has been fairly consistent in the 1970's and 1980's, then we would expect 

welfare to have little impact on the changes in the proportion of women among the poor. 

Welfare does seem to have a slight effect on the rise in female-headed families 

through enabling women to keep their children and form independent households after an out

of-wedlock birth (Ross and Sawhill 1975). 
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While unearned income does not seem to greatly affect the likelihood of following a 

particular route which could lead to poverty, it does have an effect on the chances of 

impoverishment once a route is taken. For instance, unemployment insurance supplements 

lost wages. However, prime-age white males benefit from this source during periods of 

unemployment more than nonwhite males or women heading households (Blank and Blinder 

1986). The program whose beneficiaries are mainly women heading households --- AFDC --

has not been able to lift families out of poverty. Indeed, benefit levels have been eroding 

with inflation in the 1980's (Sawhill 1988). 

Summary of Theories of Poverty 

Causes of the trends in the gender and racial composition of poverty can therefore 

arise from several sources. There can be a shift in the characteristics of individuals who 

follow the paths via household structure through the same processes which are increasing the 

number of single household heads: demographic shifts and changes in economic opportunity. 

Changes in the level of education among women and blacks may be sufficient to depress rates 

of poverty among working wives, but not among women heading households. A shift in job 

opportunities and wages in particular sectors should operate to increase the poverty of those 

with low education and few skills, both through increasing the number of single household 

heads and by lowering their income. Public transfers can either offset these trends by 

supplementing lost earnings, or can simply substitute poverty-level wages for poverty-level 

transfer payments among women heading households. 

Predictions about changes in the density of these various paths over time, and in the 

likelihood of poverty given a path depends on the underlying mechanism one proposes drives 
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these changes. Some scholars argue that the chances of following a path which could 

potentially result in poverty involves circumstances beyond individual control (Harrington 

1984; Rodgers 1986; Scott 1984). Bleak economic prospects because of an individual's 

family background and a dearth of employment opportunities are thought to provide little 

incentive for individuals to graduate from high school, delay pregnancy, or look for work. In 

this view, poverty will result from any path taken, whether it be work or welfare (Stallard, 

Ehrenreich, and Sklar 1983). 

Others argue that individual characteristics and behaviors which lead to 

impoverishment are the result of individual choices, based on values of instant gratification 

and a disregard for conventional social norms (Lewis 1961; Banfield 1974). This is 

conventionally known as the "culture of poverty" thesis. 

Wilson (1987) combines these two perspectives, claiming that among black urban 

residents, norms have changed as a result of two processes: the reduction of job opportunities 

for uneducated, low skilled black men as well as the exodus of middle-class blacks from 

inner-city urban neighborhoods. In this perspective, the ecology of poverty conditions 

opportunities and the likeliho~d of following certain paths. For Wilson, the processes 

generating the poverty among urban blacks have indeed changed, due to the loss of jobs and 

the concentration of impoverishment within neighborhoods. Yet he does not address the 

question of why rates of poverty among blacks have not responded to these changing 

processes. These theories provide the building-blocks for looking at whether the processes 

generating the poverty of married-couple, female-headed, and male-headed households have 

changed, or whether the trends in the gender and racial composition of poverty are simply due 

to increases in the number of female-headed families and the influx of married women into 
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the labor force. However, as has been shown, the theories leave gaps in the explanations of 

current trends in poverty. 

AN ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATION: 

THE BABY BOOM AND THE FEMINIZATION OF POVERTY 

There an alternative explanation of trends in poverty which has not been explored in 

the literature on the poor, even though it may provide some answers to the central puzzles. 

This explanation is based on the work of Richard Easterlin (1981). Like Wilson (1987), 

Easterlin posits a strong link between labor market situation and family formation. However, 

Easterlin's theory is not based on class position or race, but on birth cohort . 

.. .in the post-World War II economy the success of a generation's members 
may be crucially affected by how numerous they are. For those fortunate 
enough to be members of a small generation, life is --- as a general matter --
diproportionately good; the opposite is true for those who are members of a 
large generation (Easterlin 1987:3). 

Easterlin (1987) argues that the large cohorts of the baby boom are economically 

disadvantaged compared to the smaller cohorts which preceded and followed them. Cohort 

size has a strong impact on economic fortunes because larger cohorts face greater competition 

for resources. This competition is most greatly felt where the resources are most critical ---

the labor market. New entrants into the labor market compete with their age peers. The 

greater number of young adults, the higher the ratio of new workers to existing jobs. 

Between 1967 and 1977, the baby boomers began to enter the labor force, and the category of 

20-24 year old in the workforce grew by 56%, which was twice the rate of growth for the 
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workforce as a whole (Smith and Welch 1981). One supposed consequence of greater labor 

market competition is that members of large cohorts are more likely to be unemployed than 

members of a smaller cohort. Wages are also lower for large cohorts compared to 

generations with smaller numbers, because a surplus of workers drives wages down (Smith 

and Welch 1981). Indeed, when the baby boomers reached adulthood in the 1970's, their 

wages did fall relative to older workers (Berger 1984; Murphy, Plant, and Welch 1988; Smith 

and Welch 1981). Easterlin (1987) contends that the disadvantages faced by the baby boom 

are strongest during young adulthood, but that they do not greatly diminish as they are 

integrated into the labor force. Large cohorts will face relatively more competition at every 

rung of the job ladder. The cohort effect is experienced by both men and women and by 

blacks as well as whites (Easterlin 1987). 

The bleaker economic prospects of the large cohorts also affect family formation. 

According to Easterlin (1987), young men's decisions to marry and have children are based 

on their potential economic prospects which are weighed against material aspirations. He 

argues that perceptions of economic prospects are shaped by early employment experience, 

while material aspirations are based on the economic status of an individual's family of origin. 

Children who are raised in relative prosperity have high expectations of material comfort 

compared to children who grew up poor. Because the 1950's and 1960's were relative 

prosperous times compared to the pre-World War II era, the baby boom generation should 

have relatively high expectations for material comfort. Yet their perceived ability to fulfill 

these aspirations will be low because of their relative disadvantage in the labor market. The 

result is that baby boomers pre more apt to delay marriage and childbearing. Those who do 

marry, however, are more likely to have financial difficulties, leading to increased marital 
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strain and divorce (Easterlin 1987). Easterlin would therefore predict that female headship is 

higher among the baby boom cohorts than the generation which preceded or followed them. 

If this is true, then women born in the baby boom are in double jeopardy; they are more 

likely to be heading families and they are more likely to be disadvantaged in the labor market 

compared to younger and older generations. 

Easterlin's theory focuses on the relationship between cohort and broad economic and 

family trends. It is not specifically about poverty. In fact, much of the literature based on 

his work focuses on those who are college educated, a group at the middle and upper end of 

the income distribution.2 However, his theory has straightforward implications for the study 

of poverty. The most important logical implication is that the baby boom cohorts run an 

exceptionally high risk of impoverishment. They will be driven into poverty through higher 

unemployment, relatively low wages, and divorce. 

The theory offers a novel approach to the feminization of poverty. In particular, it 

provides an answer to the question of why rates of poverty have not declined in the late 

1980's. As suggested earlier in this chapter, the aging of the baby boom should have been 

pushing female poverty down in the current decade if age-specific rates had stayed constant. 

But Easterlin's cohort effect suggests that rates have increased for the baby boomers, and the 

higher rates follow them through the life cycle. That is, age-specific rates have not been 

constant. 

2 This work falls under the rubric of the "overeducation" literature, and looks at whether 
labor market competition has lowered the value of a college education in the market and 
forced workers into jobs for which they have more education than the job requires (Stapleton 
and Young 1988). 



Yet if differences in the life chances of birth cohorts help explain trends in poverty 

over the past twenty years, why have rates fallen among married couple and male-headed' 

families? Easterlin (1987) suggests that the baby boomers will compensate for their relative 

disadvantag~ by increasing the labor force participation of wives and by delaying marriage. 
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In addition, those couples who face the greatest economic strain will be more likely to 

divorce, and thus select themselves out of marriage. Women heading families have few ways 

to compensate to the added disadvantage they experience if they happen to be born in a large 

cohort; 

What I am suggesting is that birth cohort influences poverty among female-headed 

families through a simple additive effect. The disadvantage experienced by baby boomers are 

expected to exist on top of those processes determining poverty which are currently under 

debate, such as the level and availability of welfare benefits, returns to education. Thus, 

although cohort size is not the sole determinant of trends in poverty, but rather that it does 

playa significant role sorting the poor from the not-poor. 

Extending Easterlin's theory to explain trends in poverty provides answers to 

questions about the gender and race composition of poverty, filling-in gaps left by extant 

theories of poverty. In addition, the theory is based on trends which affect the total 

population, not just those who are low-income. By contrast, many of the alternative theories 

of poverty involve selection on the dependent variable or are restricted to very limited 

populations. For instance, Wilson's (1987) treatise on the underclass focuses almost 

exclusively on inner-city blacks and Murray's (1984) theory of the impact of welfare policies 

is confined to the low-income population. 
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In this dissertation, I test whether there is a relationship between birth cohort and 

poverty which foHows the pattern described by Easterlin's theory. I hypothesize that the risk 

of poverty is higher for single family heads and married couples born during the baby boom 

than it is for those born before or after the boom. This higher risk is expected to be the 

result of greater labor market disadvantage and patterns of family formation experienced by 

the baby boomers. The pattern is expected to be present across family types and across race. 

This hypothesis is tested using two separate datasets and a range of methods. For 

each dataset, my analytic strategy is to investigate the relationship between cohort and poverty 

for all families, and then to perform more fine-grained analyses which focus specifically on 

women's poverty. The data analysis is divided into four chapters. Chapters Two and Three 

employ data from cross-sections of the Current Population Survey to sort-out the effects of 

birth cohort on poverty from those of age and period. In Chapter Two, I look at poverty 

descriptively, and decompose age, period and cohort effects on poverty from 1968 to 1988 for 

all families. Chapter Three refines this analysis in an investigation of the relationship between 

birth cohort and poverty among female-headed families. 

The next two chapters use longitudinal data in multivariate analyses of the relationship 

between birth cohort and poverty. Chapter Four models the determination of poverty in any 

given year between 1969 and 1988, and tests whether the predicted cohort effect exists, and 

whether it is driven by variation in employment and family composition. The fifth chapter 

refines and extends the multivariate analysis by examining poverty transitions among wives 

and female-headed families. This chapter addresses the question of whether women who 

were born during the baby boom are more likely to fall into poverty and whether they are less 

likely to escape impoverishment compared to other cohorts.. All analyses are performed 
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separately for whites and blacks. Comparisons are made across married-couple, male-headed 

and female-headed families as well as within these three headship categories. There is a 

section within each chapter describing the particular method used within the chapter. 

Technical details concerning the methodology are discussed in greater length in the 

appendices. 

The results show a consistent effect of birth cohort on poverty which differs markedly 

by race. Among whites, the chances of poverty have been increasing with each successive 

generation of family heads born since the baby boom. The trend does not follow the pattern 

expected by Easterlin's theory, however, but extends past the baby boom. In fact, the chances 

that a white family is poor are greatest if the head was born after 1963. 

Blacks follow a different pattern. Black families headed by a baby boomer are 

equally or even less likely to be poor than black families whose head was born prior to 1944. 

Contrary to predictions, it is the generation of black family heads born after the baby boom 

that appear to experience the greatest disadvantage. The highest odds of being poor occur 

among black families whose head was born after the baby boom. 

These effects are net of differences in family structure; they cannot be accounted for 

by increasing incidences of female headship. Neither can the effects be explained by lower 

wages and hours among the baby boom cohorts. The final chapter discusses alternative 

theories to explain these findings. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

POVERTY AMONG TOTAL FAMILIES, 1967-1987: 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSES 

INTRODUCTION 

One of the puzzles of the feminization of poverty is that despite improved economic 

opportunities for women, poverty rates among female-headed families did not drop throughout 

the nineteen eighties. The majority of the current debates on poverty focus on socio-economic 

forces such as job opportunities and welfare to explain long-term trends in the percent poor. 

As a result, a fundamental question has been left unanswered: to what extent are trends in 

poverty rates due to the population shifts brought about by the baby boom? This question is 

addressed in the current chapter by taking a descriptive look at trends in poverty rates from 

1967 through 1987 as a first step in identifying the complex forces underlying trends in 

poverty. 

Changes in poverty rates among female-headed families over the past twenty years 

could arise from two sources. The first source lies in the composition of female-headed 

families. Demographic forces, in particular, the shifting age distribution of the population, 

alter the number of family heads at risk of poverty. Since poverty rates vary by age, the 

percent poor could rise (fall) if the age distribution of the population shifted towards age 

groups who are relatively least (most) at risk of impoverishment. The unusually large cohorts 

born between 1946 and 1966 (the "baby boom") have produced such population changes 

which would be expected to alter the age composition of female-headed families. 
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In addition to the effects from population trends, changes in poverty rates among 

female-headed families could also arise from economic and political processes which 

determine the resources available to the most vulnerable groups. Some socio-economic 

trends, such as the business cycle, tend to push the economic well-being of all families in the 

same direction. Other types of processes, such as industrial restructuring (Kasarda 1985) or 

welfare reform, affect only a subset of families, often those most vulnerable to poverty (Blank 

and Blinder 1986; Danziger et al. 1986). These socio-economic processes could alter poverty 

rates either among all age groups (a period effect) or particular age groups (age and cohort 

effects). 

In this chapter, I determine the relative impact of population shifts and socio-economic 

processes on trends in poverty rates from 1967 to 1987, comparing female-headed families to 

families not headed by a woman. I show that the changing age distribution of the population 

brought about by the baby boom has had important effects on female poverty. In general, the 

baby boomers have been pushing poverty rates up in the 1980's. Among all families, the risk 

of poverty is higher for family heads born during the baby boom compared to previous 

cohorts. In fact, the chances of being poor has been increasing greatly for each successive 

cohort of the baby boom. Yet it is the most recent birth cohort who runs the highest risk of 

poverty, indicating that poverty may not drop for at least a decade. 

The results also suggest that this trend will not be completely quelled as the baby 

boom reaches middle age. The effect of the shifting age distribution on impoverishment goes 

in opposite directions for women heading families depending on whether or not there are 

children present. Among women heading families without children, poverty is actually higher 

for those in their forties than those in their twenties. 
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The demographic analysis not only shows that population trends have had a substantial 

impact on trends in poverty, but also provides added leverage in understanding socio

economic processes. For instance, the patterns in the determination of poverty are quite 

similar for whites and blacks, suggesting that similar mechanisms may be producing their 

respective trends in poverty. The important differences in the processes determining poverty 

appear not across races, but across female-headed families with children and those without 

children. By differentiating among female-headed families in understanding the feminization 

of poverty, my study provides a more comprehensive look at the relationship between gender, 

race, and class in the determination of poverty. Prior studies of the feminization of poverty 

have largely been restricted to using race as the primary characteristic differentiating female

headed families (Wilson and Neckerman 1986). My findings suggest that the sources of 

variation in poverty among female-headed families hinge on differences in opportunities 

among female-headed families (as measured by education and presence of children) as well as 

race. 

The demographic approach used in this chapter also contributes to the literature on 

poverty by separating the effects of population changes from socio-economic processes in 

determining trends in poverty. This is the first comprehensive study to assess the relative 

impact of these two types of processes. By testing whether there is an independent effect of 

birth cohort on trends in poverty for whites and blacks, the demographic analysis also 

contributes to a demographic theory of economic well-being (Easterlin 1987). 

Finally, by looking at sources of change in poverty rates among female-headed 

families, this study represents a relatively different approach to the problem of female 

poverty. In the literature on the feminization of poverty, there is a great amount of data on 
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the rise of female headship, and relatively little information on changes in what makes these 

families poor. (See Feinberg and Knox 1990 for an annotated bibliography on this literature). 

This chapter is divided into two sections, each of which gives a descriptive account of 

poverty from 1967 through 1987, comparing families which are female-headed to families 

which are not headed by a woman. Since the aim of this project is to understand trends in 

poverty, the first section provides a detailed picture of what these trends actually are. Section 

One is a comparison of poverty rates over time and across family types and race. In 

particular, the bivariate relationships between poverty, headship and whether there are 

children present are examined for whites and blacks. In Section Two, the multivariate 

relationships between these variables are analyzed to test for whether the baby boom 

generation is more likely to be poor, as the Easterlin hypothesis would suggest. The effects 

of age, period and cohort on poverty are estimated for whites and blacks using log-linear 

analysis. Differences in poverty among female-headed families are examined in this 

framework by comparing three groups: female-headed families with children, female-headed 

families without children, and families which are not headed by a woman. 

SECTION I: 

BASIC TRENDS IN POVERTY RATES, 1967-1987 

Basic Trends and the Feminization of Poverty 

The first question in understanding the feminization of poverty is how have poverty 

rates changed in the past twenty years for female-headed families compared to families which 

are no~ headed by women? This question is important because the feminization of poverty 



could potentially be the result of two factors: changes in the proportion of female-headed 

households in the population and the shifts in the rate of poverty among female-headed 

households relative to households which are not female-headed. A change in either of these 

components will result in a rise or fall in the proportion of the impoverished that is female 

(McLanahan et. al. 1989). While the bulk of the research on the feminization of poverty 

have concentrated on the increase in the proportion of female-headed families, the focus of 

this chapter is on trends in poverty rates. 
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Some argue that there has been little change in rates of poverty among women 

(McLanahan et. al. 1989; Pearce 1978). Indeed, family poverty rates among both whites and 

blacks seem to have remained fairly constant over the past twenty years. However, as we 

shall see, this constancy only occurs among a fraction of the population, families with 

children. Poverty has actually been steadily falling aI10ng female-headed families without 

children and women living alone. 

The proportion of poor that is female is also affected by trends in the poverty rate 

among families that are not female-headed. For instance, McLanahan and her colleagues 

(1989) show that one reason that poverty became "feminized" between 1950 and 1980 was 

that poverty rates among men declined at a faster rate than those for women. Ross et. al. 

(1987) also found a reduction in poverty among female-headed families between 1939 and 

1979. Discrepancies in the amount of this decline found by the two studies are due to 

differences in the population used (McLanahan et. al. looked at persons; the Ross sample 

consisted of families), the length of time intervals being compared, and the way change was 

measured. 



The following section builds on previous work on changes in poverty rates among 

female-headed families compared to families which are not female-headed. The section uses 

descriptive statistics to analyze the extent to which poverty has varied among female-headed 

families compared to families which are not female-headed. Three general questions are 

addressed: 

1) How unique are trends in poverty for female-headed households compared to households 

which are not headed by women? Is the rise and fall in poverty occurring in the same years 

for married-couple, female-headed, and male-headed families? Is the magnitude of change 

lower for female-headed families compared to other families? 
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2) What are the racial differences in the direction and magnitude of changes in poverty for 

female-headed, male-headed, and married-couple families? Have these differences reduced or 

increased the disparities in poverty between whites and blacks from 1967 to 1987? 

3) Are the answers to the previous two questions different among families with children 

compared to those without children? In particular, are poverty rates among female-headed 

families due to a gender effect alone? 

By decomposing poverty rates across five-year intervals, I find that the timing of 

changes in poverty vary not so much by gender and race of household head, but by presence 

of children and age of household head. For instance, poverty has been falling among all 

households without children but has remained close to its 1967 levels among all families with 

children. On the other hand, the magnitude of increases and decreases in poverty vary 

considerably depending on the comhined gender and race of the household head. Female

headed families experienced the smallest changes in their poverty rates, and the racial gap in 

poverty has been narrowest among this group since 1967. 
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The descriptive analysis begins with an investigation of the changes in poverty rates 

for the total (non-institutionalized) population from 1967 through 1987, comparing families 

which are female-headed, headed by a married-couple, and male-headed. Men and women 

living alone ("unrelated individuals") are included with male-headed and female-headed 

families, respectively. The relationship between poverty, family structure and race is then 

shown to vary according to whether there are children present and the age of the family head. 

These simple descriptive statistics provide the first piece of evidence that the feminization of 

poverty is the result of a complex process in which improved conditions for some groups have 

been offset by worsening conditions for others. 

Trends in Poverty Rates by Family Type and Race: All Families 

Trends between Family Types 

Table One shows the poverty rates by family structure and race for five-year periods 

from 1967 to 1987. The universe includes all families and unrelated individuals, which are 

the units upon which poverty is based for each years. Two general trends emerge in the 

twenty-year period. Poverty is lowest in every year among married-couple families, and 

highest among female-headed families, regardless of race. 3 In addition, rates of poverty 

among all groups follow the same pattern over time, declining from 1967 to 1977, rising 

between 1977 and 1982, and then falling between 1982 and 1987. However, the degree to 

which these changes occur differ by family type and by race. Differences in initial levels of 

3 Throughout this dissertation, the terms "married-couple family" and "dual-headed family" are 
used interchangeably to refer to families which have a husband and wife present in the household. 
The term "male-headed family" refers only to those families where there is an adult male head and no 
wife present. 



Year: 

Table 1 
Poverty Rates for Families and Unrelated Individuals 

by Type of Household and Race, 1967-1987 

1967 1972 1977 1982 

Type of Household: 

Dual-Headed 

Total 7.9 6.0 5.3 7.6 

White 6.6 4.8 4.2 6.2 

Black 23.5 16.0 13.1 15.6 

Female-Headed 

Total 38.9 33.6 28.3 30.3 

White 35.7 28.8 22.6 23.9 

Black 55.9 52.9 49.1 53.4 

Male-Headed 

Total 23.7 19.2 17.0 18.2 

White 21.5 16.5 14.4 15.1 

Black 33.7 31.7 26.7 31.2 

1987 

6.0 

4.3 

12.2 

27.7 

20.9 

49.0 

16.8 

13.2 

31.0 
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poverty and their rate of change combine to affect the feminization of poverty by altering the 

relative poverty rates among families which are female-headed and those which are not. 

There are two possible ways to measure this change. One measure is to simply 

subtract one percentage from another percentage. For instance, if the poverty rate for a 

group is 10% at one time point and 20% in the next time point, we would say that there has 

been an increase in poverty by ten percentage points. This is an "absolute" change in 

percent. An alternative measure of change is to calculate the rate of change in percentage. 

This measure is obtained by subtracting the poverty rate at the first time point from the 

poverty rate at the second time point, dividing this difference by the poverty rate at the first 

time point and mUltiplying by one hundred. This "percent change" score is a measure of how 

fast or slow poverty is changing. In the example above, a group whose poverty rates in two 

points in time are 10% and 20%, respectively, has experienced an increase in poverty at the 

rate of 100%. Below, trends in poverty are examined both in terms of the absolute measure 

and the measure of rate of change. 

Patterns in the amount of change in the poverty rate vary depending on the 

combination of family structure and race. For instance, the greatest absolute change in 

poverty rates occurred among white female-headed families; their rate ranged from 35% in 

1967 to 22.8% in 1987. Married black families had the second largest difference in rate of 

poverty across time; for this group, the poverty rate fell from 23.5% in 1967 to 12.3% in 

1987, representing a spread of 6 %. The range of difference in poverty was 6.7% for black 

female-headed families as well as black male-headed families. However, among black 

families headed by a woman, poverty reached its lowest rate (49.2%) in 1987. Among black 

male-headed families, on the other hand, poverty was its lowest in 1977 (27%). 
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In addition to looking at change in poverty rates in terms of raw percentage points, 

groups can also be compared in terms of the rate at which the percent in poverty is increasing 

or decreasing. The consistently higher rates of poverty among female-headed families means 

although these families had the greatest absolute changes in poverty rate, this actually 

represented a smaller relative change between two time periods compared to married-couple 

and male-headed families. This is because absolute changes in the poverty rate has the least 

effect on the group whose baseline rate is largest, and the greatest effect on the group whose 

baseline rate is small. For instance, a drop in the poverty rate of 2 % represents a 50 % 

decrease in the rate of poverty for a group whose baseline rate is 4%. On the other hand, a 

decrease in poverty by 2 % represents only a 5 % reduction in poverty if the baseline rate is 

40%. 

Table Two presents the percent change in the poverty rate between the successive 

five-year periods for white and black married couple, female-headed, and male-headed 

families. It is immediately clear that the rate at which the percent in poverty rose and fell 

differ dramatically by family type, race, and period. Surprisingly, the greatest change in 

percent poor occurred among white married-couple families, whose poverty rate rose by 46% 

between 1977 and 1982. This seemingly dramatic increase was due to the low rates among 

these families in 1977 (4.7%). Conversely, the smallest relative change in poverty occurred 

among the group with the greatest absolute variation -- white female-families. 

What Table Two illustrates is that the extent to which poverty rates change and the 

group which experienced the greatest change depends on whether this change is measured in 

raw percentage points or in terms of the rate of change, and the time period involved. We 

shall see that the degree of change also depends on the universe of 'families' used. With both 



Table 2 
Percent Change in Poverty Rates for Families and Unrelated Individuals 

by Type of Household and Race, 1967-1987 

Year: 1967-1972 1972-1977 1977-1982 1982-1987 

Type of 
Household: 

Dual-Headed 

Total - 24.1 - 11. 7 43.4 - 21.1 

White - 27.3 - 12.5 47.6 - 30.6 

Black - 31.9 - 18.1 19.1 - 21.8 

Female-Headed 

Total - 13.6 - 15.8 7.1 8.6 

White - 19.3 - 21.5 5.8 - 12.6 

Black 5.4 7.2 8.8 8.2 

Male-Headed 

Total - 19.0 - 11.5 7.1 7.7 

White - 23.3 - 12.7 4.9 - 12.6 

Black 5.9 - 15.8 16.9 0.6 
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the absolute and relative measures of change in the poverty rate, it appears that the poverty 

rate among female-headed families did fluctuate over the twenty-year period. However, the 

extent and timing of changes in rates of poverty differed by race as well as family structure. 
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As a result, racial differences in the poverty rate actually increased slightly among 

female-headed and male-headed faII'.ilies between 1967 and 1987. As Table Three illustrates, 

the poverty rate for black families headed by a female or male climbed from 1.6 times the 

rate for similar white families in 1967 to 2.2 times the rate of white female- and male-headed 

families. At the same time, the racial difference in the poverty rate steadily decreased among 

married couple families. In 1967, black married-couple families had a poverty rate that was 

3.6 times higher than the white rate. By 1987, the rate was 2.4 times higher. Thus, when 

we look at all families with and without children together, the rate of poverty in 1987 among 

blacks was over twice the rate for whites for all headship categories. 

These trends suggest that the processes affecting poverty differs both by family type 

and by race, and that blacks continue to be systematically disadvantaged compared to whites 

irrespective of family type (Bane 1986; Hill 1981). On the other hand, there are important 

differences in the extent of these differences depending on whether there are children present 

and the age of the family head. Table Three shows that among families with children, the 

racial differences in poverty have been declining for all three family types. In every year, the 

racial gap was smallest among those who were most vulnerable to poverty: female-headed 

families with children. 
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Table 3 
Ratio of Black to White Poverty Rates 
for Families and Unrelated Individuals 

by Type of Household and Presence of Children, 1967-1987 

Year: 1967 1972 1977 1982 1987 

Type of 
Household: 

Families 
and 
Unrelated 
Individuals: 

Dual-Headed 3.6 3.3 3.1 2.5 2.8 

Female-Headed 1.6 1.8 2.2 2.2 2.3 

Male-Headed 1.6 1.9 1.9 2.1 2.3 

Families 
with Children: 

Dual-Headed 4.4 3.8 2.9 2.2 2.5 

Female-Headed 1.9 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.7 

Male-Headed 2.5 3.0 2.0 1.9 2.3 
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Trends in Poverty Rates by Family Type and Race: 

Families with Children 

Much of the literature on the feminization of poverty focuses primarily on families 

with children (Bassi 1988; Corcoran, Duncan and Hill 1984; Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986; 

Hill 1981; Petersen 1987; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 1983). Changes in family 

structure have had deleterious consequences on the well-being of children; the rise in the 

number of female-headed families with children and their consistently high rates of poverty 

has led to what some describe as a 'juvenilization of poverty' (Fuchs 1988; Garfinkel and 

McLanahan 1986). Poverty rates among children rose from 16% in 1976 to over 20% in 

1986 (Fuchs 1988). 

Children make a family more vulnerable to poverty not only because they increase the 

number of members, but also because they often limit the ability of their parents to provide 

income through wages (Hill 1981). Due to their need for supervision and the pervasive lack 

of affordable childcare, children place a greater strain on families headed by a single adult 

compared to dual-headed families (Hill 1981; Presser and Baldwin 1980). However, the 

relationship between children, family structure and poverty has been changing over the past 

twenty years. Table Four presents rates of poverty for families with children and for 

childless families and individuals. Trends in poverty differ for families depending on whether 

there are children present. The patterns which we found among all families cannot simply be 

generalized to the sub-set of families which have children present. Poverty has actually 

increased or stayed the same since 1967 among families with children, regardless of race or 

gender of the head. On the other hand, families without children (which includes individuals 

living alone) have been experiencing a steady decline in poverty over the past twenty years. 
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Table 4 
Poverty Rates for Families and Unrelated Individuals 

by Type of Household, Presence of Children, and Race, 1967-1987 

Year: 1967 1972 1977 1982 1987 

Families with Children: 

Dual-Headed 

Total 7.5 6.3 6.3 9.8 7.8 
White 5.9 4.6 4.9 7.8 5.4 
Black 25.7 17.7 14.0 17.1 13.5 

Female-Headed 
Total 43.4 44.6 41.8 47.8 46.1 

White 34.1 32.3 30.0 35.2 34.3 
Black 63.1 61.0 57.5 63.6 59.2 

Male-Headed 
Total 21.9 14.6 14.7 20.7 17.6 

White 15.4 10.0 11.0 17.0 13.1 
Black 38.5 30.2 21.5 32.2 29.9 

Childless Families and Unrelated Individuals: 

Dual-Headed 
Total 8.3 5.6 4.2 5.3 4.1 

White 7.7 5.0 3.6 4.6 3.3 
Black 19.1 13.1 11.4 13.2 10.2 

Female-Headed 
Total 37.5 29.8 23.3 24.3 21.4 

White 36.0 28.0 20.8 21.3 18.0 
Black 49.7 43.9 40.2 42.2 39.1 

Male-Headed 
Total 23.9 19.5 17.2 18.0 16.7 

White 21.9 16.8 14.6 15.0 13.2 
Black 33.2 31.9 27.2 31.1 31.0 
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Table 5 
Percent Change in Poverty Rates for Families and Unrelated Individuals 

by Type of Household, Presence of Children, and Race, 1967-1987 

Year: 1967- 1972- 1977- 1982-
1972 1977 1982 1987 

Families with Children: 

Dual-Headed 
Total - 16.0 0.0 55.6 - 20.4 
White - 22.0 6.5 59.2 - 29.5 
Black - 31.1 - 20.9 22.1 - 21.1 

Female-Headed 
Total 2.8 6.3 14.4 3.6 
White 5.0 7.4 17.3 3.1 
Black 3.3 5.7 10.6 6.9 

Male-Headed 
Total - 33.3 0.7 40.8 - 15.0 
White - 35.1 10.0 54.5 - 22.9 
Black - 22.1 - 28.3 49.8 7.1 

Childless Families and Unrelated Individuals: 

Dual-Headed 
Total - 32.5 - 25.0 26.2 - 22.6 
White - 35.1 - 28.0 27.8 - 28.3 
Black - 31.4 - 13.0 15.8 - 22.7 

Female-Headed 
Total - 20.5 - 21.8 4.3 - 11.9 
White - 22.2 - 25.7 2.4 - 15.5 
Black - 11. 7 8.4 5.0 7.3 

Male-Headed 
Total - 18.4 - 11.8 4.7 7.2 
White - 23.3 - 13.1 2.7 - 12.0 
Black 3.9 - 14.7 14.3 0.3 
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Table Five reveals that poverty declined for all families between 1967 and 1977, and 

it is in the 1977-1987 period that poverty took a U-turn and increased among families with 

children. Indeed, the patterns displayed in Table Five are striking in their uniformity of 

direction. While the presence of children appears to be the over-arching determinant of the 

direction of change in poverty since 1977, the magnitude of change bas varied considerably 

depending on the gender and race of the household head. In addition, children have not 

constituted a greater liability for impoverishment among all types of families at all points in 

time. For instance, in 1967, white families without children had higher rates of poverty than 

those with children. In 1977, both white and black male-beaded families were more likely to 

be poor if they had no children living with them than if they were raising a child. By 1982, 

however, the risk of poverty was greater for all families if a child was present. The 

descriptive statistics presented in Table Six help explain how childless families and individuals 

gained a relative advantage in economic well-being; between 1977 and 1982 poverty rose at a 

much faster rate among families with children than those without them. 

By 1987, it is among female-headed families that the presence of children appears to 

raise the stakes of poverty the most. Relative to their childless counterparts, female-headed 

families experienced large increases in poverty between 1977 and 1982, and much smaller 

declines in rates of poverty between 1982 and 1987. For instance, the rate of increase 

between 1977 and 1982 in poverty among white female-headed families with children (17.3%) 

was almost eight times the rate of increase among white female-headed families without 

children (2.4%). Among black families headed by a woman, poverty rose twice as fast 

between 1977 and 1982 for those with children (10.6%) compared to those without a child 

(5.0%). 
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The answer to the question of how trends in poverty differ among families which are 

female-headed and those which are not depends on whether there are children present. 

Among families with children, poverty rates fluctuated much less over the twenty-year period 

if the household was headed by a woman than if the household head was not female (Table 

Six). This is partly due to the much higher baseline poverty levels among female-headed 

families with children compared to other families. While poverty increased at a slower rate 

between 1977-1982 among female-headed families with children compared to other families 

with children, it also decreased less rapidly before and after this period. Thus, despite the 

increase in poverty between 1972 and 1977 experienced by white dual-headed and male

headed families, the poverty gap between female-headed families and families not headed by a 

woman did not narrow since 1967, at least among families with children. 

Among families and unrelated individuals without children, there is no uniform 

pattern of difference in the rate of change in poverty between female-headed families and 

those families not headed by a woman. For instance, between 1967 and 1972, poverty 

dropped 22 % among white female-headed families and 23 % among white male-headed 

families. For blacks living in this time period, on the other hand, poverty dropped almost 

12% among female-headed families but only 4% among male-headed families. 

Because poverty fell at a faster rate among families which were headed by married 

couples or men compared to female-headed families, the "gender gap" in poverty widened 

between 1967 and 1987 (Table Six). This confirms the findings of McLanahan et. al. (1989), 

who report a similar result for their sample of adults between the years 1950 and 1980. 

However, the extension of the comparison through the 1980s with families as the unit of 

analysis, reported in Table Six, reveals that the "female/male poverty gap" (measured as the 



Table 6 
Ratio of Poverty Rates of Female-Headed Families 

to Poverty Rates of Dual-Headed and Male-Headed Families, 
by Race: 1967-1987 

Year: 1967 1972 1977 1982 1987 

WHITES 

Total Families 
and Unrelated Individuals 
Ratio of Female-
Headed families to: 

Dual-headed families 5.4 6.0 5.4 3.9 4.9 
Male-headed Families 1.7 1.7 1.6 1.6 1.6 

Families with Children 
Ratio of Female-
Headed families to: 

Dual-headed families 5.8 7.0 6.1 4.5 6.2 
Male-headed Families 2.2 3.2 2.7 2.1 2.6 

Families without Children 
and Unrelated Individuals 
Ratio of Female-
Headed families to: 

Dual-headed families 4.7 5.6 5.8 4.6 5.5 
Male-headed Families 1.6 1.7 1.4 1.4 1.4 

BLACKS 

Total Families 
and Unrelated Individuals 
Ratio of Female-
Headed families to: 

Dual-headed families 2.4 3.3 3.7 3.4 4.0 
Male-headed Families 1.7 1.7 1.8 1.7 1.6 

Families with Children 
Ratio of Female-
Headed families to: 

Dual-headed families 2.5 3.4 4.1 3.7 4.4 
Male-headed Families 1.6 2.0 2.7 2.0 2.0 

Families without Children 
and Unrelated Individuals 
Ratio of Female-
Headed families to: 

Dual-headed families 2.6 3.4 3.5 3.2 3.8 
Male-headed Families 1.5 1.4 1.5 1.3 1.3 

59 
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ratio of poverty rates for female-headed families to non-female headed families) decreased 

between 1977 and 1982, during which time all groups had experienced a rise in poverty. By 

1987 the gender gap had widened for families both with and without children. Among 

families with children of both races, the gender gap in poverty was higher in 1987 than it was 

in 1967. This trend is not simply due to an increase in employed wives, since the poverty 

gap also widened between female-headed and male-headed families. That is, if wives' 

employment was the main cause of this trend, then we would not have expected the gender 

gap in poverty to widen among female-headed families and families with a male head and no 

wife present. 

On the other hand, among families and individuals without children the gap in poverty 

between female-headed and male-headed families did not increase between 1967 and 1987. 

The gap widened for female-headed and dual-headed families, however. 

Trends in Poverty: Summary and Possible Explanations 

Trends in poverty among female-headed families since 1967 appear to follow two 

distinct patterns, depending on whether or not there are children present. Among families 

with children, poverty in 1987 was close to 1967 levels. Families without children 

experienced a fairly steady drop in poverty over the past twenty years. An inquiry into the 

detenninants of the feminization of poverty must therefore identify what forces have 

influenced trends in poverty among female-headed families with children compared to those 

without children. The first step in identifying these forces is to look at the effects of 

demographic trends on poverty. 
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From a demographic standpoint, the differences in trends in poverty found between 

female-headed families with children compared to those without them could emerge from at 

least three possible directions: a "period" effect, an "age" effect, a "cohort" effect. A period 

effect would be present if variations in labor market opportunities, wages, and/or government 

transfers are benefitting childless women while having a detrimental or less positive effect on 

families with children. For instance, unemployment insurance may be sufficient to maintain a 

single individual, but may provide poverty-level income for a mother with two children. 

During periods of high unemployment, such as 1982, these disparities would widen. 

The age composition of female-headed families could also explain why changes in the 

risk of poverty differ depending on whether there are children present. It is possible that 

what appears as a "child effect" is really an effect of trends in poverty among different age 

groups. Since child-bearing and child-rearing usually occurs between the ages of twenty-five 

and forty-five, a large proportion of families with children are headed by young women. In 

contrast, childless households are disproportionately comprised of the elderly. Poverty has 

gone down among persons over 65, which may be spearheading the reduction in poverty 

among female-headed families without children. Since the late 1960s, there has been a 

progressive increase in the size of Social Security benefits to the elderly and to the proportion 

of elderly who are covered by the program (England and Farkas 1986). In fact, benefit levels 

have been gauged specifically to push an elderly individual over the poverty line (England and 

Farkas 1986). Thus, trends in poverty among female-headed families without children may 

be driven by the decline in poverty among the elderly. Similarly, a lack of visible 

improvement in the economic circumstance of young women would be reflected in the poverty 

rate among female-headed families with children. 
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Yet even if the economic status of young women did not improve and age-specific 

poverty rates remained the same since 1967, the aging of the baby boom should have pushed 

poverty rates of female-headed families with children down in the late 1980's. Throughout 

the 1970's, the large birth cohorts of the baby boom were in their twenties - the age group 

with the highest risk of poverty. The proportionately large number of young adults in the 

population would push overall poveIty rates upward. Conversely, poverty rates should have 

fallen by the late 1980's, when the last of the baby boomers were celebrating their thirtieth 

birthday and entered the age groups with relatively lower rates of poverty. 

However, it is also possible that the large cohorts of the baby boom could explain 

why poverty did not fall among families with children. This explanation hinges on the work 

of Easterlin (1980), who argues that the baby boom has been relatively disadvantaged in the 

labor market, as their large numbers increased their competition for resources such as jobs, 

housing, and government benefits. The disadvantage is cumulative, and baby boomers are 

expected to be less well-off economically throughout their life cycle compared to individuals 

from smaller cohorts. Pushed to the bottom of the job queue, baby boomers experience 

higher unemployment and underemployment than their predecessors. Sporadic and underpaid 

employment reduces the chances of upward mobility and the accumulation of wealth and 

assets. Easterlin's theory can be extended to predict that the baby boomers face a relatively 

higher risk of poverty throughout their lifetime. Since "cohort size," which is the primary 

determinant of this effect, does not vary by sex, we would expect similar processes to occur 

for female-headed as well as male-headed families. 

However, while the Easterlin hypothesis (1980) may explain why rates of poverty did 

not fall among families with children, it cannot be the complete solution to the puzzle; 
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poverty rates among childless families fell in the 1980's. Easterlin (1980) also acknowledges 

that individuals may alter their marital and fertility behavior in response to economic 

circumstances. Differences in trends in poverty between families with and without children 

may reflect a shift in their class composition. In particular, the falling rates of poverty among 

childless families may be due to an increase in the number of young men and women who are 

delaying marriage and children in order to establish careers. Conversely, poverty may be 

remaining high among families with children because of a rise in the proportion of individuals 

who are most vulnerable to poverty and are bearing and raising offspring. While the 

decomposition of age, period and cohort cannot directly test this hypothesized effect of class 

on poverty, it can reveal patterns which are suggestive of the relationship between class, 

female headship and poverty. 

To assess the differential impact of age and cohort on the rates of poverty discussed 

above, I model these effects in a multivariate framework. The next part of this section 

presents results from log-linear estimates of poverty from 1967 to 1987, comparing female

headed families with children, female-headed families without children, and families which 

are not female-headed. Unrelated individuals are included as "families." Separate models are 

estimated for whites and blacks in order to determine whether different processes are shaping 

the impoverishment of female-headed families depending on the race of the family head. 
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SECTION II: DECOMPOSING AGE, PERIOD, AND COHORT EFFECTS ON POVERTY 

FOR ALL FAMILIES 

Introduction to the Analysis 

In order to sort-out the effects of the baby boom on poverty from those of age and 

period trends, it is necessary to move beyond the bivariate relationships discussed in the 

previous section and consider the question in a multi-variate framework. This section 

presents the results of log-linear analyses which estimates the independent and joint effects on 

poverty of female headship, age, period and cohort. The discussion of the analyses is framed 

around the following questions: 

1) How has the baby boom affected poverty from 1967 to 1987? 

2) Why haven't rates of poverty among female-headed families with children declined in the 

late 1980's? Are the forces pushing poverty rates upward among these families demographic 

or socio-economic? 

3) Are the processes determining poverty the same for female-headed families with children 

compared to those without children? That is, are differences in trends in poverty among 

families headed by women with and without children mainly an artifact of average age 

differenctS among the heads of these two types of families? 

4) Are the processes determining trends in poverty since 1967 the same for whites and blacks? 

These questions are answered by decomposing the effects of age, period, and cohort 

on poverty. Age and period capture the demographic and socio-economic influences on 

poverty, respectively, while cohort represents the interaction of these two processes. The 

model provides considerable leverage in explaining trends in poverty, with evidence that both 
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demographic and socio-economic processes have been exerting counter-balancing influences 

on female poverty. To foreshadow, the most striking finding is that the changing age 

distribution of the population arising from the baby boom has had a profound effect on 

poverty, especially among whites. Since the beginning of the baby boom, the risk of poverty 

has been increasing for each successive birth cohort (net of age and period effects). In 

addition to the startling impact of birth cohort on poverty, there is als'o a surprising effect of 

age for both whites and blacks. Women heading families with children and those without 

children experience the highest risk of poverty at opposite points in the life cycle. The 

chances of poverty among women with children are highest when these female heads are in 

their early twenties. Women without children are at greatest risk of impoverishment when 

they are in their fifties. 

The results also suggest that difference in trends in poverty among these two types of 

female-headed families is not an artifact of the discrepancy in average age of the family. The 

processes between women heading families with and without children are not only quite 

different, but the patterns suggest that the counter-balancing forces driving poverty may be 

due an effect of social class differences among female family heads. This class difference 

appears to be driving the racial differences in trends in poverty as well. The effects of age on 

poverty is quite similar for whites and blacks, indicating that demographic and class effects 

assume importance in determining black poverty. 

Definitions of 'Age,' 'Period,' and 'Cohort' 

Before describing the details of the results of the multi-variate analysis, the underlying 

assumptions and specification of the model are briefly reviewed. One of the theoretical 
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assumptions guiding the analysis is that "age," "period," and "cohort" represent three distinct 

types of processes which can have an impact on poverty (Ryder 1960). 

An "age effect" on poverty implies that the risk of impoverishment is higher at certain 

points of the life cycle across all periods for all birth cohorts. An age effect occurs when 

resources are more readily available to some age groups compared to others. For instance, 

individuals over age 64 are eligible to collect Social Security payments, which reduce the 

chances of poverty among the elderly. According to labor market explanations of economic 

well-being, there is an inverse relationship between age and poverty so that the young at the 

greatest economic jeopardy. Resources and labor market prospects are at their lowest when 

adults are in their early twenties. As they mature, adults accumulate employment experience 

(which increases wages) and wealth. In addition, young adults are more likely to have infants 

and toddlers who need round-the-clock supervision; because women are the primary 

caretakers and earn relatively low wages, young single mothers are especially vulnerable to 

poverty. 

When all age groups experience a shift in the risk of poverty between two points in 

time, it appears as a "period effect." A period effect is the result of processes in the economy 

or the polity which influence poverty through changing the amount of resources available. 

For example, during an economic downturn, all forms of income are diminished so that 

poverty tends to increase (Blank and Blinder 1986). A simple look at the changes in poverty 

rates since 1967 suggests that there is a strong period effect on impoverishment for all groups. 

As we have seen, poverty rates climbed for all families between 1977 and 1982. This may be 

the result of the 1981-1982 recession. Poverty subsequently decreased by 1987 for all 

families as the economy. improved, although some families experienced a sharper drop than 
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others. However, these may not be such clear-cut effects of period. In addition to a being a 

recession year, 1982 was also a year in which there was an unusually large number of young 

adults, since the peak year of baby boomers (born in 1957) were in their early twenties. By 

the late 1980's, the last of the baby boomers were reaching age thirty and were being 

followed by much smaller numbers of young adults. Thus, what appears to be a clear effect 

of period could actually be a "cohort effect." Multivariate analysis is necessary to separate 

these analytically distinct effects. 

A "cohort effect" arises when being born in a particular year influences r,~ 

individual's risk of poverty. That is, if an individual is at greater risk of poverty throughout 

the life cycle and across different years because of the timing of his or her birth, a cohort 

effect is found. Easterlin (1980) argues that one aspect of a birth cohort which can affect its 

relative economic well-being is its size. In this perspective, population size is directly related 

to competition for resources. Because of their large numbers, the cohorts of the baby boom 

have experienced fiercer competition for resources, a phenomenon which has disadvantaged 

them throughout the life cycle (Easterlin 1987). The extent to which the baby boom has been 

spearheading trends in poverty has been largely overlooked in the literature. Yet the results 

of this study indicate that trends in poverty have been strongly affected by the large cohorts of 

the baby boom. 

In order to answer the question of whether the processes represented by age, period 

and cohort differ among families which are headed by women, female-headed families with 

and without children are compared. Because the relationships between the independent 

variables are statistically controlled in the model estimation, we can identify differences in the 

determination of poverty net of the age distribution of childless women heading families 
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versus single mothers (Feinberg and Mason 1979). For instance, we find that the highest risk 

of poverty among women heading families occurs at different points in the life cycle and 

during different years depending on whether there are children residing in the household. The 

interaction of cohort and female beadship is not estimated, since all family heads are expected 

to be similarly affected by the baby boom (see Appendix One for a detailed discussion of the 

model specification). Racial differences are also tested by performing separate analyses for 

blacks and whites and comparing patterns of coefficients. 

Methods 

The data is taken from the Current Population Survey for the following years: 1968, 

1973, 1978, 1983 and 1988. The same cases used to look at trends in poverty rates in 

Section One are used in the multivariate analyses, and thus are a direct extension of the 

bivariate analyses presented in the first section. 

The dependent variable, poverty, is coded as a dichotomous variable. A family is 

either in poverty (coded as '1 ') or not in poverty (coded as '0'). The measure of poverty is 

based on family income during the previous year. While poverty is measured at the family 

level, age and cohort are individual-level characteristics. These exogenous variables are 

measured for the family head in order to assess their effects on poverty. This criteria is used 

for two reasons. First, it makes the analysis comparable across all family types. Since some 

'families' consist of a single individual - the head -- a measure of age and cohort which 

included more than one member would be biased towards families with more than one adult 

member. From a theoretical standpoint, the income garnered by the family head has the 

greatest impact on the household's economic well-being (Duncan 1984). Because men's 
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incomes tend to be higher than women's, the husband is considered the 'head' in married 

couple families for the current analysis. This convention should not bias the results for 

married-couple families, since most husbands and wives are within five years of each other in 

age (Espenshade 1981). 

The independent variables are a series of dummy variables representing discrete 

categories. There are five year variables: 1968, 1973, 1978, 1983 and 1988. The year 1988 

is the comparison category, in order to facilitate the interpretation of linear period trends in 

poverty. The categories for the .age and cohort variables also represent intervals of five 

years. 4 The youngest age category is 20-25 years old, and the oldest category includes all 

those who are 65 years old and over. 

Results: The Effects of Female Headship. Age. Period and Cohort 

On Poverty. 1967-1987 

Tables Seven and Eight present the results of the loglinear estimates of female 

headship, age, period and cohort effects on poverty for whites and blacks, respectively. Each 

of these effects are discussed in turn below. 

The Effect of Female Headship on Poverty. The results show that once differences in age, 

period, and cohort among families are taken into account, the relative chances of being in 

poverty for women heading families are even higher than the bivariate statistics indicate. 

4 Coding the age, period and cohort variables in the same year intervals facilitates the 
estimation of the model (Feinberg and Mason 1979). 



Variable: 

POVERTY 

Age 
(20-24) 
25-29 
30-34 
35-39 
40-44 
45-49 
50-54 
55-59 
60-64 
65 

Year 
(1988) 
1983 
1978 
1973 
1968 

Birth Cohort 
1964-1968 
1959-1963 
1954-1958 
1949-1953 
1944-1948 
1939-1943 
1934-1938 
1929-1933 
1924-1928 
1919-1923 
1914-1918 
1909-1913 
1904-1908 
«= 1903) 

* p < .01 
** P < .001 

Table 7 
Effects of Age, Period, Cohort, and Household 

on the Odds of Being in Poverty: 
Whites, 1967-1987 

MAIN INTERACTIONS WITH 
EFFECTS: 

Female- Female-
Headed Headed, 
No Children 
Children Present 

0.04** 9.58** 39.65** 

0.28 0.63 3.53 
0.11** 0.40** 4.48** 
0.15** 0.46** 2.95** 
0.27** 0.70** 1.25 
0.47** 1.20 0.70** 
0.79** 1. 49** 0.84 
1.97** 1.82** 0.61** 
4.57** 2.10** 0.58** 

12.68** 1.41** 0.50** 
18.92** 1.30** 0.17** 

0.00 0.27 1.11 
2.83** 1. 55** 1.32 
3.32** 1. 97** 1.22 
7.85** 1.32** 0.84 

17.12** 0.91** 0.67** 

95.58** 
33.12** 
16.78** 

8.17** 
3.46** 
2.01** 
1.13 
0.54** 
0.26** 
0.12** 
0.07** 
0.22** 
0.22** 
0.005 
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HOUSEHOLD: 

Not 
Female-
Headed 

0.00 

0.45 
0.56 
0.74 
1.15 
1.20 
0.80 
0.90 
0.82 
1.43 
4.57 

3.32 
0.49 
0.41 
0.90 
1.65 



Variable: 

POVERTY 

Age 
(20-24) 
25-29 
30-34 
35-39 
40-44 
45-49 
50-54 
55-59 
60-64 
65 

Year 
(1988) 
1983 
1978 
1973 
1968 

Birth Cohort 
1964-1968 
1959-1963 
1954-1958 
1949-1953 
1944-1948 
1939-1943 
1934-1938 
1929-1933 
1924-1928 
1919-1923 
1914-1918 
1909-1913 
1904-1908 
«= 1903) 

:I: P < .05 
** P < .01 

Table 8 
Effects of Age, Period, Cohort, and Household 

on the Odds of Being in Poverty: 
Blacks, 1967-1987 

MAIN INTERACTIONS WITH 
EFFECTS: 

Female- Female-
Headed Headed, 
No Children 
Children Present 

0.38** 4.67** 33.78** 

1.15 0.66 2.10 
0.48 0.43** 3.39** 
0.41* 0.33** 2.32** 
0.82 0.98 1. 65** 
0.73** 1.06 1.17 
0.73** 1.25 0.76 
1.06 2.51** 1.30 
1.49 1. 52** 0.43** 
1.94 1.62 0.40** 
3.39 1.35 0.19** 

0.12 0.92 0.53 
1. 55** 1.02 1.30 
1.15 1.15 1.25 
1.68 0.96 1.27 
2.83 0.96 0.92 

4.39 
2.56 
1.90 
0.77 
0.87 
0.68 
0.80 
0.62** 
0.68 
0.71 
0.67 
0.89 
0.89 
0.82 

71 

HOUSEHOLD: 

Not 
Female-
Headed 

0.01 

0.73 
0.68 
1.32 
0.62 
0.80 
1.06 
0.31 
1.52 
1.55 
3.97 

2.05 
0.76 
0.70 
0.82 
1.13 
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Being in a female-headed families with children increases the odds of poverty by a factor of 

forty (odds equal 39.65). The risk of poverty is increased ten-fold if a family is headed by a 

woman without children under eighteen (odds equal 9.58). On the other hand, not being in a 

female-headed family reduces the chances of impoverishment by at least one hundred percent 

(odds are less than .01). The economic disadvantage that female-headed families experience 

is intensified by the impact that the baby boom has had on increasing impoverishment among 

all families. 5 

Period Effects. Once the effects of cohort and age on poverty are taken into account, we no 

longer find the clear cut relationship between period and impoverishment discussed in the first 

part of the chapter. For instance, in the bivariate analyses, poverty was unusually high for all 

groups in 1982. In the multi-variate context, however, this trend remains only among blacks. 

In fact, 1982 was the only year that had a significant effect on the poverty of blacks. 

The lack of any other effect of period on black poverty may reflect two offsetting 

trends: the rise of the black middle class and the entrenchment of a black 'underclass' (Wilson 

1987). By the 1980's, the former trend had slowed, and the 1982-1983 recession brought 

adverse conditions for families along the entire economic spectrum as wages dropped and 

unemployment rose (Danziger et al. 1986). Nineteen eighty-two was also the beginning of 

the implementation of Reagan's welfare policies which pushed more female-headed families 

into poverty (Zinn and Sarri 1984). This occurred through the curtailment of benefits to most 

5 That is, among every cohort where the odds of poverty are increased, the overall odds among 
female heads is highest, since the effects are multiplicative. 
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women who were employed but whose wages were too low to keep them out of poverty (Zinn 

and Sarri 1984). 

Among whites, there is a very different pattern. Significant main effects of period on 
'. 

the poverty of white families o~cur for every year in the study. The analysis uses 1987 as the 

comparison year. However, the chances of poverty are not highest in 1982 for any family 

type. 6 In addition, the effect of period is different for female-headed families depending on 

whether or not there are children present. Living in a female-headed family without children 

increased the odds of poverty even higher for every year except 1967, when the risk of 

poverty was reduced for families headed by a childless woman compared to other families. 7 

Among female-headed families with children, the only significant effect of period was found 

in 1967, when the odds of poverty were reduced for these families compared to families not 

living in families headed by women. 

One of the most striking findings is the negative effect on the chances of being poor 

of the year 1987 for female-headed families of both races. That is, socio-economic forces 

were pushing poverty down among female-headed families in the late 1980's compared to all 

previous years. This result suggests that general economic and political trends were not the 

main determinants of poverty among black or white female-headed families in the post-Reagan 

era. Thus, the analysis provides a preliminary answer to the question posed in the beginning 

6 The main effects cannot be interpreted alone, but must be multiplied (if measured in odds) by 
the interaction effects to assess whether the total effect is an increase or reduction in poverty. 

7 The odds of poverty for female-headed families without children were still higher in 1967 
compared any other year (odds in 1967 = 17.12 * .91 = 15.6). However, in this year, being in a 
female-headed family slightly reduced the overall chances of poverty, (that is, it reduced the overall 
odd of 17.12 by 9%) while not being in a female-headed family increased them by 65%. 



of this chapter. Demographic forces involving age and cohort provide at least as much 

leverage in expiaining trends in poverty as do analyses which reveal the effects of economic 

and political trends. In fact, the findings suggest that demographic competition and location 

in the class structure may have had a greater impact on the feminization of poverty than 

changes in resources which were brought about by welfare policy or industrial restructuring, 

and thus that much previous research may be mi:;directed. 
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The Cohort Effect. One of the reasons why rates of poverty among female-headed famil ies 

haven't fallen in the 1980's as we would expect, is that there is a cohort effect which is 

pushing rates up. Tables Seven and Eight show that among whites, the chances of being in 

poverty was steadily increasing for each cohort. Blacks evidence a very similar pattern, 

although there is a significant effect of cohort on poverty for only one group --- those born 

between 1929 and 1933. Thus, the discussion of cohort effects will be confined to whites. 

Among white cohorts born between 1903 and 1934, the odds of being poor are lower 

compared to the cohort born before 1903. For generations born after 1938, this pattern is 

reversed, so that the chances of poverty are successively higher for each of the younger 

cohorts compared to the oldest cohort. However, the gradual increase in the odds of poverty 

take a sharp turn upward beginning with the cohort born after 1949, when the baby boom was 

in full swing, suggesting that cohort size is part of the explanation of the cohort effects. 

Cohorts born between 1944 and 1948 have twice the risk of poverty compared to the pre-1903 

cohort. The very next generation, born between 1949 and 1953, have odds of poverty which 
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are seven times that of the oldest cohort.8 The risk of poverty has been doubling with every 

successive birth cohort of the baby boom. The odds of being poor for the cohort born 

between 1959 and 1963 is thirty-two times that of the oldest cohort. 

Thus far, these results are as expected from Easterlin's 'competition' hypothesis 

(1980). However, Easterlin's theory would predict that the chances of being poor would 

begin to decline with the smaller cohorts. Presumably, family heads who were born after the 

baby boom would experience relatively less competition from their peers. However, this 

trend does not hold. The largest cohort, born between 1954 and 1958, does not have the 

greatest chances of impoverishment. Instead, the highest risk of poverty occurs with the most 

recent birth cohort, born between 1964 and 1968, which is post baby boom. 

There are two explanations for this finding. The first is that we are seeing a 'lag 

effect.' That is, the post-baby boomers are facing a labor market which is full, since the baby 

boomers are occupying the jobs at every level of the occupational ladder. Thus, the 

competition has been increasing as more and more individuals enter the labor market where 

entry-level jobs are already filled by previous cohorts who can't move up. This explanation 

corresponds to 'queuing' theories of the labor market (Lieberson 1980; Reskin and Roos 

1991; Thurow 1975). 

An alternative explanation posits that the post-baby boomers have had a unique 

experience in their life cycle put them at a higher risk of poverty than previous birth cohorts. 

One such trend which is consistent with 'underclass' theories of poverty is that the most 

recent cohort has spent more years of childhood living in a female-headed family, and, by 

8 Throughout this discussion, "the oldest cohort" refers to the cohort born before 1903, which is 
used as the comparison category in the analysis. 
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extension, living in poverty. Since being raised in poverty and being raised by a single . 

mother both increase the chances of adult poverty, the increase in female headship would lead 

to an increase in the amount of poverty which is transmitted across the generations. That is, 

there are a greater number of women who grew-up in an impoverished female-headed family 

and subsequently are heading poor families as adults (McLanahan et a1. 1989). This is known 

as the "inter-generational transmission" of poverty. While theories about inter-generational 

transmission are indeed in the literature, they are mostly focused on inner-city blacks. In 

particular, theories about the rising urban 'underclass' describes intergenerational transmission 

as a cause of poverty among the urban black poor (Wilson 1987; Danziger 1989). However, 

the results in Table Seven suggest that inter-generational transmission may also be occurring 

with similar force among whites. If there is an increase in the amount of poverty which is 

being transmitted across generations, then the evidence suggests that the literature and policies 

focusing only on the urban black ghetto is too narrow. 

Age Effects. The effects of age on poverty also indicate that the processes generating 

poverty are similar for whites and blacks. For both races, the risk of poverty changes over 

the life course. More importantly, the effects of age on poverty suggest that female-headed 

families are not a homogeneous group with respect to poverty. It is clear from the interaction 

of household, age and poverty, that for both whites and blacks, the chances of being in 

poverty depend on a woman's age and also on what kind of household she is heading. 

Specifically, there are very different patterns for households with and without children 

present. Among female-headed families with kids, the risk of poverty is highest at the young 

ages and decreases with time. When there are no children living with a female head, the 



opposite pattern occurs; the risk of poverty is lowest among the youngest age groups and 

increases with age. 
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Among female-headed families with children, the greatest risk of poverty occurs when 

heads are between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine. The chances of poverty are three 

times as high among white female-headed families with children if the mother is between the 

ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine than if she is under twenty-five (odds equal 3.39). 

Families headed by black single mothers in this age group are over four times as likely to be 

in poverty compared to their younger counterparts (odds equal 4.48). Yet these are precisely 

the ages at which a woman is least likely to be poor if she is heading a family without 

children. Among childless female-headed families between the ages of twenty-five and 

twenty-nine, the odds of being poor are reduced by 60% for whites (odds equal 0.40) and by 

67% for blacks (odd equal 0.33). 

It is when they reach their fifties that womtln heading families without children face 

the greatest risk of poverty. White women heading families without children are most likely 

to be poor when they are between the ages of 55 and 59; their odds of poverty are twice as 

high as childless female heads under the age of twenty-five (odds equal 2.10). For black 

women heading families without children, the poverty peak hits at a slightly earlier age. 

Childless black female heads who are between ages 50 and 54 have two and one-half times 

the odds of impoverishment as their young counterparts (odds equal 2.51). After they turn 

sixty-five, women heading families without children still face a greater risk of poverty 

compared to earlier periods in their life cycle. (The coefficient is not significant for blacks, 

however). Surprisingly, children are not a liability to elderly women heading families. White 
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and black families with children are actually least likely to be in poverty if they are headed by 

a woman over the age of sixty-five. 9 

These results give a strong indication that the divergent trends in poverty among 

female-headed families with and without children are not simply an artifact of age differences 

between the two groups of women heading families. Even within particular age groups, the 

processes determining poverty are not the same for all female-headed families. Most striking, 

the risk of poverty over the life cycle does not simply vary among women heading families, 

but changes in opposite directions depending on whether or not there are children present. 

Further, this general pattern is the same for whites and blacks. The important differences in 

the patterns emerge not between white and black women, but between women heading 

families with and without children. 

One plausible interpretation of the age effects is based on differences among women 

related to age, fertility, and education. Compared to young women without children, young 

women with children are more likely to have fewer years of schooling, fewer years of labor 

force experience, higher rates of unemployment, and are more likely to have infants and 

toddlers who constrain them from being in the paid labor force at all. It is not surprising that 

they have a relatively high risk of poverty. Young women who are household heads and do 

not have children are in a completely different situation. They are often relatively well-

9 While it would seem that there are few elderly women with children, the criteria of 'children 
present' is 'related children under the age of eighteen.' This includes any child related to the head by 
blood, marriage or adoption. Thus, included among female-headed families with children are 
extended families with grandmothers as family heads. Indeed, extended family arrangements are one 
mechanism used by low-income families to alleviate economic hardship (Tienda and Angel 1982). 
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educated career women who are delaying childbearing and marriage. Their chances of being 

in poverty are therefore low. 

But why does the risk of poverty increase with age for female household heads who 

do not have children living with them? This older group actually includes many women with 

a high risk of poverty. It includes displaced homemakers who have little or sporadic 

employment experience (Shields 1981). This group also includes women who had children at 

young ages, so that their children have grown by the time these women are in their forties and 

fifties. Thus, it is possible that the poor young single mothers remain poor when their 

children leave home --- that it is actually the same group of women observed at these two 

ends of the age continuum.1o 

It appears that there are two groups of female-headed households which exert counter-

balancing influences on poverty. To the extent that families are headed by young women with 

children, poverty among female-headed families will be pushed up. But there is another 

group among the female household heads keeping rates down. These are the young childless 

women. This suggests that while economic conditions may be improving for some women, 

they may be worsening for others. As a preliminary investigation of this hypothesis, mean 

levels of education among women heading families with and without children are compared at 

each age level. The results are presented in Table Nine, and show that at the younger ages, 

women heading families without children have significantly higher levels of education than 

single mothers. Among women over 35, however, this difference diminishes. 

10 An alternative explanation is that part of the pattern is an artifact of the model specification. 
Because the coefficients must sum to zero, a very strong effect at one end of the age spectrum will be 
counterbalanced by small effects in at least one age category further along the age spectrum. 
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Table 9 
Mean Years of Schooling Completed among Women Heading Families, 

1967-1987, by Presence of Child, Age and Race 

I WHITE WOMEN: I BLACK WOMEN: 

No Children No Children 
Children Present Children Present 

Age: 

20-24 13.4 11.1" 12.6 11.2b 

(2.1) (2.0) (2.2) (1. 7) 
N=40S7 N=1010 N=399 N=763 

25-29 14.2 11. S· 13.1 11. 5b 

(2.5) (2.3) (2.7) (2.1) 
N=3227 N=1668 N=389 N=104S 

30-34 14.1 11.8' 12.8 11.4b 

(2.9) (2.7) (3.1 ) (2.3) 
N=1904 N=20S8 N=31S N=1088 

35-39 13.6 12. O' 11.9 11.2b 

(3.2) (2.8) (3.1) (2.4) 
N=1318 N=2094 N=2S7 N=924 

40-44 12.8 11.9· 11.2 10.7b 

(3.2) (3.1) (3.3) (2.8) 
N=1567 N=1704 N=374 N=6S3 

45-49 12.3 11.3· 10.7 9.9b 

(3.1) (3.4) (3.4) (3.3) 
N=1928 N=1078 N=464 N=46S 

SO-54 11. 7 10. S· 9.9 9.3b 

(3.2) (3.6) (3.6) (3.3) 
N=2S9S N=7S8 N=S28 N=33S 

55-59 11.2 9.7" 9.4 8.7b 

(3.2) (3.5) (3.8) (3.4) N=3S00 N:::408 N=S74 N=24S 

60-64 10.9 8.8" 8.5 7.6 
(3.3) (4.1) (3.7) (3.4) N=4S06 N=211 N=622 N=lS9 

65 10.0 8.3" 7.2 6.8 
(3.6) (4.0) (4.0) (3.9) N=20300 N=421 N=1907 N=282 

80 

I 
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Table 9 (Cont.) 

NOTE: Table includes only women heading families. Data is pooled for the following years 

of the CPS: 1968, 1973, 1977, 1983, 1988. Standard deviations in parentheses. 

a The mean education for white women heading families without children is significantly 

different (p < .5) from the mean for white women heading families with children (2-tailed t

test). 

b The mean education for black women heading families without children is significantly 

different (p < .5) from the mean for black women heading families with children (2-tailed t

test). 
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In particular, women under the age of thirty-five who are heading households wi~out 

children have attended some college. In fact, their education levels are above the mean for all 

women in their respective age groups (fable 9). Women under thirty-five who are heading 

families with children, on the other hand, have not finished high school. Their average 

education is lower Lian all women of comparable age. This is true for both races, although 

the education gap is narrower for blacks than whites. Among women over the age of thirty

five, the discrepancy in education narrows as the mean education of childless single women 

falls more sharply compared to that of single mothers. For women in the older age groups, 

education is not as clear an indicator of a class distinction between women heading families 

with and without children as it is for Lie younger ages. In addition, the relationship between 

poverty, age, and female headship is not a simple linear function of education. These 

findings lead to the question of how the differences in education among young women heading 

families affect their risk of poverty as they move through the life cycle. This puzzle wiII be 

addressed in the in subsequent chapters. The next chapter analyzes the relationship between 

education, age, cohort and period to explain poverty among female-headed families in greater 

depth. 

SUMMARY 

Chapter Two presented descriptive data on trends in poverty among female-headed 

families. It was found that female-headed families follow distinct trends depending on 

whether or not there are children present. Among families headed by single women without 

children, poverty is decreasing. Female-headed families with children, however, show no 

drop in poverty in the 1980's compared to the previous decade. This trend is puzzling 



because the aging of the baby boom should have reduced the percent of single mothers in 

poverty. 
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The results suggest that the baby boom cohorts may actually be pushing up poverty 

among all families in the nineteen-eighties. In an analysis of headship, age, period and cohort 

effects on poverty among all families it was found that the odds of poverty steadily increase 

for every cohort of family heads since the beginning of the baby boom. This effect is 

particularly strong for whites. Among both races, however, the risk of poverty is increased 

the most if the family head was born after the baby boom (controlling for headship, age, and 

period). Two explanations for the effect of cohort on poverty were suggested. The first is 

based on Easterlin's (1981) theory that the large cohorts of the baby boom have increased 

labor market competition. Although cohorts of new entrants into the labor market are 

relatively small, they are being "crowded out" by the large cohorts which preceded them. 

The second interpretation is directed towards the higher chances of poverty among the 

most recent cohorts. Based on theories of the intergenerational transmission of poverty, it 

was proposed the sharp rise in the proportion of female-headed families which occurred in the 

1960's has meant that a greater proportion of young adults were raised by single mothers and 

therefore raised in poverty compared to previous cohorts. Impoverishment is now being 

reproduced, especially among female-headed families. The next chapter focuses on female

headed families, and looks at the relationship between birth cohort and poverty among 

families headed by women. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

POVERTY AMONG FEMALE-HEADED FAMILIES, 1967-1987: 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSES 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter presented relatively simple analyses of age, period and cohort 

effects on poverty among all families. This chapter refines that analysis in order to address 

the question of why poverty among female-headed families did not drop in the late 1980's. 

The demographic techniques used in Chapter Two are extended in order to investigate the 

relationship between cohort, impoverishment and female-headed families with children. The 

aim is two-fold: to test whether the chance that a family is female-headed is higher among the 

baby boom generation (as Easterlin would predict), and to investigate whether women heading 

families with children are more likely to be poor if they were born during the baby boom. 

Female-headed families with children are targeted in the analysis because this group has been 

the primary focus of the 'feminization of poverty' literature (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986; 

Pearce 1978; Ross and Sawhill 1975). That is, explanations for the changing gender 

composition of poverty hinge to a great extent on trends among women raising their children 

alone. The current chapter looks at whether birth cohort is influencing these trends. 

As was shown in Table Five, the 1967 poverty rate for female-headed families with 

children was 43 % . The rate was 42 % in 1977. By 1987, poverty among female-headed 

families was 46%. What is perplexing about this trend is even if economic conditions for 

women had not improved at all since the late 1960's, the poverty rate among female-headed 

families should have dropped via demographic processes, in particular, the aging of the baby 
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boom. The current analysis extends the demographic investigation of poverty in two ways. 

First, the impact of cohort trends on female headship are analyzed to look at the extent to 

which the age composition of female-headed families have affected trends in poverty rates. In 

addition, education is added to the analyses to assess whether the increase in the risk of 

poverty among the baby boomers and the cohort which followed them has been concentrated 

among the most economically vulnerable: women who have dropped out of high school and 

are heading families with children. This is the process of 'selection' into female headship 

which was discussed in Chapter One. 

To foreshadow, the results of the analysis suggest that among both whites and blacks, 

the chances of female headship has been increasing for each successive cohort since the baby 

boom. The negative impact on poverty which should have been produced by the aging of the 

baby boom and the smaller post-baby boom cohorts has been offset by increasingly higher 

rates of female headship among the cohorts. In the 1980s, there were disproportionately more 

young female heads with children than would have been expected by the changing age 

structure of the population. There is also some evidence that families headed the most recent 

cohorts are more susceptible to impoverishment. Among whites, this is due to a cohort 

effect, while among blacks there is an age and period effect which disadvantage families 

headed by women born after the baby boom. For both races, education of the head has an 

extremely strong impact on the chances of poverty. This effect does not appear to be greater 

for the most recent cohorts, however. 

From a demographic standpoint, changes in poverty rates among female-headed 

families could arise from three sources: 1) a shift in the age structure of the population, 2) a 

change in age-specific rates of female headship which would change the age structure of 
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female heads over and above that of the general population, or 3) a change in age-specific 

rates of poverty among families which are female-headed. The age structure of the population 

has changed as the large generation baby boomers was followed by smaller cohorts. The 

decline in poverty which should have resulted from this population shift must have been 

counter-balanced by one of the other two components. For instance, a greater increase in the 

rate of female headship among younger compared to older women (component 2) would offset 

the decrease in their numbers brought about by the aging of the baby boom. Likewise, an 

increase in the poverty rate among certain age groups (component 3) would also raise the 

number of female-headed families in poverty. 

One mechanism which could be accelerating rates of female headship (component 2) is 

intergenerational transmission. That is, female headship in one generation is reproduced in 

the next because the odds that a woman will head a family alone increase if she herself was 

raised by a single parent (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986; McLanahan and Bumpass 1988). 

The most recent cohorts of women are most likely to fall into this category. In the 1960's the 

rate of female headship rose precipitously as the incidence of divorce and out-of-wedlock 

births increased (Cherlin 1981). The reproduction of this new family structure means that 

girls growing up in families in the 1960's and 1970's are more likely to head families of their 

own compared to previous cohorts. 

Theories of intergenerational transmission also predict that families headed by women 

born in the 1960's are at a greater risk of poverty than those headed by women born before 

the 1960's. If a greater percentage of post baby boomers were raised by single parents, then 

a greater percentage were also poor. Not only are poverty rates are high among female

headed families, but being raised by a poor single mother increases the chances of teenage 
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pregnancy and dropping out of school (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986). Single mothers are 

also unable to provide their adult children with pecuniary resources compared to families with 

two parents, which also increases the risk of poverty (Hofferth 1984; Morg"an 1982). 

When the reproduction of family structure combines with the cultural and economic 

conditions which produced the dramatic increase in single headship in the 1960's (that is, 

period effects), each generation becomes more vulnerable to female headship and poverty than 

the next. Since it is female children of the poor who are most likely to be single heads of 

families and live in poverty as adults (these effects are additive), the possibility exists that the 

cohort effect is concentrated among the most economically vulnerable. 

However, there are competing theories of poverty which would also predict that 

families headed by the most economically vulnerable among the post baby-boomers are at 

higher risk of poverty. In particular, theories of the changing industrial structure and the 

concomitant decline in low-skill jobs also suggest that the most recent entrants into the labor 

market --- the youngest cohort --- are at a relative economic disadvantage. This disadvantage 

is held to be most acute among those with the fewest skills and lowest levels of education. 

Wilson's (1987) theory of the urban underclass (discussed in Chapter One) uses both 

intergenerational transmission and the changing industrial structure to explain female headship 

and poverty among inner-city blacks. The decline in jobs for low-skilled workers has left 

black women without potential husbands and thus contributed to the increase in female 

headship. The values transmitted to children within these female-headed families promote 

teenage motherhood, welfare dependence and poverty. One of the keys to this process is the 

isolation of these black families from mainstream social institutions. Since Wilson argues that 

poor white families do not experience this isolation and are less likely to face unemployment, 



88 

his thesis would predict a stronger cohort effect for blacks than for whites. 

Thus, there are several theories which predict that the risk of female headship and 

poverty is highest among families headed by the most economically vulnerable individuals 

born after the baby boom. The following analysis looks at whether this cohort effect is 

actually found among either whites or blacks. The analysis remains descriptive and does not 

differentiate between the competing explanations. Tests of the specific theories are developed 

in subsequent chapters. 

DECOMPOSITION OF AGE-SPECIFIC POVERTY RATES AMONG FEMALE-HEADED 

FAMILIES, 1967 AND 1987 

The first step in the analysis involves a substantiation of the central question in this 

chapter --- that the aging of the baby boom should have produced a drop in poverty rates 

among female-headed families by the late 1980's. Direct standardization techniques are used 

to estimate what the 1987 poverty rate would have been if everything remained the same from 

1977 to 1987 except the age distribution of the population of family heads. Nineteen seventy

seven is chosen as the comparison year because the greatest change in the number of young 

female family heads should have occurred between 1977 and 1987. Because the baby boom 

was at its peak in 1957, the largest number of female family heads ages 20-24 would be found 

in the late 1970's. By 1967 the baby boom had ended, so that the number of young female

headed families observed in 1987 should be much lower than in the previous decade, if the 

only change which occurred was a shift in the number of family heads due to population 

trends. 

Table Ten shows that the 1987 expected rates of poverty for both white and black 



female-headed families were slightly less than the 1977 observed rates. That is, we would 

have expected poverty among female-headed families to have declined between 1977 and 

1987. Instead, poverty rates increased significantly. 

WHITES: 

BLACKS: 

Table 10 
Comparison of Observed Poverty Rates 1977 and 1987 

with 1987 Expected Poverty Ratell among Female-headed Families 
with Children, By Race 

1977 Observed 
Poverty Rate 

29.2% 

56.9% 

1987 Observed 
Poverty Rate 

33.7% 

58.5% 

1987 Expected 
Poverty Rate 

28.5% 

55.7% 
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Descriptive statistics reveal that the source of these higher rates of poverty lies in both 

changes in age-specific rates of female headship among whites - which affected the age 

composition of female-headed families - and in age-specific rates of poverty among both 

whites and blacks. Tables Eleven and Twelve compare the number of female family heads 

observed in 1988 with the number expected in 1988 if the age composition of family heads 

11 1987 expected rate is the estimated rate of poverty given: 1977 age-specific rates of 
female headship, 1977 age-specific rates of impoverishment among female-headed families 
with children, and 1987 age composition of family heads and unrelated individuals. 



AGE: 

20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

50-54 

55-59 

60-64 

65+ 

Table 11 
Comparison of Observed and Expectedl2 Number of 

White Female-headed Families with Children by Age of 
Family Head, 1988 

Observed Expected Difference 

305 253 20.5% 

549 523 5.0% 

761 825 -7.8% 

768 827 -7.1% 

633 715 -11.5% 

272 338 -19.5% 

122 213 -42.7% 

58 132 -56.1% 

61 44 38.6% 

138 86 60.5% 

changed while rates of female headship had remained constant. Among whites (fable 

Eleven), we find that there are more female family heads below the age of twenty-five than 
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the aging of the baby boom alone should have produced. On the other hand, there are fewer 

women between the ages of thirty and sixty heading families than we would have expected 

from the changing age structure of the population. In other words, the rate of female 

headship increased among young family heads and decreased among family heads in their 

12 Expected number of female-headed families with children calculated by mUltiplying 
1978 age-specific rates of female headship by 1988 age composition of family heads and 
unrelated individuals. 
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20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

50-54 

55-59 

60-64 

65+ 

Table 12 
Comparison of Observed and Expectedl3 Number of 

Black Female-headed Families with Children by Age of 
Family Head, 1988 

Observed Expected Difference 

242 260 -6.9% 

408 431 -5.3% 

515 459 12.2% 

392 443 -11.7% 

245 289 -15.2% 

169 156 8.3% 

120 111 8.1% 

108 74 45.9% 

62 49 -20.4% 

96 113 -17.7% 

middle years, counterbalancing the population trends. The rise in female headship among 

heads 20-24 provides preliminary indications of a cohort effect. 

Blacks show a different pattern in female headship. There are actually fewer young 

black women heading families than would have been expected from the changing age 

structure. It is in the middle age groups, between ages forty-five and sixty - that there is 
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evidence for an increase in the rate at which family heads are women with children. A break 

13 Expected number of female-headed families with children calculated by mUltiplying 
1978 age-specific rates of female headship by 1988 age composition of family heads and 
unrelated individuals. 
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20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

50-54 

55-59 

60-64 

65+ 

Table 13 
Comparison of 1977 and 1987 Rates of Poverty Among 
White Female-headed Families with Children, By Age 

1977 1987 Difference 
Poverty Rate Poverty Rate 
(%) (%) (% ) 

58.0 69.6 20 

39.1 47.8 22 

34.7 37.3 7 

26.7 28.1 5 

20.9 19.0 -9 

15.2 19.9 31 

16.8 21.5 28 

12.0 23.3 94 

15.9 28.3 78 

11.6 22.6 95 
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from these general trends occurs among family heads who are thirty to thirty-four. There are 

12 % more female family heads with children in this age group than would be expected from 

population changes alone. The unexpected finding among young black family heads may be 

the result of an increase in the proportion of young black women who are unmarried and 

childless (since rates of marriage have not been increasing for young black families). 

Young white women heading families were not only more likely to head families in 

1987 than expected, they were also more likely to be poor in 1987 compared to 1977 (fable 

Thirteen). Indeed, with one exception, white women heading families of all ages were more 
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20-24 

25-29 

30-34 

35-39 

40-44 

45-49 

SO-54 

55-59 

60-64 

65+ 

Table 14 
Comparison of 1977 and 1987 Rates of Poverty Among 
Black Female-headed Families with Children, By Age 

1977 1987 Difference 
Poverty Rate Poverty Rate 
(%) (%) (%) 

73.5 79.8 9 

58.4 66.2 13 

46.4 67.6 46 

60.8 50.5 -17 

48.2 47.8 - 1 

47.3 45.0 - 5 

55.4 49.2 -11 

62.7 36.1 -42 

48.8 46.8 - 4 

52.9 55.2 4 

likely to be poor in 1987 than they were in 1977. Only those white women ages forty to 44 
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heading families in 1987 experienced a reduction in rates of poverty compared to 1977. For 

women age 30-39 the increase was negligible, while young women and older women 

experienced substantial increases in their risk of impoverishment. 

Young black women heading families also experienced a rise in poverty between 1977 

and 1987 (fable Fourteen). The largest increase was felt among female heads age thirty to 

thirty-four. Their rates of poverty rose from 46 % to 68 %. This is also the group whose 

representation among female family heads exceeded that expected by population shifts alone. 
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These simple descriptive statistics do not reveal why this age group of black family heads.has 

been particularly vulnerable to female headship and poverty. In particular, this could be 

either an age effect or a cohort effect. 

The decomposition suggests that among white women heading families, poverty 

among female-headed families did not fall both because of a disproportionate inflow of young 

women into female headship and a greater risk of their impoverishment. Among blacks, 

poverty among female-headed families did not fall because there was an increase in the risk of 

poverty among families headed by women under thirty-five. While these descriptive statistics 

point to the types of trends which are driving up poverty among female-headed families, they 

confound the effects of age and cohort. Further, these statistics do not allow us to test the 

relationship between economic vulnerability and the risk of female headship and poverty. 

AGE, PERIOD, COHORT AND EDUCATION EFFECTS ON FEMALE HEADSHIP 

The first step in the multivariate analysis is to specify a model of the effects of age, 

period, cohort and education on whether a family is female-headed. The aim of this analysis 

is to look at whether there has been a change in the demographic composition of female

headed families which have offset population trends. In particular, it is hypothesized that 

families in the post-baby boom cohort are more likely to be female-headed than those headed 

by the baby boomers. The decline in the number of female-headed families headed by young 

women which should occur as the size of the cohorts diminish would be mitigated by a 

greater tendency for families from this cohort to be headed by a woman. 
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Comparison of Goodness-of-Fit Statistics in Nested Log-Linear Models 

Estimating the Effects of Age. Period. Cohort and Education on Female 

Headship 

Table Fifteen presents the chi-square statistics for the nested log-linear models 

estimating the effects of age, period, cohort and education of the household head on the 

chances that a family will be female headed. 14 Each model was estimated separately for 

whites and blacks. Given the sharp rise in female headship over the past twenty years, it is 

not surprising that family composition varies by period and cohort as well as age. Compared 

to the model with just the dependent variable (Modell), the model with main effects of these 

three variables reduces the chi-square from 6,924 to 1,341 among whites and from 1,381 to 

547 among blacks, with a loss of 38 degrees of freedom, respectively. 

What is more telling is the large effect of education on female headship. High school 

dropouts are not evenly distributed across married couple and female-headed families. 

Whether or not the family head is a dropout explains a large percent in the variation in family 

structure over the past twenty years. Including the head's dropout status in the main effects 

model (Model 3) reduces chi-square by almost one-half among both whites and blacks with a 

loss of only two degrees of freedom. For whites, the main effects model without the 

education variable (Model 2) has a chi-square of 1,341 with 100 degrees of freedom. The 

model with education (Model 3) has a chi-square of 719 with 98 degrees of freedom. 

Likewise for blacks, Model 2 has a chi-square of 547 with 100 degrees of freedom while chi-

square for Model 3 is 210 with 98 degrees of freedom. 

14 Throughout this discussion, "age" "cohort" and "education" refers to characteristics of 
the family head. 



Table 15 
Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Log-linear Models Estimating 

the Effects of Age, Period, Cohort and Education on 
the Odds of Female Headship Among Families, 1968-1988: 

By Race 

I I WHITES I BLACKS 

MODEL: 

1. {H} 

2. {HA}{HP}{HC} 

3. {HAHHPHHCHHE} 

4. {HAHHPHHEC} 

5. {HA} {HEP} {HC} 

6. {HEA}{HP}{HC} 

7. {HEA} {HEP}{HEC} 

* p < .01 
** P < .001 

CHI-SQUARE 

6,924.2 

1,341. 5 

718.5 

405.3 

705.1 

183.6 

128.6 

Explanation of symbols for models: 

DEGREES OF 
FREEDOM 

138 

100 

98 

80 

90 

86 

60 

H = 'Headship Type'; A = 'Age of Head'; P = 'Period'; 
C = 'Birth Cohort of Head'; E = 'Education of Head' 

CHI-SQUARE DEGREES 
OF 
FREEDOM 

1,380.7 138 

546.5 100 

209.5 98 

134.4 80 

188.0 90 

128.8 86 

83.7* 60 

96 

I 
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One interpretation of this result is that there is a class basis to family structure among 

both whites and blacks. That is, the life chances of families headed by individuals who have 

not completed high school are decidedly worse compared to families headed by high school 

graduates (McLanahan 1985; Markey 1988). Given their exceedingly high rates of poverty, it 

is likely that it is female-headed families (rather than male-headed families) who are 

disproportionately headed by dropouts. 

However, results in Table Fifteen suggest that this class effect varies depending on the 

age of the family head. If the main effects model with all independent variables (Model 3) is 

considered the baseline, then including an interaction of age and education (Model 6) 

reduceschi-square from 718 to 184 for whites and from 210 to 129 for blacks with a loss of 

14 degrees of freedom. For both races, this is clearly a significant improvement in the fit of 

the model. Interactions of education and period (Model 4) and education and cohort (Model 

5) improve the fit of the model much less well. (In fact, the period-education interaction does 

not significantly improve the fit of the model compared to the baseline model.) 

There is little evidence from these models that female-headed families are more likely 

to be headed by the most economically vulnerable (high school dropouts) if they are in a 

particular cohort, since there is not a substantial interaction of cohort and education. 

Including both an age-education interaction and a cohort-education interaction in the model 

does not explain significantly more variation in female headship compared to a simpler model 

with just the age-education interaction. 15 

15 When the model including both interactions was estimated, none of the coefficients for 
the interaction of education and cohort were significant in their effects on the chances that a 
family is female-headed with children. 
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Results from Model Estimating Log Odds of Female Headship. By Race 

Because Model 3 is the most parsimonious, estimates for this model were obtained for 

whites and- blacks. The results presented in Tables Sixteen and Seventeen show two striking 

trends which help explain how selection into female headship among the most recent cohort 

have kept their poverty rates up in the late 1980's. 

First, the increase in female headship which began when the baby boomers reached 

adulthood in the 1960's is not slowing. In fact, the odds that a family will be female-headed 

is greater among those headed by individuals born after the baby boom (the most recent 

cohort) compared to any previous cohort. In addition, a family is more likely to be headed 

by a woman with children when the head is a young high school dropout. These two additive 

effects suggest that families headed by the most economically vulnerable among those born 

after 1964 have the greatest likelihood of being female-headed (and, conversely, are least 

likely to be male-headed). This trend is similar for both blacks and whites. Below I discuss 

these trends and their implications in greater detail. 

Results reported in Tables Sixteen and Seventeen suggest that the chances of female 

headship have been rising with each successive cohort of the baby boom. This is not 

surprising, given that these cohorts represent ~ disproportionately large percentage of the 

population. That is, the baby boomers were at the ages most likely to experience the increase 

in marital separation, out-of-wedlock births, and independent living which occurred over the 

past twenty years. This cohort effect is found regardless of whether or not there are children 

present, indicating a well-documented trend towards independent living (Cooney 1979; 

Kitagawa 1981; Ross and SawhiI11975; Wojtkiewicz, McLanahan and Garfinkel 1990). 



Variable: 

H.S. 
DROPOUT 

AGE 
24-29 
30-34 
35-39 
40-44 
45-49 
50-54 

DROPOUT X 24-29 
DROPOUT X 30-34 
DROPOUT X 35-39 
DROPOUT X 40-44 
DROPOUT X 45-49 
DROPOUT X 50-54 

PERIOD 
1968 
1973 
1978 
1983 

COHORT 
1964-1968 
1959-1963 
1954-1958 
1949-1953 
1944-1948 
1939-1943 
1934-1938 
1929-1933 
1924-1928 

CONSTANT 

N: 141,543 

". P < .05 
** P < .01 

Table 16 
Effects of Age, Period, Cohort and Education 
on the Odds of Female Headship, 1968-1988: 

White Families 

FEMALE-HEADED FEMALE-HEADED 
WITHOUT CHILDREN VS. WITH CHILDREN VS. 
NOT FEMALE-HEADED NOT FEMALE-HEADED 

0.47** 2.98** 

0.29** 0.61 
0.27** 1.33* 
0.45** 2.12** 
1. 50** 2.01** 
3.33** 1.16 
7.11** 0.67 

0.33** 2.25** 
0.79 1.36** 
1. 53** 0.69** 
2.40** 0.43** 
2.08** 0.47** 
2.01** 0.71** 

0.79 0.72 
0.98 1.03 
1.56 1. 79 
2.36** 1. 52** 

8.59** 10.16** 
6.15** 4.27** 
4.30** 2.54* 
2.45** 1.53 
1.25* 1.15 
0.66** 0.67** 
0.39** 0.47** 
0.28** 0.33** 
0.27** 0.34* 

0.01** 0.01** 
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Variable: 

H.S. 
DROPOUT 

AGE 
24-29 
30-34 
35-39 
40-44 
45-49 
50-54 

DROPOUT X 24-29 
DROPOUT X 30-34 
DROPOUT X 35-39 
DROPOUT X 40-44 
DROPOUT X 45-49 
DROPOUT X SO-54 

PERIOD 
1968 
1973 
1978 
1983 

COHORT 
1964-1968 
1959-1963 
1954-1958 
1949-1953 
1944-1948 
1939-1943 
1934-1938 
1929-1933 
1924-1928 

CONSTANT 

N: 141,543 

* P < .05 
"'* P < .01 

Table 17 
Effects of Age, Period, Cohort and Education 
on the Odds of Female Headship, 1968-1988: 

Black Families 

FEMALE-HEADED FEMALE-HEADED 
WITHOUT CHILDREN VS. WITH CHILDREN VS. 
NOT FEMALE-HEADED NOT FEMALE-HEADED 

0.77** 3.28** 

0.23** 0.65 
0.27** 0.95 
0.55** 1. 45** 
1.76* 1.42 
4.22** 1.30 
7.72** 1.06 

0.77 2.12** 
0.90 1.05 
1.44 0.60** 
1.55* 0.88 
0.95 0.55** 
1.12 0.66* 

1. 70 1.20 
1.48 1.23 
2.30 2.97 
2.65* 1.95** 

5.84 11. 93* 
5.76* 9.41* 
4.64* 5.75** 
2.42* 2.61* 
1.36 1.34 
0.71** 0.87 
0.44** 0.51"'* 
0.45 0.32* 
0.27 0.17* 

0.06** 0.20** 
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What is not as easily explainable by simple demographics and cohort size, however, is 

that the rise in female headship has continued with the smaller, post-baby boom cohort. In 

fact, a family is more likely to be female-headed if the head was born between 1964 and 1968 

than if the head was born in any previous year. Among whites, the odds that a family is 

female-headed with children (rather than male-headed) is over nine times higher for this 

cohort. That is, having a head in the most recent cohort increases the chances of female 

headship with children by over 900%. No other cohort raises the chanceS of female headship 

to such an extent, although the late baby boom cohorts still evidence some strong effects. For 

instance, when the head is born between 1959 and 1963, the odds that a family is female

headed with children triple. 

Among blacks, the cohort effect is equally dramatic. However, there is not such a 

great disparity between the two most recent cohorts (1964-1968 and 1959-1963). The odds 

that a black family is female-headed with children rather than male-headed is increased over 

ten times if headed by an individual born between 1964 and 1968, and is increased over eight 

times if the head was born between 1959 and 1963. 

That chances that a family will be female-headed without children rather than male

headed are also increased for the baby boomers, with the greatest increase occurring among 

the most recent, post-baby boom cohort. Among whites, being headed by an individual born 

between 1964 and 1968 increases the chances that a family will be headed by a childless 

female over seven-fold. Among blacks, there is a four-fold increase in the odds, although this 

estimate is not statistically significant. 

In addition to the strong cohort effect on female headship, the second major finding is 

the relationship between age, education and family structure. While the pattern of effects of 
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cohort on female headship are the same regardless of whether or not there are children 

present, this is not the case with the age-education interaction. In fact, the relationship is the 

opposite for female-headed families with and without children. Among both whites and 

blacks, being headed by a high school dropout increases the chances that a family will be 

female-headed with children, but decreases the odds that the family will be female-headed 

without children. 

When comparing age groups of family heads, dropout status produces the largest 

increase on the odds that a family is headed by a woman with children for heads under age 

thirty. For heads over thirty, the odds that a family is female-headed with children are 

actually reduced if the head is a high school dropout. For instance, among white families 

headed by an individual who is between the ages of 20 and 24, the odds that the head is a 

woman with children are approximately tripled (odds = 3.19) if the head has not completed 

high school. Being headed by a high school dropout doubles the odds that a family wiIl be 

female headed with children among heads between the ages of twenty-four and twenty-nine. 

If the head is an individual between the ages of forty and forty-five, the odds that the family 

is female-headed with children are cut in half (odds = .43) if the head has not graduated from 

high school. 

Blacks follow a similar pattern. Among black families headed by an individual under 

the age of thirty, the odds that the head is a woman with children are more that doubled if he 

or she is also a high school dropout (odds = 2.36 ages 20-24 and 2-12 ages 25-29). When 

the head is between the ages of forty and forty-four, the' odds that the family is female-headed 

with children are reduced by 40% (odds = .60) if the head has not completed high school. 

On the other hand, education increases the odds that a family will be female-headed 
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without children among the age groups over thirty-four. The odds that a white family head 

between the ages of forty and forty-four is a woman without chHdren are increased 

approximately two and one-half times (odds = 2.40) if the head is a high school dropout. 

Among families headed by individuals between forty-five and fifty-four, the odds of being a 

childless female-headed family are doubled if the head is a high school dropout (odds = 2.08 

ages 4S-49 and 2.01 ages SO-S4). 

Among blacks, the only age-education interaction coefficient which has a statistically 

significant effect on the odds that a family is female-headed without children is found for ages 

forty to forty-four. In this age group, the odds that a black family will be headed by a 

woman without children are increased by 4S% if the head has not graduated from high 

school. While the other coefficients are not significant, they generally exhibit the same 

pattern as that found for whites, with dropout status reducing the odds of childless female 

headship among the young age groups and increasing these odds among heads over age thirty

four. 

What is particularly striking is that the relationship between age, education, headship 

mirrors the pattern found in the models estimating poverty among the different family types 

which were presented in Chapter Two. That is, among female-headed families with children, 

the risk of poverty is highest at precisely those young ages where dropouts are most likely to 

be the family head. Similarly, among female-headed families without children, the chances of 

impoverishment are highest among those headed by women over forty. Thus, the findings in 

the current chapter support the class interpretation of trends in poverty among female-headed 

families advanced in the previous chapter. As suggested in Chapter Two, it is possible that 

these two groups who are at opposite ends of the age spectrum actually represent the same 



families. That is, high school dropouts who are single mothers in their twenties may be 

found among the female-headed families without children when they reach their forties. 
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The interaction coefficients can also be interpreted from the standpoint of looking at 

the effect of age on female headship among high school dropouts. When interpreted from this 

second angle of vision, these results suggest that female-headed families will continue to 

become a growing proportion of all families, especially among the most economically 

vulnerable - high school dropouts. In particular, those families headed by high school 

dropouts born after the baby boom will have the highest chances of being headed by a 

woman. At the young ages, the odds are high that these families will be female-headed with 

children. As this cohort ages, however, the odds that the most vulnerable among them will 

be female heads of families without children also increase. 

It should also be emphasized that the same basic patterns are found among both whites 

and blacks, although fewer coefficients are significant in the black sample. That is, whites 

and blacks do not appear to experience dramatically different effects of age, period, cohort 

and education on family structure. Yet even if these effects are driven by the same 

underlying processes, there is a much greater number of blacks who are detrimentally affected 

compared to whites, since blacks are more heavily concentrated in the young age groups and 

have higher dropout rates. However, differences in period and the characteristics of the 

family head do not fully explain the higher rates of female headship among blacks. As the 

constant term reveals, black families are much more likely to be headed by a woman with 

children compared to white families net of these characteristics. That is, the odds that a 

family is female-headed with children is .20 tor blacks and .01 for whites. Since this constant 

is part of any equation predicting the odds of female headship with children, the large positive 
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effect of th~ 1964-1968 cohort is reduced to a much greater extent for whites than for blacks. 

The model is therefore most informative about racial differences in female headship 

by its elimination of certain explanations. The findings suggest that these differences are not 

explained entirely by the age distribution of the family head, the period in which these 

families live, or whether or not the head is a high school dropout. Insofar as black families 

headed by high school dropouts do not evidence substantially different patterns in family 

structure compared to similar white families, the theory of the underclass is not supported. 

However, since this theory involves ecological and labor market components as well, the 

theory cannot be completely tested using this model. 

Overall, the results from the multivariate analysis of female headship support the 

findings from the decomposition for both races. Families which are headed by the cohort 

born after the baby boom have the highest chance of being female-headed, once age, period, 

and educational attainment are taken into account. Thus, it seems that the decline in the 

number of young female-headed families which is expected from the smaller cohorts entering 

adulthood in the 1980's has been offset by an increase in the tendency for this cohort to being 

female family heads. 

AGE, PERIOD, COHORT AND EDUCATION EFFECTS ON POVERTY AMONG 

FEMALE-HEADED FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN 

Once changes in composition of female-headed families are taken into account, the 

question of the effect of economic vulnerability and cohort on poverty rates among these 

families is addressed. The following presents the results of multivariate analyses used to test 

whether poverty rates among female-headed famili~ have not declined in the 1980's because 
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the most economically vulnerable have even higher chances of poverty if the head was born 

after the baby boom than if the head was born prior to 1964. Log-linear models are specified 

to estimate the effects of age, period, cohort and education on the chances that a family is 

poor. The sample is restricted to female-headed families with children. Therefore, 

throughout this chapter any reference to "families" includes only female-headed families with 

children. Separate analyses are performed for whites and blacks. 

Comparison of Goodness-of-Fit Statistics in Nested Log-Linear Models 

Estimating the Effects of Age. Period. Cohort and Education on Poverty Among Female

Headed Families with Children 

The first test of the relationship between age, period, cohort and education on the 

chances of poverty among female-headed families with children involves a comparison of 

models with these effects. Goodness-of-fit statistics from the nested models are presented in 

Table Eighteen. While age, period and cohort explain some variation in impoverishment, it is 

clear that what is driving poverty in these models is whether the head is a high school 

dropout. Further, this effect has not been gaining momentum with the most recent cohorts of 

female family heads. 

The main effects model without education (Model 2) produces a significant reduction 

in chi-square from a model with just the dependent variable (Modell). For whites, chi

square is reduced from 1,396 (Modell) to 700 (Model 2) with a loss of nineteen degrees of 

freedom. For blacks, chi-square drops from 639 (Modell) to 442 (Model 2) with a loss of 

nineteen degrees of freedom. When education is included in the main effects model (Model 

3), the fit improves to the point of nonsignificance at the .01 level. With a loss of only one 



Table 18 
Goodness-of-fit Statistics for Log-linear Models Estimating 

the Effects of Age, Period, Cohort and Education on 
the Odds of Poverty Among Female-headed Families with Children, 

1967-1987: By Race 

I 
MODEL: 

1. {D} 

2. {DAHDPHDC} 

3. {DA} {DP} {DC} {DE} 

4. {DA}{DP}{DEC} 

5. {DA}{DEP}{DC} 

6. {DEA}{DP}{DC} 

7. {DEA}{DEP}{DEC} 

* p < .01 
** P < .001 

I WHITES 

CHI-SQUARE DEGREES 
OF 
FREEDOM 

1,395.8 69 

700.1 50 

69.0* 49 

49.5** 40 

54.7** 45 

56.7** 39 

29.1** 30 

Explanation of symbols for models: 
D = 'Poverty'; A = 'Age of Head'; P = 'Period'; 
C = 'Birth Cohort of Head'; E = 'Education of Head' 

I BLACKS 

CHI-SQUARE DEGREES 
OF 
FREEDOM 

639.1 69 

442.1 50 

65.0** 49 

49.6** 40 

58.7** 45 

46.7** 39 

40.6* 30 
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degree of freedom, chi-square among whites plunges from 700 in the main effects model 

without education (Model 2) to 69 in the main effects model with education (Model 3). For 

blacks, chi-square is reduced from 442 (Model 2) to 65 (Model 3) while losing one degree of 

freedom. Including interaction terms provide improvements in fit of the model which are 

only marginally significant. Thus, there is little evidence that the extent to which a head 

having completed high school affects the risk of poverty has been heightened among the most 

recent cohort of female family heads. 

Because the main effects model fits the data with the greatest degrees of freedom 

while no other models provide a substantial improvement in fit, estimates from the main 

effects model are generated. Tables Nineteen and Twenty present the results of the effects of 

age, period, and cohort on the chances that a female-headed family with children is poor. On 

of the most important findings from these tables concern what they tell us about the racial 

differences in the generation of poverty. Not surprisingly, whether the head has completed 

high school has an extremely strong effect on the chances of poverty for both races. Yet once 

age, period, cohort and education are taken into account, black female-headed families face a 

clear disadvantage over whites. The odds are that a black family headed by a woman will be 

poor, and that a white family headed by a woman will not be poor. In addition, the effect of 

cohort on poverty is the opposite for whites and blacks, although the coefficients are not 

significant for either race. 

The results show that female-headed families are not equally likely to be poor by 

virtue of the disadvantages of gender; class appears to be playing a major role for both races. 

In particular, a family's chances of poverty are greatly increased if the female head has not 

completed high school. As mentioned previously, high school dropouts not only have fewer 



Table 19 
Effects of Age, Period, Cohort and Education 

on the Odds of Poverty, 1967-1987: 
White Female-headed Families 

Variable 

H.S. DROPOUT 14.69** 

AGE 
24-29 2.83 
30-34 1. 66 
35-39 0.89 
40-44 0.42* 
45-49 0.32 
50-54 0.22 

PERIOD 
1968 1.00 
1973 0.86 
1978 0.71 
1983 1.19 

BIRTH COHORT 
1964-1968 2.82 
1959-1963 1.59 
1954-1958 1.38 
1949-1953 0.99 
1944-1948 0.84 
1939-1943 0.90 
1934-1938 0.96 
1929-1933 0.58 
1924-1928 0.69 

CONSTANT 0.39*ok 

N: 9,099 

* P < .05 
** P < .01 
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Table 20 
Effects of Age, Period, Cohort and Education. 

on the Odds of Poverty, 1967-1987: 
Black Female-headed Families 

Variable 

H.S. DROPOUT 11. 86** 

AGE 
24-29 5.78* 
30-34 2.10 
35-39 1.26 
40-44 0.35* 
45-49 0.13* 
SO-54 0.08* 

PERIOD 
1968 0.12 
1973 0.19 
1978 0.24 
1983 0.84 

BIRTH COHORT 
1964-1968 0.17 
1959-1963 0.21 
1954-1958 0.37 
1949-1953 0.26 
1944-1948 0.47 
1939-1943 0.92 
1934-1938 1.16 
1929-1933 1.82 
1924-1928 4.94 

CONSTANT 2.51** 

N: 5,221 

* P < .05 
** P < .01 
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employment opportunities and lower wages, they also are more likely to be further restricted 

from the labor force by giving birth at young ages and having a relatively high parity (if they 

are female) (McLanahan 1985). White as well as black female-headed families are greatly 

disadvantaged by a low level of education. Among female-headed families with children, 

being headed by a high school dropout makes a white family almost fifteen times (odds = 

14.69) more likely to be poor and increases the odds of impoverishment by a factor of twelve 

(odds = 11.86) for blacks. 

While the economic disadvantage associated with the head's being a high school 

dropout is similar for whites and blacks, this disadvantage is mitigated for whites but 

augmented for blacks by unmeasured factors. The unmeasured factors are captured in the 

constant term, which gives the odds of poverty net of the effects of age, period, cohort and 

education. The constant for whites is .39, indicating that the odds favor not being in poverty, 

net of the other variables. On the other hand, blacks have a constant term of 2.5; a black 

family is two and one-half times more likely to be poor than to not be poor, net of the other 

variables. This disparity among whites and blacks could reflect discrimination in labor 

markets and/or unmeasured racial differences in human capital. 

Racial differences in effects are also found for the cohort variable. While none of the 

cohort effects are statistically significant for whites or blacks, the divergent patterns are worth 

noting .16 The odds of poverty steadily increase for white families headed by individuals 

born after 1933, while they steadily decrease for similar black families. Among whites, the 

16 One of the reasons for the lack of significance for cohort effects is the size of the 
contingency table relative to the sample size. That is, the presence of small cells make the 
standard errors unreliable. 
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odds of poverty are raised the most if the female head was born between 1964 and 1968 

compared to any other year. Among blacks, the chances of impoverishment are most greatly 

reduced if the female head is from the most recent cohort. 

The chances of poverty are raised for black families headed by a woman born after 

1963 by the additive effects of age and period rather than by a direct cohort effect. If 

conditions remain the same, the chances of poverty for these black families should decline as 

the family heads age. However, the large constant term indicates that even as the odds of 

poverty decrease as the most recent cohorts ages, it remains the case that they are more likely 

to be poor than to not be poor. 

On the other hand, white families headed by women born after 1963 will maintain 

relatively higher odds of poverty throughout the life cycle compared to previous cohorts. In 

essence, white female-headed families may increasingly look like black families in terms of 

their risk of poverty, as the large positive cohort effect favoring poverty offsets the poverty

reducing effect of being white. 

The cohort effect on poverty for black female-headed families with children differs 

from the effect found for all black families (Table Eight, which was discussed in the previous 

chapter). There are at least four possible explanations for this difference. The first is that 

there is a household-cohort interaction, so that the effects are actually quite different for 

female-headed families compared to other families. This possibility was tested by estimating 

a model for all families which included household-cohort interactions. There were no 

significant interaction effects in this model. 

The second explanation for the difference in cohort effects among black female-headed 

families compared to all black families is that the former analysis uses a more restricted 
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sample. In particular, the analysis of female headed families excludes family heads age 55 

and over and includes a measure of dropout status. The marginal distributions of the 

variables are thus different in the two sets of analyses, and the log-linear estimates are based 

on these distributions. In particular, the inclusion of education in analysis could indeed 

change the marginal distributions for cohorts in such a way as to substantially alter the effects 

on poverty. This is especially plausible given the extremely large effect of education. This 

variable may be overwhelming any effect of cohort. 

A third plausible explanation is that there actually is no effect of cohort on poverty 

among blacks. The coefficients for the cohort variables are not significant in any of the 

analyses of black poverty. Thus, the difference in the pattern of effects may be due to 

random error rather than systematic differences in the determination of poverty. This final 

interpretation is tested in the next two chapters, which look at the relationship between cohort 

and poverty from a slightly different angle. 

SUMMARY 

Exploring the impact of the baby boom and the cohort which followed it on trends in 

poverty yields new insight into the question of who is poor in the 1980's and who wiII be 

poor in the future. The findings presented in this chapter suggest that poverty will not decline 

in the 1990's, especially among female-headed families with children. Overall, the risk of 

poverty is successively higher for families headed by individuals born during the years of the 

baby boom. Families whose head was born after the baby boom have the greatest risk of 

poverty compared to those headed by previous cohorts (controlling for the effects of age and 

period). 



114 

In addition, the feminization of poverty is not expected to decline with the aging of 

the. baby boom, as some have suggested (Fuchs 1989). One reason for this is that female-

headed families are becoming an increasing proportion of all families for each new generation 

of adults. The greater the proportion of female-headed families, the greater the proportion of 

women in poverty.17 When this trend is added to the higher susceptibility to poverty faced 

by the most recent cohorts, the result could be an increase in the feminization of poverty over 

the next ten years. 

Among female-headed families with children, evidence for the cohort effect on 

poverty appears to be much stronger for whites compared to blacks. Thus, while black 

families are much more likely to be poor compared to white families, the disadvantage of race 

may be narrowing for the most recent generations. The findings suggest that conditions are 

not improving for black women heading families and they appear to be worsening for white 

female family heads. This is especially the case for the most economically vulnerable ---

families headed by women who have not graduated from high school. 

In fact, there appears to be a complex interplay of gender, class and race which is 

shaping trends in poverty. Gender alone does not lead to poverty among family heads. For 

both races, young women without children are less likely to be poor than families which are 

not female-headed. Having children radically tilts those odds. White and black women alike 

face high odds of poverty if they are young and heading families with children. 

Yet the presence of children among young female family heads may actually be an 

17 As discussed in Chapter One, this is because the proportion of men and women in 
poverty is the same among married couples. Thus, if the number of female-headed families 
rises relative to the number of married-couple and male-headed families, the baseline number 
of women at risk of poverty also increases. 
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indication of class position. That is, young unmarried women without children are likely to 

have graduated from high school and attended some college. Female family heads who are 

young and raising their families alone often have not completed high school. Their chances 

of being poor are increased almost twelve-fold compared to single mothers with a high school 

diploma. It is important to note that the effect of education on poverty among female-headed 

families with children is extremely similar for whites and blacks (in fact, it is slightly higher 

among the whites). One interpretation for this result is that the effects of class position on 

poverty may be similar for white and black families headed by women with children. 

However, there are additional disadvantages faced by the black families which make 

impoverishment much more likely compared to the white families. 

These results raise the question of how class interacts with gender, race and cohort to 

influence trends in poverty. The findings indicate that this is not a simple process. Among 

female heads of family, the most disadvantaged do not experience an even greater risk of 

impoverishment if belong to a particular birth cohort. Yet theories of intergenerational 

transmission and the changing industrial structure predict otherwise. In order to further 

investigate these relationships, it is necessary to look at the processes which determine the 

dynamics of poverty over time. The next chapters describe the results of such tests. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

POVERTY AMONG TOTAL FAMILIES, 1969-1987: 

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 

INTRODUCTION 

The results from Chapter Two indicate that there are multiple processes determining 

trends in poverty, and that the baby boom has played an important role. The evidence 

suggests that poverty will not decline as the baby· boom ages. Not only will the impact of the 

baby boom on poverty be enduring throughout the life cycle, but the risk of poverty has been 

steadily increasing with each successive cohort, particularly among whites. 

Yet the findings discussed in Chapters Two and Three provide an account of poverty 

which only describe very general processes. The next two chapters use multivariate 

techniques to sort out the underlying causes of the age, period, and cohort effects found in the 

descriptive analysis. Through the use of panel data, the determinants of trends in poverty 

among female-headed families are examined. The current chapter looks at the determinants of 

poverty within a given year. The subsequent chapter is an analysis of changes in poverty 

status -- entrances into poverty and exits from impoverishment. 

This chapter addresses the question of what determines whether or not a family is 

poor in a given year between 1969 and 1987. This chapter has two goals. The first is to 

model the individual characteristics and structural opportunities that determine poverty. The 

second is to understand how birth cohort and female headship fit into this model for whites 

and blacks. 
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In discussing the specification of the model, it is necessary to review some of the 

theoretical discussions presented in Chapter One. It was emphasized in the first chapter that 

there is a wide range of theories about what determines poverty. A central debate is over 

whether the cause of poverty lies entirely in the personal characteristics of the poor 

themselves or rather in circumstances over which they have little or no control. While this 

debate is perhaps centuries old, it has not been adequately resolved. However, the large 

accumulation of empirical research on poverty has resulted in two important findings. First, 

it appears that poverty is a complex phenomenon; the poor is not a homogeneous population 

and poverty does not have a single underlying cause (Danziger and Weinberg 1986; Sawhill 

1988). On the other hand, the complex interplay of forces determining poverty seem to 

partially converge on one crucial factor, earnings, which goes far in separating the poor from 

the not-poor (Sawhill 1988). 

In fact, since the primary source of income among working-age adults is employment, 

the majority of theories of poverty are either implicitly or explicitly about labor market 

processes (Duncan 1984; Sawhill 1988). Even scholarship which centers on the role of 

government transfers or the family usually has an integral labor market component. For 

instance, Murray's (1982) thesis that generous welfare benefits have caused the rise in poverty 

is actually an argument that welfare affects poverty by decreasing employment incentive 

among low-income men and women. Similarly, while the formation of a female-headed 

family through divorce is cited as a "cause" of poverty (Duncan 1984), this cause can be 

traced to the loss of the husband's earnings for which the slim paycheck of the new female 

head cannot compensate (pearce 1978). However, while scholars from divergent theoretical 

camps will agree on the importance of earnings in determining poverty, there are fundamental 
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theories from which I develop a model of the determination of poverty. 

Earnings. Employment and Poverty 
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Among working-age adults, the primary source of income is earnings. In 1975, 80% 

of individuals were kept out of poverty by wages and other taxable income (Coe 1978). Even 

among the poor, earnings are an important source of revenue (Levy 1980). Twenty-five 

percent of individuals who were in poverty in 1975 were employed for more than 1500 hours 

during the year (Coe 1978). 

Annual earnings are the combined result of hourly wages, the number of hours 

worked and the number of weeks employed. As discussed in Chapter One, there are 

important debates in the literature about what determines wages and participation. For 

instance, micro-economic theories of the labor market focus on characteristics of individuals. 

Human capital, especially employment experience and education, determine productivity and 

hence wages (Becker 1964). The extent of participation --- hours and weeks --- are the result 

of individual choices based on the trade-off between income, leisure, and demands for 

domestic labor (Bowen and Finegan 1969). 

Structural theories of the labor market, on the other hand, assume that wages and 

employment are determined by the structure of labor market opportunities, which is outside 

individual control. That is, the returns to education and experience vary by industrial sector, 

occupation and local labor market conditions (see England forthcoming for a review of this 

literature). According to many theorists in this camp, these opportunities favor white males 

(Berg 1981). Research on earnings determination reveal that differences in human capital 
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cannot explain the wage gap between white males and black males or between men and 

women (Corcoran and Duncan 1989; England and Farkas 1986). The amount of variance 

which is unexplained is usually attributed to discrimination, which shunts blacks into dead-end 

jobs. This interpretation has found recent support in an experimental field study, which 

documented that black men were less likely to be hired and promoted compared to white men 

with equivalent human capital (Turner, Fix and Struyk 1991). If the structure of opportunities 

have affected trends in poverty, then two families which have identical characteristics may 

differ in their chances of impoverishment if they face divergent opportunities for income. 

However, micro-economic theory acknowledges the effects of labor demand on 

income, especially in terms of those manifested in "period" effects. The business cycle is the 

most pervasive structural process which influences family income. The unemployment rate is 

often used as an indicator of labor demand, since unemployment and inflation tend to rise and 

fall together; when inflation increases, unemployment decreases (Olron 1981). In addition to 

overall demand, it is argued that changes in labor demand within particular sectors of the 

economy have a significant impact on the risk of poverty. In fact, Wilson's theory of the 

underclass hinges on how the decline in manufacturing jobs in the Northern United States is a 

main cause of the joblessness among unskilled black males (Wilson 1987). 

Demographic trends may also be having an effect on earnings. Easterlin proposes that 

wages and participation may also be determined by competition arising from cohort size. 

While his theory is about relative aggregate wages and unemployment, these trends could also 

appear at the level of individuals. In particular, if baby boomers have been facing greater 

labor market competition, they should be more likely to be pushed out of the market 

compared to previous cohorts. The baby boomers should therefore have fewer years of 



experience, higher unemployment, and lower wages than their predecessors. This process 

would drive the cohort effect on poverty which was found in Chapter Two. 

Experience. Education and Poverty 
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Two of the most important individual characteristics which determine earnings are 

employment experience and education. According to economic theory, these are "human 

capital" in which an individual has invested to increase his or her earnings potential (Becker 

1964). Wages rise with years of employment experience (Becker 1964). The effects of age 

on income are usually interpreted as experience effects. In fact, age is often used as a proxy 

for experience in models of labor supply. 

While employment experience increases monotonically with age for men, this is not 

the case for women. Women's participation in the labor force over the life cycle is also 

closely tied to marital status and fertility (Moen 1984). Thus, an unmarried childless woman 

could well have more years of experience at the age of twenty-five than a married mother of 

three who is in her forties. Earnings also increase with years of education. Among the low 

income population, one of the most important distinctions in education is the possession of a 

high school diploma. However, as discussed in Chapter Two, families headed by dropouts do 

not have a much greater risk of poverty simply because of their lower wages. High school 

dropouts are also much more likely to be in sectors of the economy where returns to 

education are relatively lower and where unemployment is higher (Haveman and Wolfe 1984). 

Being headed by a dropout also indirectly leads to poverty by increasing the chances that a 

family will be female-headed (see Chapter Two) with children. In addition, because female 



dropouts are more likely to give birth at young ages compared to those who complete high 

school, they also have fewer yea IS of employment experience (Markey 1988). 

Family Composition and Poverty 

In addition to earnings, family composition is also an important determinant of 

whether or not a family is poor. There are three aspects to family composition that should 

affect poverty: headship, the presence of a child, and the number of family members. 
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Headship refers to whether a family is headed by a female, a male, or a married 

couple (dual-headed). Families that are female-headed are more vulnerable to poverty 

through the combined disadvantage of single headship and gender. One of the primary 

reasons that female-headed families have such high rates of poverty is actually related to 

wages and employment. While married couple families have at least two potential earners, 

single-headed families usually have one. Single parents also face greater constraints on jobs 

and hours, since they cannot share childcare responsibilities (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986). 

Female family heads experience an additional disadvantage because women receive lower 

wages than men (England forthcoming). For instance, in 1985, female breadwinners earned 

35% as much as fathers in two-parent families (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986). Although 

women heading families also work fewer hours compared to men, this does not account for 

their higher risk of impoverishment. Raising their hours of employment would not lift many 

out of poverty because their wages would still be inadequate (Levy 1980). Thus, a transition 

into female headship is often a transition into poverty (Bane 1986). 

While the higher risk of poverty among female-headed families appears 

straightforward, there are gaps in the literature about this relationship. Most studies of 
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female-headed families are confined to women with children. IS Yet, the findings reported in 

Chapter Two suggest that female-headed families with and without children may represent two 

different groups, whose risk of poverty not only varies but follows divergent patterns. The 

results suggest that young single women without children represent an upwardly mobile group 

with high education and growing employment experience. Young single mothers are among 

the less educated and have relatively few resources. 

Because of the small number of male-headed families with children, there is little 

evidence about whether the same patterns hold for male-headed families as well. It is not 

known to what extent the risk of poverty is heightened by female headship versus single 

headship. It is possible that the process by which men become single parents is unique. For 

instance, it may be the fathers who are most able to financially support their children that win 

custody after a divorce. Conversely, men who are least able to support families may be more 

apt to remain single and childless. According to Wilson (1987) these men are outside the 

"marriageable" pool (Wilson and Neckerman 1986). 

In addition to headship and the presence of a child, the number of family members 

will affect poverty both directly and indirectly. The number of members has a direct effect 

on poverty by increasing a family's level of need (the denominator in the poverty measure). 

18 This restriction is imposed for both methodological and substantive reasons. From a 
methodological standpoint, use of the Census definition of "family" requires that two or more 
persons in a household be related by birth, marriage, or adoption. Therefore, all married 
couples are families while only female heads living with children or other relatives are 
families. The majority of female-headed families are indeed single mothers with children. In 
order to maintain comparability across family types, only families with children are used in 
analyses. Substantively, much of the concern about the feminization of poverty stems from 
the impact on children (Hill 1981). 



Adult family members can offset the increase in needs through employment, while children 

cannot. In fact, children often constrain employment of adult members. 

Head's Class Origin and Poverty 
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Families with children are more likely to be poor, and children who grow up in 

poverty have a higher risk of impoverishment as adults (McLanahan 1985). While theorists 

disagree on the mechanisms through which poverty is transmitted across generations, the trend 

is clear. Children who are raised in poverty are more likely to drop out of high school, are 

less likely to be employed full-time, and can expect little or no financial assistance from kin 

during times of need (Astone and McLanahan 1991; Hill 1981; Hofferth 1984; Krein and 

Beller 1988; Shaw 1982). Females raised in poverty also have a higher chance of being 

single parents, often while they are teenagers (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986). 

Between 1960 and 1970, the number of female-headed families grew by 37% for both 

whites and blacks. Between 1970 and 1980 the rate of increase was even higher (Garfinkel 

and McLanahan 1986). The result was a growth in the number of children who spent part of 

their lives in a mother-only family. To repeat the argument made in Chapter Two, the 

cohorts born after 1960 are more likely to have been raised in single-headed families. 

Because of this, they are also more likely to have been in poverty for part of their childhood. 

This is the alternative explanation to Easterlin's hypothesis about a cohort effect on poverty. 

However, these explanations are not mutually exclusive. 

Transfers and Poverty. 

Discussion about the intergenerational transmission of poverty are largely centered on 

what has been termed the 'underclass' (Bane and Jargowsky 1987; Sawhill 1988; Wilson 
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1987). By definition, this group is outside of the mainstream institutions, including legal 

employment (Wilson 1987). The one institution in which female members of the underclass 

are presumed to fully participate is the welfare system (Wilson 1987). For many single 

mothers, welfare is the only alternative to employment. 

Theories of the impact of transfers on poverty were discussed in Chapter One. In the 

determination of poverty on an individual level, transfer income should operate like any 

revenue and decrease the chances that a family is poor. At the aggregate level, the more 

generous the maximum allowable benefits and eligibility criteria, the lower the chances of 

poverty. This should be evident in a "period" effect. 

HYPOTHESES 

From the processes discussed above, hypotheses can be derived about how individual 

characteristics, family composition and opportunity structures determine poverty. In 

particular, predictions can be made about the mechanisms through which female headship and 

cohort affect poverty among whites and blacks. The null hypothesis for race will be assumed. 

That is, the poverty of whites and blacks is expected to be affected in the same direction and 

via the same mechanism for the independent variables in the model. 

Hypothesis 1. There should be no effect of female headship on poverty, once the number of 

family members and the amount of income are controlled. This hypothesis follows from 

Garfinkel and McLanahan's proposition that the higher risk of poverty among female-headed 

families is due to "low earnings, lack of economic support from fathers, and meager transfer 

payments" (1986: 11). 
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Hypothesis 2. It is hypothesized that birth cohort has an indirect effect on the chances of 

poverty through the employment and family background of the head. Thus, there should be 

no direct effect of birth cohort on the chances of poverty when the employment variables and 

economic c1asn of the head's family of origin are controlled in the estimation of poverty. 

In addition to female headship and cohort, poverty is expected to be affected by 

family composition, personal characteristics of the head, other family income and labor 

demand in the following manner: 

Hypothesis 3. The chances of poverty are expected to increase with the number of children 

and adults. This follows from the definition of poverty, in which family size is the 

denominator of the measure. 

Hypothesis 4. Families headed by high school dropouts are expected to have a higher risk of 

poverty through the effect of head's education status on wages, unemployment, and family 

composition. Thus, the effect of education on poverty is hypothesized to be indirect, and 

should not have an independent effect net of these variables. 

Hypothesis 5. The number of years of employment experience of the family head should 

decrease the chances of poverty through increasing wages and hours the head is employed. 

Employment experience is therefore hypothesized to have an indirect effect, and should not 

have an independent effect on poverty net of the employment variables. 
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Hypothesis 6. It is hypothesized that the head's hourly wages and the annual number of hours 

that the head is employed will decrease the odds that a family is poor. This follows from' the 

definition of poverty, in which the family's total income is the numerator of the poverty 

measure. 

Hypothesis 7. In addition to earnings, other family income and the receipt of AFDC should 

reduce the chances of poverty. This follows from the definition of poverty as described 

above. 

Hypothesis 8. The economic class background of the family of origin should affect poverty 

through influencing the head's education, employment and current family composition. 

Families in which the head was raised in poverty or had a parent who had dropped out of 

high school will have a higher chance of being poor. This effect is expected because these 

families should have a greater chance of being headed by a dropout, being female-headed with 

children, and having relatively low wages. 

Hypothesis 9. Local labor market opportunities are expected to influence poverty via their 

effects on the head's earnings and hours. Higher local unemployment rates and a lack of jobs 

for unskilled workers should increase the chances of poverty by putting downward pressure 

on weeks and hours the head is employed. 



Hypothesis 10. Region of the country and whether a family lives in a rural or urban area 

should not affect poverty, once local labor market opportunities and head's wages and 

employment hours are controlled. 

Hypothesis 11. The risk of poverty is expected to increase with time due to the constantly 

rising rate of inflation. 

METHODS 
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The analytic strategy to test these hypotheses involves modelling the chances of being 

in poverty during a given year between 1969 and 1987, and comparing the full model with 

estimates which exclude the employment and headship variables, respectively in nested 

models. This will provide a test of the hypothesized relationships between the variables and 

the intervening effects of employment and family headship. 

The odds of being in poverty during any given year between 1969 and 1987 are 

estimated for all families using logistic regression. 19 The unit of analysis is the family-year; 

a family contributes a separate record for each year that it is in the sample. Consistent with 

the analyses in Chapter Two, the use of the term "families" includes both families and 

unrelated individuals. 

The dependent variable in the analysis is whether or not a family is in poverty. In the 

PSID, poverty is measured as the ratio of pre-tax family income to needs. Family income 

represents the sum of the income received last year by all current family members. That is, 

19 Details of the methodology are found in the Appendix. 
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each family member is asked to list income received last year from various sources such as 

wages, and these numbers are summed to obtain the family's total income. Thus, while it is 

based on monies from the previous year, family income only reflects income of current family 

members. As an example, suppose a husband a wife divorce in 1986, so that the wife is a 

family head in 1987. The poverty status of her 1987 household is based only on the 1986 

income of the members of her new 1987 household. Her former husband's income is not 

included in the poverty measure of the female-headed family which is interviewed in 1987. 

Consistent with the Census Bureau's definition of poverty, "needs" are based on an 

estimate of the cost of food, and vary with family membership and whether or not the family 

is a farm family. However, the PSID uses the "low cost" food plan to estimate needs which 

gives a higher income threshold for poverty compared to the Census Bureau's measure. In 

this analysis, the measure of poverty in the PSID has been adjusted to be equivalent to that 

used by the Census Bureau (Institute for Social Research 1974). 

Because poverty income is measured for the prior year all independent variables 

estimating the determinants of income are measured for the prior year of current family 

members. The family composition variables are measured for the current year, since the 

estimate of needs is based on composition for the current year. The independent variables in 

the analysis fall into the following groups: lagged poverty; family composition; class situation; 

labor demand; cohort; and year. 

Lagged Poverty. The dependent variable, poverty, is lagged one year to control for 

prior poverty status. It has been shown that in many dynamic processes including poverty, 

the probability of current status is conditional upon status in the prior year (Heckman 1981; 

Hill 1981; Hsiao 1986). This finding is the result of two different phenomena: heterogeneity 
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and state dependence. Heterogeneity refers to unmeasured individual differences which make 

some individuals more likely to be in a particular state compared to others. For instance, 

suppose that family heads varied on the degree to which they delayed gratification. Those 

who did not delay gratification were highly likely to be in poverty, regardless of their 

circumstances while those who were extremely future-oriented and delayed gratification were 

almost never in poverty. This would be an example of heterogeneity. In other words, 

heterogeneity assumes that there are at least two kinds of people, those who are always poor 

and those who are almost never poor. A possible third group from these "stayers" would be 

"movers;" those who transition into and out of poverty. 

The second potential source of an effect of past poverty status on current poverty 

status is "state dependence." This occurs when the experience of being in a state such as 

poverty actually alters the probability of being in the state the next year. For instance, 

suppose the experience of poverty is demoralizing and leads family heads to become less 

future-oriented as they lose hope for economic mobility. If the lack of motivation arising 

from a year in destitution increased the likelihood that the family would be in poverty the 

following year, then impoverishment would involve state dependence. 

The evidence suggests that both heterogeneity and state dependence are determinants 

of poverty (Bane and Ellwood 1986; Hill 1981). Lagging the dependent variable one year 

controls for these effects, although it does not differentiate between them. Since the focus of 

the current analysis is on the effects of the exogenous variables on poverty, the inclusion of 

the lag is sufficient to test the hypotheses while taking into account heterogeneity and state 

dependence. With the lag included in the model, the independent variables can be interpreted 

as effects on the log odds of being in poverty in year t given poverty status in year t-1. 
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Poverty is lagged one year in terms of the poverty status of the head for the prior 

year. While this poses no problem for male-headed families an families which do not change 

headship status, it does affect families in which a female head marries. However, because of 

the higher income of male-headed families, it can be argued that the current poverty status of 

the newly married couple is more strongly affected by the prior poverty status of the husband 

than the wife. That is, newlyweds are more likely to be poor if the husband was poor in the 

prior year than if the wife was poor in the prior year, because the 'husband will be 

contributing a higher proportion of income to the family. 

Family Composition. In order to assess the effects of female headship on poverty, 

dummy variables are coded to indicate the gender of the family head conjointly with the 

presence of a child. The three headship categories (female-headed, male-headed, and 

married-couple) and two child categories (present or not present) results in five headship 

dummies: 1) female-headed, child present (FHFCH), 2) female-headed, no child present 

(FHFNC) 3) male-headed, child present (MHFCH), 4) male-headed, no child present 

(MHFNC) and 5) married-couple, no child present (MCFNC). Married-couple, child present 

is the excluded category. By coding family composition in this way, it is possible to assess 

whether there is an interaction between sex of head and the presence of a child. That is, the 

effects of female headship can be disentangled from the effects of .single headship for families 

with and without children. The construction of the dataset into family-years provides enough 

cases of male-headed families with children to make these comparisons. In addition, the 

results from this analysis can be compared to past research on the feminization of poverty, 

much of which is limited to fanlilies with children. 



Since the needs threshold is based on the number of individuals in a family, the 

number of adults excluding the family head and the number of children are also included as 

family composition variables. 
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Cohort. Three dummy variable are constructed to measure birth cohort of the head. 

Dummy variables are used instead of a continuous variable in order that the multivariate 

results can be compared directly with the cohort variables in the analyses from Chapter Two. 

The categorical variables also allows for a possible curvilinear relationship between cohort 

and poverty to be detected from the estimates. The baby boom cohorts are divided into two 

groups, family heads born between 1944 and 1953, and those born between 1954 and 1963. 

Family heads born after 1963 are coded as the post baby boom cohort dummy variable. The 

omitted category is family heads born before 1944. 

Class Situation. The variables indicating a family's class situation include head's 

employment, alternate income sources, and personal characteristics of the head. Earnings of 

the head is one of the most important determinant of a family's poverty status (Coe 1978; 

Duncan 1984). Because husbands' employment status has a stronger effect on the family's 

income than their wives', the husband is considered to be the "head" of married-couple 

families (Bane and Ellwood 1986; Coe 1978). Annual earnings are determined by hourly 

wages, and the annual number of hours employed. Both of these variables are included in the 

model and are measured as continuous variables based on the employment during the previous 

year of the current head. In addition, the employment experience of the head in the prior 

year and whether or not the head has graduated from high school are included. Employment 

experience is constructed from both retrospective and current data. Beginning in 1974, every 

new head was asked the question, "How many years have you worked since you were 18?" 
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Experience for each subsequent year is calculated by adding the value of this variable to the 

number of years the head has worked until the current year. Experience from 1968 to 1973 is 

calculated by subtracting the number of years the head is employed from the 1974 value of 

the variable. There is also a control dummy indicating whether the head is over the age of 

sixty-four. 

Two additional income measures are in the model. The first is a continuous variable 

indicating the amount of other family income which was received by current members in the 

prior year20. This variable excludes head's earnings and AFDC payments. Because the 

receipt of AFDC is restricted to family's who only meet certain income and family 

composition requirements,21 this variable is coded separately as a dummy indicating whether 

or not the family received AFDC in the prior year. The use of the dummy is chosen to 

address the debates about the relationship between welfare and poverty which claim that there 

are differences between the characteristics of recipients versus non-recipients which make the 

former more vulnerable to poverty (Murray 1980). It is argued that welfare recipients lack 

motivation and are less future-oriented compared to those who do not receive welfare 

(Banfield 1974; Murray 1981). The dummies allow estimation of whether receiving AFDC 

has an effect on poverty. 

Three measures of the class background of the head are used to test hypotheses about 

the intergenerational transmission of poverty. There is a dummy indicating whether the head 

20 The PSID pro-rates income of family members who were only in the family part of 
last year. 

21 In particular, AFDC is only available to families with children. In certain years, the 
benefits were also restricted to families without an adult male. 
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was raised in poverty. This variable is coded from the head's answer to the following survey 

question: "Were your parents poor when you were growing up, pretty well off, or what?" 

There were four possible responses: "poor," "average; it varied," "pretty well off," and 

"don't know, didn't live with parents." In the model, a response of "poor" is coded as 1 for 

the childhood poverty dummy, while responses of "average" or "pretty well off' are coded as 

zero. "Don't know" responses are coded as missing. The second measure of the class 

background of the head is a dummy variable indicating whether head's father (or mother if 

there was no father present) graduated from high school. 

In addition to these measures of personal and family characteristics, measures of labor 

demand are included in the model. Because the employment and income data represent 

activity during the previous year, the labor demand variables are also measured for the year 

prior to the survey year for the current head. Two measures of local labor market demand 

are included in the PSID dataset, and were obtained by mailing a questionnaire to county 

employment agencies by the PSID staff. The first labor demand variable is the county 

unemployment rate. The second is a dummy variable representing the availability of jobs to 

low-skilled workers. This measure has been created from the response to the following 

question: "We are interested in the market for unskilled labor in the area listed above. Would 

you say that in (or around) September [1987]22 there were: 1) Many more jobs than 

applicants 2) More jobs than applicants 3) Most applicants able to find jobs 4) More 

applicants than jobs 4) Many more applicants than jobs. Responses 1 and 2 are coded as "1" 

22 The year for which the question is asked is the survey year. This variable has been 
lagged for current family heads to obtain a measure of labor demand in the year that income 
is measured. 



for the dummy variable representing low demand; responses 3 and are coded as "0" for the 

dummy demand variable. 
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Because labor market opportunities also vary by region and population density, 

dummy variables indicating region and size of largest city are in the model. There are three 

region dummies: South, Northeast and Northcentral. The West is the excluded region. Two 

dummies have also been created from the PSID measure of the size of the county in which the 

family resides. An URBAN dummy is coded as 1 if the family lives in an SMSA with a city 

of 500,000 or more inhabitants and ° otherwise. A RURAL dummy is also in the model, 

indicating whether a family lives in a county which is not an SMSA, and where there are less 

than 10,000 inhabitants in the largest city. 

A dummy variable is coded for the year the dependent variable, poverty, is observed. 

The year 1969 is the exclud{'.d year. 

Restrictions on the Sample 

The sample which is used in the analyses have the following restrictions. There is no 

data for the lagged variables in 1968, which is the first year of the survey. Therefore, the 

analysis begins with the year 1969. As discussed above, the inclusion of the lagged variables 

necessitates having measures of poverty and employment during two consecutive years not 

just for every family, but for every head. Since the male is designated as the 'head' in two

parent families, men who change marital status remain in the sample used for the analysis. 

However, families headed by women who marry a non-sample member are excluded from the 

analysis during the year in which the transition occurs, since there is no information for prior 
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years on non-sample members unless they are currently living with a sample member.23 

These families are only excluded from the sample during the transition year. 

In addition, the analysis sample excludes panel families who dropped out of the study 

before 1974. This restriction is imposed because the question used for the employment 

experience measure was not asked of heads before 1974. Because employment experience is 

unobserved until age 18, families headed by an individual aged 18 and younger are excluded 

from the analysis. Finally, cases in which there is data missing on any of the variables 

used in the analysis are dropped from the sample. It is assumed that missing data are 

distributed randomly and the exclusion of these cases will not bias the parameter estimates. 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

Tables 21 and 22 provide descriptive statistics on the variables used in the multivariate 

analyses in this chapter. Significance tests are not valid for the numbers in these tables 

because the sample is not representative of the population. In fact, because the unit of 

analysis is the family year, the variables are weighted towards those families who are in the 

study multiple years. In particular, there are many more family heads born before 1944 in 

23 The extent to which the transition year impacts poverty can be assessed from the 
results presented in the next chapter. However, it should be noted that because the lagged 
dependent variable is measured for the husband in married-couple families, it is not clear 
whether the omitted cases impose bias into the analysis. That is, if men have enough earnings 
so that a transition from single headship to marriage does not affect their odds of poverty, 
then the exclusion of some cases for which this transition occurs should not be problematic. 
In addition, not all newly-married couple are excluded from the analysis, only those for whom 
the new husband is not a sample member. 



Table 21 
Distribution of Selected Variables 

by Race: 
PSID Family-year Records, 1969-1987 

WHITES BLACKS 
variable (N= 54,609) (N= 31,510) 

POVERTY, 1969-1987 
% in Poverty 6.2% 28.7% 

FAMILY COMPOSITION 
% Female-headed 4.8% 26.0% 

with Children 

% Female-headed 16.4% 15.3% 
without Children 

% Male-headed 0.7% 1.9% 
with Children 

% Male-headed 9.3% 12.2% 
without Children 

% Married-couple 40.7% 33.9% 
with Children 

% Married-couple 28.1% 10.7% 
without Children 

CHARACTERISTICS OF 
HEAD: 

% Elderly Head 16.1% 8.1% 

% Head Born 59.4% 53.9% 
before 1944 

% Head Born 25.8'3 25.9% 
1944-1953 

% Head Born 14.2% 19.2% 
1954-1963 

% Head Born 0.6% 1.0% 
after 1963 

136 
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Table 21 (Cont.) 
Distributions of Selected Variables by Race: 

PSID Family-year Records, 1969-1987 

WHITES BLACKS 
Variable (N= 54,609) (N= 31,510) 

HEAD FAMILY OF ORIGIN 

% Head Raised in 36.0% 67.3% 
Poverty 

% Head's Parent 65.1% 85.4% 
High School Dropout 

FAMILY INCOME 

% Families Receiving 1. 7% 12.8% 
AFDC 

LABOR DEMAND 

% Families in counties 74.4% 80.4% 
with Low Demand: 
Unskilled Labor 

% Northeast 22.6% 8.9% 

% South 31.9% 64.9% 

% Northcentral 26.5% 17.6% 

% West 19.0% 7.6% 

% Urban (Largest 24.6% 44.8% 
city in SMSA has 
pop. > 500,000) 

% Rural (Largest city 18.2% 13.5% 
in non-SMSA has 
pop. < 50,000) 
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Table 21 (Cont.) 
Distributions of Selected Variables, By Race: 

PSID Family-year Records, 1969-1987 

WHITES BLACKS 
Variable (N= 54,609) (N= 31,510) 

YEAR 

% 1971 4.1% 3.8% 

% 1972 4.6% 4.2% 

% 1973 4.9% 4.9% 

% 1974 5.1% 5.0% 

% 1975 5.4% 5.4% 

% 1976 5.5% 5.3% 

% 1977 5.8% 6.0% 

% 1978 5.1% 5.6% 

% 1979 5.8% 5.3% 

% 1980 5.5% 5.7% 

% 1981 5.6% 6.3% 

% 1982 5.4% 5.8% 

% 1983 5.8% 5.8% 

% 1984 5.2% 5.8% 

% 1985 6.6% 7.0% 

% 1986 5.8% 5.6% 

% 1987 6.2% 6.1% 



Table 22 
Means and (Standard Deviations) for Selected Variables, 

By Race: 
PSID Family-year Sample, 1969-1987 

WHITES BLACKS 
(N= 54,609) (N= 31,510) 

Variable 

FAMILY COMPOSITION 

Number of Adults 0.90 0.92 
(0.70) (1. 02) 

Number of Children 0.92 1.55 
(1.25) (1.76) 

HEAD: EMPLOYMENT 
CHARACTERISTICS 

Years Employment 21.28 17.84 
Experience (14.66) (13.58) 

Hourly Wage 5.74 3.69 
(8.49) (4.54) 

Annual Hours 1711.26 1345.58 
Employed (1046.68) (993.06) 

FAMILY INCOME 

Other Family Income 7923.28 4602.65 
(10559.59) (6539.10) 

LABOR DEMAND 

County Unemployment 4.76 5.08 
Rate (2.92) (2.91) 
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the sample than there are family heads born after 1963. While part of this is due to the age 

distribution of the population, the representation of cohorts is also determined by the 

construction of the dataset. The younger cohort cannot be in the sample before 1983, when 

the oldest among them is aged nineteen. On the other hand, the older cohort has the potential 

of being in the sample in every year of the study. In addition, this data is not weighted. The 

variables are therefore skewed towards those characteristics associated with poverty because 

the original PSID sampling scheme over-sampled low income and black households. (See 

Appendix Two for a description of the PSID sample.) 

Multivariate Results 

Tables 23 and 24 compare estimates from reduced form models to see how earnings 

and family composition affect poverty. Model One is the fully-specified model. The 

employment variables are deleted from Model Two, while the family headship variables are 

deleted from Model Three The fourth column of estimates (Model Four) represents the full 

model without the lag. The presence of the lagged poverty measure as an independent 

variable means that the coefficients on the other variables in Models One through Three 

should be interpreted as the effect on the log odds of poverty in a given year between 1970 

and 1987, given the head's poverty status in the preceding year.24 While the results are 

presented in terms of log odds, they will discussed in terms of odds in the text in order to 

24 For the sake of clarity, these provisos will not be specified for every coefficient 
discussed. However, all interpretations of the coefficients assume that the effects are 
conditional on poverty status of the head in the previous year, and that the dependent variable 
represents poverty in a given year between 1970 and 1987. 



facilitate interpretability. The odds represent the anti-log of the coefficients. Results for 

whites and blacks are discussed separately. 

Estimating the Odds of Poverty in a Given Year, 1969-1987: Whites 
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The following discussion pertains only to analyses for whites, which are presented in 

Table 23. Hypothesis One predicted that there would be no effect of headship on poverty. 

This hypothesis is not supported by the data. It is clear from the estimates in Model One that 

there is an effect of single headship on poverty, even after all sources of income are 

controlled. Given the head's poverty status in the preceding year, all family types except 

female-headed families without children are significantly more likely to be poor compared to 

the excluded category, married couple families with children. The results suggest it is not 

simply female headship or even single headship which makes a family more at risk of 

impoverishment. Instead, it appears that there is something about married couples with 

children that makes them less likely to be poor than most other types of family. 

However, the odds of impoverishment are higher for some types of families than for 

others, and the difference appears to reflect an interaction of sex of head and presence of 

children. The multivariate results confirm the findings of Chapter Two that female headship 

alone does not lead to a higher risk of poverty. Women heading families without children are 

no more likely to be poor than are married couple families with children. When differences 

among family heads in wages and hours are excluded from the model (Model Two), the 

coefficient for female-headed families without children becomes positive and significant. This 

is not surprising, given that there are substantial gender differences in earnings which would 



Table 23 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: White Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I Variable I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

POVERTY in 1. 7528** 2.7978** 1. 7966** ----
Previous Year (0.0611) (0.0503) (0.0607) 

FAMILY 
COMPOSITION 

Female Head 0.5338** 1. 5152** ---- 0.5642** 
with Children (0.1359) (0.1074) (0.1328) 

Female Head, 0.1828 1.3848** ---- 0.2701 
No Children (0.1440) (0.1147) (0.1396) 

Male Head 0.8822** 0.7631** ---- 0.9962** 
with Children (0.3412) (0.2474) (0.3312) 

Male Head, 0.9566** 1. 5332** ---- 1.1979** 
No Children (0.14~7) (0.1143) (0.1388) 

Married Couple, 0.5567** 1.0709** ---- 0.7157** 
No Children (0.1313) (0.1047) (0.1258) 

Number 1.2214** 0.2900** 1. 0760** 1. 3414** 
Adults (0.0745) (0.0570) (0.0575) (0.0721) 

Number 0.6388** 0.2973** 0.5607** 0.7003** 
Children (0.0342) (0.0277) (0.0258) (0.0330) 

Elderly Head -1.1124** 1.0487** -1.2369** -1.0937** 
(0.0901) (0.0745) (0.0876) (0.0843) 

BIRTH COHORT 
OF HEAD 

Head Born 0.3727** -0.3765** 0.4803** 0.3842** 
1944-1953 (0.0998) (0.0760) (0.0941) (0.0963) 

Head Born 0.3842** -0.2907** 0.6009** 0.3479** 
1954-1963 (0.1172) (0.0882) (0.1111) (0.1128) 

Head Born 0.6576** 0.3295 0.8957** 0.6055** 
after 1963 (0.2316) (0.1852) (0.2269) (0.2261) 

HUHAN CAPITAL 
H.S. Dropout: 0.1792** 0.8347** 0.1896** 0.3561** 
Head (0.0678) (0.0542) (0.0672) (0.0642) 

Employment -0.0045 -0.0197** 0.0029 -0.0100** 
Exp. : Head (0.0024) (0.0021) (0.0021) (0.0022) 
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Table 23 (Cont.) 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: White Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I variable I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

EMPLOYMENT: HEAD 
Hourly Wage: -0.7411** ---- -0.7356** -0.8063** 
Head (0.0203) (0.0201) (0.0202) 

Hours Employed: -0.0021** ---- -0.0022** -0.0024** 
Head (0.0000) (0.0001) (0.0001) 

OTHER INC. 
other Family -0.0011** -0.0003** -0.0011** -0.0012** 
Income (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) 

AFDC Receipt -1. 8318** 0.9752** -1. 6886** -1.6713** 
(0.1469) (0.1116) (0.1362) (0.1434) 

HEAD'S ORIGIN 
Head Raised -0.0309 0.1577** -0.0098 0.0104 
in Poverty (0.0600) (0.0497) (0.0595) (0.0563) 

Head's Parent 0.1316 0.2163** 0.0870 0.1341 
H.S. Dropout (0.0806) (0.0628) (0.0795) (0.0773) 

LABOR DEMAND 

County Unempl. 0.0354* 0.0349** 0.0362* 0.0362** 
Rate (0.0144) (0.0107) (0.0144) (0.0139) 

Low Demand: -0.0432 0.0701 -0.0378 -0.0116 
Unskilled Labor (0.0695) (0.0586) (0.0692) (0.0658) 

Northeast -0.2446* -0.0901 -0.2369* -0.2632** 
(0.0998) (0.0797) (0.0988) (0.0956) 

South 0.1538 0.1653* 0.1512 0.2498** 
(0.0903) (0.0728) (0.0898) (0.0862) 

Northcentral 0.0689 -0.0248 0.0524 0.0355 
(0.0949) (0.0761) (0.0943) (0.0910) 

Urban Area -0.1145 -0.1156 -0.0635 -0.1347 
(0.0778) (0.0622) (0.0769) (0.0742) 

Rural Area 0.2301** 0.3480** 0.2511** 0.2959** 
(0.0678) (0.0568) (0.0675) (0.0635) 
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I Variable 

YEAR 

1970 

1971 

1972 

1973 

1974 

1975 

1976 

1977 

1978 

1979 

Table 23 (Cont.) 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: White Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

1. 6476** 0.4156** 1.6517** 1. 5713** 
(0.1749) (0.1576) (0.1738) (0.1657) 

1. 9215** 0.6193** 1. 9288** 1. 8082** 
(0.1666) (0.1517) (0.1650) (0.1581) 

2.2051** 0.7176** 2.2020** 2.1134** 
(0.1647) (0.1473) (0.1636) (0.1577) 

1.9156** 0.3588* 1. 9019** 1. 9305** 
(0.1704) (0.1527) (0.1691) (0.1614) 

2.1483** 0.5525** 2.1105** 2.0424** 
(0.1684) (0.1517) (0.1674) (0.1610) 

2.4102** 0.7187** 2.3693** 2.3388** 
(0.1675) (0.1488) (0.1662) (0.1607) 

2.8373** 0.9547** 2.7851** 2.6988** 
(0.1684) (0.1466) (0.1671) (0.1617) 

2.9766** 0.8709** 2.9172** 2.9382** 
(0.1713 ) (0.1470) (0.1697) (0.1646) 

3.3101** 0.9496** 3.2306** 3.2683** 
(0.1840) (0.1547) (0.1828) (0.1783) 

3.5517** 0.9756** 3.4747** 3.5559** 
(0.1795) (0.1507) (0.1781) (0.1729) 
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I Variable 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

CONSTANT 

N: 54,609 

* p < .05 
** P < .01 

Table 23 (Cont.) 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: White Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

3.6349** 0.9257** 3.5319** 3.7223** 
(0.1889) (0.1568) (0.1870) (0.1805) 

4.6215** 1. 4894** 4.5080** 4.5958** 
(0.1882) (0.1499) (0.1863) (0.1820) 

4.9372** 1. 4444** 4.8085** 5.0601** 
(0.2022) (0.1584) (0.1997) (0.1952) 

5.1280** 1.4414** 4.9799** 5.3216** 
(0.2186) (0.1695) (0.2159) (0.2100) 

4.9968** 1. 3823** 4.8613** 5.2765** 
(0.2170) (0.1668) (0.2146) (0.2091) 

5.2722** 1.2668** 5.1220** 5.5109** 
(0.2098) (0.1604) (0.2071) (0.2036) 

5.4266** 1. 4670** 5.3057** 5.6553** 
(0.2131) (0.1626) (0.2101) (0.2068) 

5.4547** 1. 3992** 5.2978** 5.7275** 
(0.2158) (0.1625) (0.2132) (0.2083) 

-0.9622** -5.2220** -0.6388** -0.2210 
(0.2289) (0.1884) (0.1750) (0.2183) 
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operate through the sex of head. That is, at any given level of hours and wages of the head, 

a family headed by a childless woman is no more likely to be poor than a married couple 

family with children. However, the higher wages earned hy husbands without children --- net 

of experience and dropout status --- provides married couples with an economic advantage 

compared to female-headed families without children. 

It is when a female head has a child present that she is in greater jeopardy of 

impoverishment compared to her married counterparts. Even when differences in wages, 

hours and prior poverty status are controlled, the odds of being poor are 70% higher (eO.5J.1) 

for a female-headed families with children than for a married couple family with children. In 

addition to the independent effect for headship among these families, differences in wages and 

hours of the head appear to be putting female-headed families at a higher risk of 

impoverishment compared to married couple families with children. The coefficient in Model 

Two is over twice the size of that in the full model (Model One). However, these results 

cannot simply be interpreted as supporting Garfinkel and McLanahan's claim that the 

feminization of poverty is partly due to low wages among women. Wages also appear to be 

contributing to higher poverty among some male-headed families as well. 

Unlike families headed by a woman, male-headed families run a greater risk of 

poverty regardless of whether there are children present. In fact, the odds of poverty are 

higher among male-headed families without children than those with them. The chances of 

being poor are increased by over 160% (eO.9566
) if a family is headed by a man without 

children compared to a married couple with children, while having a male head with children 

raises the odds of poverty by 142 % (eO.8BZ). 
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Although no effects of headship on poverty were expected under the full model, it is 

not completely surprising that single-headed families are more likely to be poor compared to 

married couples. However, it seems counter-intuitive that married couples without children 

are 74% (eO.557
) more likely to be poor than married couples with children, given poverty 

status in the previous year. One interpretation for this unexpected result is provided by 

Easterlin (1980). He argues that men delay marriage and childbearing until they can 

financially support a family. From this perspective, the results could reflect selection into 

married couple families with children among those least likely to be poor. The findings are 

also consistent with Wilson's (1987) hypothesis that men who cannot support families remain 

out of the marriage pool. While his thesis mainly applies to blacks, the process of mate 

selection which he assumes is not race-specific. 

It was also expected that there would be no significant effects of cohort under the full 

model. The second hypothesis states that cohort should have an effect on poverty. The lower 

wages and hours of employment generated by the competition confronting the baby boomers 

should make them at higher risk of poverty compared to previous generations. The results do 

not support this claim. While the findings provide strong evidence for a cohort effect, 

competition and intergenerational transmission, as specified in the model, do not completely 

explain this effect. 

The results from Model One corroborate the findings from Chapter Two that among 

white family heads, the chances of poverty are steadily increasing for each successive cohort 

since the baby boom. The odds of poverty are highest if a family is headed by an individual 

born after 1963. When the head is in this birth cohort, the odds that the family is poor are 

almost twice as high (eO.658 = 1.93) as the odds for families headed by individuals born b~fore 
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the baby boom. Families headed by individuals born between 1944 and 1963 are also more 

likely to be poor compared to families headed by an individual born before 1944. This effect 

is found after controlling for the employment variables, family composition, and family 

background. The chances of poverty are increased almost 50% for heads born between 1954 

and 1963 compared to the cohort born before 1944 (eO.384 = 1.47) and are over one-half times 

higher for the cohort born between 1944 and 1953 (eO.373 = 1.45). 

When the employment variables are excluded from the model, the coefficients for the 

baby boom cohorts reverse sign. This is the opposite of the result we would expect under 

Hypothesis Two. If competition is decreasing wages, hours, and weeks of employment for 

baby boomers, and earnings have a negative effect on poverty, then excluding these variables 

from the model should raise the odds of poverty for these cohorts.25 A comparison of 

Model One and Model Two reveals that excluding the employment variables lowers the odds 

of poverty for the baby boom cohorts. In Model One, the coefficient for families with heads 

born between 1944-1953 is positive and significant (beta = 0.327). The coefficient for this 

cohort in Model Two is negative and significant (beta = -0.376). Similarly, the coefficient 

for families with heads born between 1954 and 1963 is significant at 0.384 in Model One, but 

is negative (beta = 0.291) in Model Two Comparison of these models indicates that for a 

given level of wages and hours of the head, families headed by baby boom cohorts are more 

likely to be poor than families headed by an individual born before the baby boom. 

However, the differences in wages and hours between cohorts is not increasing this effect, but 

is decreasing it. It appears that overall, earnings and hours have a poverty-reducing effect for 

25 This logic follows from the interpretation of indirect effects in path models. That is, 
you multiply the indirect and direct effects to estimate the total effect. 



the baby boomers compared to those born before the baby boom. It should be noted that 

these models control for year, so that the wage effect is net of period. 
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Earnings appear to be having a similar effect on poverty among family heads born 

after the baby boom. When wages and hours are controlled (Model One), the odds of poverty 

are almost doubled (eO.6S8 = 1.93) if the head is born after 1963 compared to before 1944. 

When wages and hours are excluded from the equation (Model Two), the coefficient remains 

positive, but is not significant. 

The evidence suggests that family structure influences the chances among birth cohorts 

in the opposite direction as earnings. Comparing Model One with Model Three, the odds of 

poverty are higher for all cohorts in the reduced model which excludes headship status 

compared to the full specification. That is, because the more recent cohorts are less likely to 

be heads of married couple families with children, families headed by cohorts born after 1943 

are more likely to be poor compared to those born before 1944. 

The poverty which results from variation in headship status among cohorts does not 

seem to be driven by family background. In the full model (Model One), the coefficient for 

the variable indicating head being raised in poverty is not significant at the .05 level. In the 

reduced model which excludes family composition, this variable is also not significant. The 

class situation of the head's family of origin does appear to influence wages and hours, 

however. In Model Two, the coefficients for the family background variables are both 

positive and significant. This result corroborates the studies of social mobility found in the 

stratification literature (see England forthcoming for a review of this literature) and supports 

Hypothesis Eight. 
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In addition to headship and cohort, the other variables representing individual and 

family characteristics generally behave as expected. Net of the additional income members 

contribute, families with more adults are over three times more likely to be poor (e1.221 = 

3.39), given the poverty status of the head in the prior year. Similarly, more children 

increases a family's risk of poverty by 89% (eO.639 = 1.894). These results thus support 

Hypothesis Three. It is also found that families headed by an elderly individual are 67% less 

likely to be poor compared to families headed by an individual under the age of sixty-five, 

once differences in earnings and other family income are taken into account (e·1.12 = 0.328). 

Thus, it seems that personal characteristics of the head and family composition have 

an effect on poverty independent of their effect on income. This is also true of the education 

variable. White families headed by a high school dropout have a 19% greater chance of 

being poor compared to families headed by a graduate of high school (eO. I79 = 1.196). This 

effect is net of differences in wages, hours employed, and experience. The finding does not 

support Hypothesis Four. Instead, the result corresponds to a "class" interpretation of the 

education variable rather than a human capital interpretation. That is, if being a high school 

dropout only affects poverty through its impact on productivity, then the coefficient for 

dropout in the full model should be zero. 

On the other hand, the effect of head's employment experience on poverty is 

nonsignificant, as human capital theory would suggest. That is, employment experience is 

expected to influence poverty through its effect on earnings and hours. When earnings are 

excluded from the model (Model Two), the effect of employment experience on poverty is 

negative and significant. This is as predicted in Hypothesis Five. In the absence of the wage 

measure, employment experience becomes a proxy for earnings. 
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Wages and annual hours of employment of the head decrease the chances that a white 

family is poor, given the head's poverty status in the previous year. For every dollar earned 

per hour by the head, the chances of poverty are cut by 50% (e.{)·741 = 0.477), given last 

year's poverty status of the current head. Likewise, for every additional hour per year that 

the head is employed, the odds of poverty drop by less than 1 % (e.{)·OO2 = 0.9979). Because 

this measure is in annual hours, this is actually quite a large effect. Hypothesis Six is 

therefore supported. 

The seventh hypothesis is also supported by the data. Other family income and 

AFDC receipt also lower the odds that a white family is poor in a given year, controlling for 

the head's prior status in the previous year. It is not surprising that more income coming into 

the household means less poverty. On the other hand, theories about the poverty-increasing 

effects of welfare (Murray 1980) are not substantiated by the finding in Table 23 that net of 

differences in other income sources and household composition, a family is 84% less likely to 

be poor if it receives AFDC than if it does not (e-I.832 = 0.160). The positive effect of AFDC 

receipt in Model Two is probably due to the negative relationship between earnings and 

welfare benefits, so that the variable becomes a proxy for whether the head has earned 

income. 

In addition to the effects of family composition and personal characteristics of the 

head, there are some surprising results concerning the effects of structural conditions on the 

risk of impoverishment associated with geographic residence and period. A family's chances 

of poverty are increased in counties with a relatively high rate of unemployment and in rural 

areas. That is, over and above the effects of local labor demand on wages, hours and weeks 

of the head, a one percent increase in the county's unemployment rate increases the odds of 
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poverty by 4% (e,03S4). However, there does not appear to be an added disadvantllge for the 

unskilled. The variable representing whether there are fewer jobs than applicants for 

unskilled labor is not significant for whites. 

When the lack of significance for the unskilled labor measure is interpreted in 

conjunction with the result that families living in the Northeast are less likely to be poor 

compared to those in the West, it appears that the decline in manufacturing jobs for unskilled 

labor seems to have little effect on white poverty. This interpretation is further supported by 

examining the coefficients in Model Two When wages,. hours and weeks of the head are not 

controlled, the effect of low demand for unskilled labor is still not significant. The effect for 

the Northeast region is also not significant. However, the effect for South in Model Two 

is positive and significant, suggesting that Southern white families are at higher risk of 

poverty compared to families in other regions of the country because of differences in wages, 

hours and weeks. Whites who live in rural areas of the South are especially likely to be poor. 

Model One shows that living in a rural area increases the chances of poverty by 26% (eo.~, 

net of region, the local labor market, family composition and employment of heads. The 

finding for rural area is not surprising. Previous research has shown rural residents to be in 

greater jeopardy of long-term poverty and to generally experience lower standards of living 

compared to metropolitan residents (Duncan 1984). These results do not support Hypotheses 

Nine and Ten, which predict no effect of local labor market conditions on poverty, once 

employment is controlled. 

For residents of all regions of the country, economic well-being seems to have been 

worsening for white families since 1971. Results from Model One show that the effect of 

year on poverty is basically monotonic, with the odds that a family is poor increasing every 
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year. The odds of poverty were five times higher (e1.~ in 1970 compared to 1969. In 

1987, the odds of being poor were over 200 times higher (e5
.
455

) than they were in 1969. 

Since the income variables in the model are in constant dollars, this finding could be 

interpreted as the effect of inflation. This interpretation is further supported by the difference 

in the year coefficients between Model One and Model Two For any year, the coefficient in 

the reduced form model which excludes hours and wages is smaller than the corresponding 

coefficient in the full model. That is, wages and hours have been increasing for white family 

heads over time, but not at a sufficient rate to offset inflation.26 Thus, Hypothesis Eleven is 

supported. 

If the cohort and period trends continue, young white adults who are now beginning 

families will face double jeopardy. They are more likely to be poor compared to previous 

cohorts, and they are more likely to be poor this year compared to last year (given the prior 

poverty status of the current head). 

Estimating the Odds of Poverty in a Given Year. 1969-1987: Blacks 

The effects of the family composition and employment variables on poverty among 

blacks exhibit similar patterns as those found for whites. The races appear to diverge 

substantially in terms of the effect.s of cohort and structural conditions on the chances of being 

poor. 

26 In path-analytic terms, there is a positive relationship between year and earnings and a 
negative relationship between earnings and poverty. When these effects are multiplied by a 
positive relationship between year and poverty, the total effect of year on poverty will be 
smaller than the simple direct effect. 



Table 24 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: Black Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I Variable I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

POVERTY in 1. 5543** 2.3263** 1. 5908** ----
Previous Year (0.0441) (0.0349) (0.0437) 

FAMILY 
COMPOSITION 

Female Head 0.5661** 1.1639** ---- 0.7694** 
with Children (0.0702) (0.0548) (0.0669) 

Female Head, 0.0472 1.1860** ---- 0.2766** 
No Children (0.0981) (0.0753) (0.0934) 

Male Head 0.1373 0.5105** ---- 0.3320* 
with Children (0.1603) (0.1236) (0.1514) 

Male Head, 0.6480** 1.0395** ---- 0.8868** 
No Children (0.0962) (0.0751) (0.0921) 

Married Couple, -0.0889 0.6919** ---- 0.0271 
No Children (0.1105) (0.0844) (0.1045) 

Number 0.9872** 0.3352** 0.8785** 1. 0733** 
Adults (0.0330) (0.0236) (0.0297) (0.0318) 

Number 0.5507** 0.2764** 0.5477** 0.6267** 
Children (0.0190) (0.0143) (0.0151) (0.0183) 

Elderly Head -1.0069** 0.9830** -1.1009** -1. 0017** 
(0.0826) (0.0693) (0.0819) (0.0775) 

BIRTH COHORT 
OF HEAD 

Head Born -0.0637 -0.5819** -0.0286 -0.1093 
1944-1953 (0.0733) (0.0568) (0.0697) (0.0699) 

Head Born -0.1269 -0.3976** -0.0665 -0.0908 
1954-1963 (0.0870) (0.0673) (0.0830) (0.0831) 

Head Born 0.4496* 0.1107 0.5205* 0.6717** 
after 1963 (0.2268) (0.1740) (0.2231) (0.2180) 

HUMAN CAPITAL 
H.S. Dropout: 0.2061** 0.7284** 0.1884** 0.2963*'" 
Head (0.0520) (0.0402) (0.0514) (0.0497) 

Employment 0.0020 -0.0174** 0.0008 -0.0021 
Exp.: Head (0.0022) (0.0019) (0.0022) (0.0021) 
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Table 24 (Cont.) 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: Black Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I Variable I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

EMPLOYMENT: HEAD 
Hourly Wage: -0.5785** ---- -0.5696** -0.6458** 
Head (0.0145) (0.0143) (0.0143) 

Hours Employed: -0.0020** ---- -0.0020** -0.0021** 
Head (0.0000) (0.0000) (0.0000) 

OTHER INC. 
Other Family -0.0008** -0.0003** -0.0008** -0.0009** 
Income (0.0000) (7.25E-6) (0.0000) (0.0000) 

AFDC Receipt -1. 6736** 0.5705** -1.4852** -1. 6186** 
(0.0780) (0.0551) (0.0728) (0.0747) 

HEAD'S ORIGIN 
Head Raised 0.0700 0.0469 0.0651 0.1109* 
in Poverty (0.0484) (0.0379) (0.0481) (0.0462) 

Head's Parent -0.0511 0.0786 -0.0713 -0.0327 
H.S. Dropout (0.0708) (0.0544) (0.0703) (0.0684) 

LABOR DEMAND 

County Unempl. 0.0485** 0.0477** 0.0406** 0.0657** 
Rate (0.0146) (0.0109) (0.0145) (0.0137) 

Low Demand: 0.0973 0.1158* 0.0965 0.1020 
Unskilled Labor (0.0609) (0.0482) (0.0605) (0.0575) 

Northeast 0.0861 0.1294 0.1113 0.1054 
(0.1048) (0.0835) (0.1036) (0.1008) 

South 0.6966** 0.2887** 0.7189** 0.8483** 
(0.0882) (0.0695) (0.0874) (0.0845) 

Northcentral 0.2634** 0.1747* 0.2837** 0.3303** 
(0.0910) (0.0723) (0.0904) (0.0876) 

Urban Area -0.3023** -0.0807 -0.2685** -0.3605** 
(0.0538) (0.0413) (0.0533) (0.0512) 

Rural Area 0.0616 0.1866** 0.0256 0.0886 
(0.0670) (0.0545) (0.0665) (0.0631) 
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Variable 

YEAR 

1970 

1971 

1972 

1973 

1974 

1975 

1976 

1977 

1978 

1979 

Table 24 (Cont.) 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: Black Families and Unrelated Individuals 

MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3 l-10DEL 4 

1.2623** 0.3593** 1.2579** 1.1150** 
(0.1441) (0.1228) (0.1432) (0.1363) 

1. 2942** 0.5063** 1.2989** 1. 0403** 
(0.1377) (0.1157) (0.1366) (0.1299) 

1. 3148** 0.4436** 1. 3314** 1.1235** 
(0.1358) (0.1147) (0.1348) (0.1286) 

1. 4462** 0.5078** 1. 4541** 1.1810** 
(0.1320) (0.1119) (0.1311) (0.1256) 

1. 7091** 0.6365** 1. 7045** 1. 4668** 
(0.1340) (0.1119) (0.1331) (0.1278) 

1. 8685** 0.6110** 1. 8514** 1.6567** 
(0.1344) (0.1114) (0.1335) (0.1277) 

1.9071** 0.6643** 1. 9046** 1. 5966** 
(0.1418) (0.1164) (0.1408) (0.1343) 

2.1861** 0.8066** 2.1870** 1. 9153** 
(0.1386) (0.1116) (0.1375) (0.1314) 

2.3994** 0.8055** 2.3887** 2.1969** 
(0.1412) (0.1129) (0.1401) (0.1340) 

2.5892** 0.7968** 2.5778** 2.4265** 
(0.1436) (0.1157) (0.1427) (0.1373) 
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I variable 

1980 

1981 

1982 

1983 

1984 

1985 

1986 

1987 

CONSTANT 

N: 31,510 

* p < .05 
** p < .01 

Table 24 (Cont.) 
Comparison of Logistic Regression Results 

for Estimates of the Log Odds of Poverty During a Given Year 
1969-1987: Black Families and Unrelated Individuals 

I MODEL 1 I MODEL 2 I MODEL 3 I MODEL 4 

2.9808** 0.8899** 2.9535** 2.7872** 
(0.1501) (0.1169) (0.1490) (0.1416) 

3.5742** 1. 2391** 3.5554** 3.3261** 
(0.1481) (0.1142) (0.1470) (0.1407) 

3.9243** 1.4128** 3.9242** 3.5954** 
(0.1699) (0.1287) (0.1686) (0.1604) 

3.9551** 1.3636** 3.9659** 3.6742** 
(0.1895) (0.1419) (0.1882) (0.1790) 

3.8849** 1.1798** 3.8922** 3.7331** 
(0.1815) (0.1360) (0.1802) (0.1713) 

4.1535** 1. 2849*.* 4.1473** 4.0018** 
(0.1716) (0.1274) (0.1699) (0.1628) 

4.3773** 1. 3857** 4.3447** 4.2861** 
(0.1774) (0.1304) (0.1756) (0.1677) 

4.3818** 1.2916** 4.3499** 4.2574** 
(0.1764) (0.1287) (0.1745) (0.1672) 

-0.9523** -4.1825** -0.6403** -0.2510 
(0.1917) (0.1528) (0.1694) (0.1813) 
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The effects of headship on poverty presented in Model One in Table 24 show a 

slightly different pattern between the races. For blacks as well as whites, headship has a 

direct effect on poverty net of the other variables in the model. Thus, Hypothesis One is not 

supported for either race. Similar to whites, the relative chances of poverty differ for female-

headed families depending on whether or not a child is present. In particular, the odds of 

poverty are not increased for black female-headed families without children compared to 

married couple families with children. On the other hand, black female-headed families with 

a child present are 76% more likely to be in poverty compared to married couple families 

with children. However, when wages and hours are not controlled (Model Two), the 

coefficient for black families headed by a childless woman is positive and significant. This 

suggests that for blacks as well as whites, higher poverty rates among female-headed families 

without children are driven by discrepancies in earnings between female heads and husbands. 

While female headship appears to affect the impoverishment of blacks and whites in a 

similar manner27
, differences across the races occurs among families which are not female-

headed. Unlike whites, childless black families headed by a married couple and those headed 

by single black fathers are not more likely to be in poverty compared to married couple 

families with children. The coefficients for both these types of families are not significant. 

In the case of black single fathers, the lack of significance could be due to small sample size. 

However, when the employment variables are excluded from the model (Model Two), the 

headship variables are positive and significant. 

27 That is to say, the patterns of the effects are similar although the magnitude may 
differ. 
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The story is somewhat different for black male-headed families with children. Model 

One shows that the chances that a family is poor is 91 % (eO.64~ higher if it is male-headed 

without children compared to married couple with children. While slightly different than the 

findings for whites, the effects of headship on poverty among blacks also fits with Easterlin's 

(1980) hypothesis that men marry and have children when they can afford to support a family, 

and Wilson's (1987) suggestion that many unmarried male heads without children represent 

the pool of "unmarriageables." 

While the effect of cohort on poverty follows a different trend for blacks and whites, 

these trends suggest that for blacks as well as whites, the Easterlin theory about the 

deleterious effects of competition among the baby boomers is not supported by the data. The 

coefficients for the baby boom cohort are negative and not significant in the full model 

(Model One). Although this result was expected under the hypothesis that the competition 

effect operates indirectly through wages and hours, the exclusion of these variables from the 

model (Model Two) changes the sign in the direction opposite to that predicted by the 

Easterlin hypothesis. Similar to whites, the odds of poverty in the model which excludes 

wages and hours (Model Two) are significant and negative for families headed by an 

individual born during the baby boom. 

On the other hand, the same pattern for whites and blacks are found among families 

headed by the post baby boom cohort. Families headed by an individual born after 1963 are 

57% more likely (eO.4496
) to be poor compared to those headed by an individual born before 

1944, net of the effects of employment, headship, and family background. 

There are also racial differences in the relationship between cohort, family 

composition and poverty. In the model which excludes family composition variables (Model 
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Three), the data show that there is still no significant effect of cohort on poverty for heads of 

black families born between 1944 and 1963. The coefficient for the post baby boomers is not 

significantly different in the full model than it is for the model with the headship variables 

excluded. 

The results for the cohort variables among blacks do not support Hypothesis Two. 

On the other hand, the pattern of coefficients is similar to that found with the CPS data 

reported in Chapter Two. That is, the odds for the cohorts born between 1944 and 1953 are 

less than one and not significant, while the odds are much greater than one among heads born 

after 1963 (although the coefficient for this cohort is not significant in the CPS data while it is 

in the PSID data). The coefficients for the cohorts born between 1954 and 1963 are not 

significant in any of the analyses, although they have a positive sign in the CPS data and a 

negative sign in the PSID data. 

Thus, for blacks, the chances of poverty have not been steadily increasing with each 

successive cohort of the baby boom as they have for whites. On the other hand, the risk of 

impoverishment among both races has been significantly heightened for the most recent 

generation of family heads. This effect cannot be explained by differences between the 

cohorts in employment, family composition, or family background. 

In fact, the intergenerational transmission of poverty appears to be playing a quite 

minor role in current impoverishment of blacks, once the head's poverty status in the previous 

year is taken into account. There is no effect in any of the models for blacks of the head 

being raised in poverty or raised by a high school dropout, as Hypothesis Eight predicted. 

On the other hand, the variables representing the family's contemporaneous situation 

do influence the chances that a black family is poor. These include the number of family 
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members, the head's personal characteristics and the head's earnings. The direction of these 

effects are the same for blacks as they are for whites. Net of income, the greater the number 

of family members the higher the risk of poverty. Each additional adult member (excluding 

the head) increases a black family's chances of poverty by almost 168% (eo.98'). Among black 

families with children, the odds that a family is poor are raised by 73 % (eO.55!) with each 

additional child.28 These effects are as expected (Hypothesis Three). A family is 63% (e' 

0.36) less likely to be poor if the head is elderly. 

Education also has a significant impact on poverty, net of its effects on wages, hours, 

and household composition. Under Hypothesis Four, this effect was expected to be non-

significant. Instead, black families headed by a high school dropout are 23 % (eO.206
) more 

likely to be poor compared to families headed by a high school graduate. A similar effect 

was found for whites, and it was suggested that the disadvantages of low education are not 

simply confined to reduced wages and hours, as human capital theory would suggest. 

The other major human capital variable, employment experience, is not significant in 

the full model. This finding is consistent with Hypothesis Five, which predicts that 

employment experience affects poverty through its impact on earnings. 

The direct measures of wages, hours and weeks employed all have significant negative 

effects on poverty, as expected (Hypotheses Six and Seven). A dollar increase in the hourly 

wages of the head results in a 44% (e.()·5785) decrease in the odds that a black family is poor. 

Net of wages, the risk of impoverishment is also decreased by less than 1 % (e.()·~ for every 

hour per year that the head is employed. Other family income and the receipt of AFDC also 

28 This effect is conditional on the presence of a child due to the coding of the headship 
variables. 
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negatively affect poverty. The effect of other family income on poverty is surprisingly small, 

at less than .1 % (e..()·()()()~. Receiving welfare, on the other hand, reduces the chances that a 

black family is poor by over 400% (e·J.6736). 

While the effects of income variables based on personal characteristics of the head 

show similar trends for whites and blacks, this is not the case with variables representing local 

labor market demand. For instance, the availability of jobs for unskilled male labor appears 

to be increasing the chances of black poverty over and above the effects of the county 

unemployment rate. Although the effect of the variable indicating low demand for unskilled 

labor is not significant in the full model (Model One), it is significant and positive when 

wages and annual hours of employment are excluded (Model Two). The county 

unemployment rate increases the odds of poverty in both models. These findings suggest that 

for blacks, living in a county with relatively fewer jobs for unskilled males increases the risk 

of impoverishment by reducing wages and/or employment. The data thus provide indirect 

support for Wilson's hypothesis about the impact of the loss of manufacturing jobs on black 

male joblessness. 

However, the effects of the geographic variables do not correspond to the Wilson 

thesis. For instance, Wilson argues that blacks in the inner cities of the Northeast and 

Northcentral region of the country have been most adversely affected by the changing 

industrial structure. Yet black families living in an urban area have a lower risk of poverty 

compared to those living in smaller metropolitan areas. A black family residing in a county 

which has a city with a population of over 500,000 is about 26% (e..()·J02) less likely to be poor 

compared to a family living in a county where the largest city has between 50,000 and 
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500,000 residents. On the other hand, living in a rural area does not increase the odds that a 

black family is poor. 

Black residents of the Northeast are not significantly more likely to be poor than those 

who live in the West, even when employment is not controlled (see Model Two). Living in 

the Northcentral region of the U.S. does increase the odds of poverty for blacks by 70% 

(eO.263
) in the full model. A black family is most likely to be poor in the South then in any 

other region. The chances of poverty are doubled (e'69'7) if a family lives in the South 

compared to the West. 

The Hypotheses regarding the relationship between labor demand and poverty were 

not supported for either race. However, the region variables exhibit completely different 

patterns for blacks and whites; the variables which are significant for one race have no 

significant effects for the other. On the other hand, national economic and political trends 

appear to be affecting whites and black similarly. In general, the odds of poverty have been 

increasing each year for blacks since 1970. The chances of being poor was 253% (eI.U2
) 

higher for a black family in 1970 compared to 1969. By 1987, the odds of poverty were 

700% (e4
.
3B:) higher than they were in 1969. This is consistent with Hypothesis Eleven. 

The combination of year and cohort effects imply that for blacks as well as whites, 

new generations of family heads can expect to face a higher risk of poverty than their 

predecessors. 

SUMMARY 

For both races, cohort effects on poverty were found in the multivariate analysis. 

While the relationship between the baby boom cohorts and poverty differ for whites and 
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blacks, both races exhibit a significant positive effect on poverty for the cohorts born after the 

baby boom. These patterns are similar to those reported in Chapter Two. That is, virtually 

the same result was obtained using two different datasets and two different methodologies. 

Thus, the evidence is relatively strong that there are differences among cohorts which are 

influencing their risk of poverty. 

However, these effects do not follow the pattern expected from the Easterlin 

hypothesis. The data do not support the prediction that the baby boom cohorts are 

experiencing greater labor market disadvantage than the pre-boomers and post-boomers which 

is leading to a higher risk of poverty for their families. In fact, the data show the opposite 

trend; differences in hours and wages between the cohorts operate to reduce the odds of 

poverty for the baby boomers compared to the generations which preceded the baby boom. 

The assumption was made from the comparison of the nested models that the baby boomers 

are not receiving lower wages and are not working fewer hours compared to family heads 

born before 1944 with comparable levels of education and employment experience. 

What these findings suggest that there are labor market processes which are pulling 

the effects of cohort on poverty in different directions. While these processes and their 

outcome do not directly correspond to those proposed by Easterlin, neither do they completely 

disconfirm his theory. In addition, although both races show an effect on poverty which is 

positive and significant for family heads born after the baby boom, this effect may not reflect 

the same processes. There is no theory of poverty in the literature which would explain what 

these different processes would be which could lead to the same effect for the post baby boom 

cohorts. 
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On the other hand, because the same basic pattern in the effect of cohort on poverty 

among both whites and blacks was found using two completely different datasets, the evidence 

is certainly strong that the cohort effect indeed exists. 

The other pattern which appears both in the multivariate analyses of the current 

chapter and the descriptive analyses presented in Chapters Two and Three is the difference in 

the risk of poverty among female-headed families. Net of differences in wages and hours, 

female-headed families with children are more likely to be poor than are female-headed 

families without children among both whites and blacks. The hypothesis regarding selection 

into female headship is again supported by the evidence. The next chapter explores the 

relationship between gender, cohort and poverty in greater depth. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

INTO AND OUT OF POVERTY: 

POVERTY TRANSITIONS AMONG WOMEN, 1970-1987 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous chapter examined whether there is a cohort effect on poverty in a given 

year among all families. Evidence for an effect was found for whites but not for blacks. The 

current chapter uses a more fine-grained analysis to look at whether the cohort effect has 

contributed to the gender composition of poverty over the past twenty years. This question is 

examined by modeling the routes into and out of poverty among women. The chapter focuses 

exclusively on women because the paths into and out of poverty for women are theoretically 

distinct from those of men. For instance, welfare benefits are directly linked to routes into 

poverty followed by women. This is not the case for men (Duncan 1984). Thus, the 

question of what determines the risk of falling into and out of poverty among men is not 

addressed in this chapter. 

The main hypothesis being tested in this chapter is whether wives and female family 

heads born during the baby boom generation are more likely to enter poverty and less likely 

to exit poverty compared to the cohorts which preceded and followed them. The theoretical 

basis for the model of transitions into and out of poverty presented in this chapter is the same 

as that developed in the preceding chapter. That is, it is assumed that poverty is determined 

by earnings and other forms of income, family composition, labor market opportunities and 

period trends such as the business cycle. The theoretical discussion will therefore not be 

repeated here. 
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Focusing on poverty transitions rather than impoverishment during a given year 

provides an added dimension to the study of the relationship of birth cohort and poverty. The 

dynamics of poverty are modeled directly, and changes in poverty status can be estimated 

from changes in the independent variables, rather than inferred. In addition, the impact of 

cohort on female poverty can be more finely analyzed by distinguishing whether the baby 

boom is more likely to enter poverty and is also less likely to exit impoverishment. If this is 

indeed the case, then the baby boomers wiII be disproportionately represented among the 

long-term poor. From a policy standpoint, the prospect of higher long-term poverty among 

such a large cohort suggests higher demand for welfare state programs. 

Questions about the persistently poor have motivated the bulk of the current research 

on transitions into and out of poverty. The chronically poor are often studied with reference 

to the "undercIass" (Bane 1986; Bane and Ellwood 1986; Bane and Jargowsky 1987; 

Corcoran, Duncan, Gurin, and Gurin 1985; HiIl 1981; Ricketts and Sawhill 1987; Sawhill 

1988). Researchers are attempting to assess the size of this group and estimate whether the 

numbers in chronic poverty is growing. Yet this literature remains primarily descriptive, 

mapping the routes into and out of poverty and distinguishing the characteristics of the long

term poor from those who remain in poverty one or two years (Bane and Ellwood 1986; Coe 

1978; Duncan 1984; HiII 1981). The question of the relationship of birth cohort to persistent 

poverty has not been addressed in these studies. The analyses presented in this chapter 

contributes to this research in two ways. First, causal relationships are investigated through 

using multivariate analysis to model the paths into and out of poverty among women who are 

wives or family heads. Second, the relationship between birth cohort and poverty transitions 
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are tested within the multivariate framework. Below I discuss the main findings of the 

research on poverty transitions, and then present the findings from the multivariate analyses. 

Review of the Literature: Poverty Entrances and Exits 

The research on transitions into and out of poverty has shown that the population of 

families which is ever poor is quite different from the long-term poor (Duncan 1984). 

Duncan (1984) estimates that between 1969 and 1978, almost one-quarter of the U.S. 

population lived below poverty for at least one year. He shows that those individuals who are 

only poor for one of those ten years are fairly representative of the general population. 

However, those individuals who experienced poverty in at least five of those ten years have a 

quite different profile, and represent two overlapping groups: families headed by a woman 

and African-Americans (Duncan 1984: 48). He also argues that the long-term poor do not fit 

Wilson's definition of the urban underclass. In particular, persistent poverty is concentrated 

among blacks, the elderly, residents of rural areas and families which live in the south 

(Duncan 1984:34). 

However, Duncan's results are not reliable approximations of the extent of long-term 

poverty (see Bane and Ellwood 1986, for a critique of his methodology). Estimating 

persistent poverty is problematic because the longitudinal data available are limited in the 

scope of time they cover. For instance, in the PSID, a family which is observed to be in 

poverty in 1968 and to exit poverty in 1969 may actually be at the end of a very long spell of 

impoverishment (Bane and Ellwood 1986). That is, data for this observation is "left 

censored" (Heckman 1981). Similarly, it is 110t known how long spells will last among those 
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who are poor during the last year of the study. This is "right censoring" (fuma and Hannan 

1984). 

Bane and Ellwood (1986) attempted to adjust for the censoring problems in one of the 

most methodologically sophisticated and thorough longitudinal investigations of poverty. In 

their article, "The Dynamics of Poverty," Bane and Ellwood (1986) address three issues: what 

adverse events lead to poverty; whether the duration of poverty varies depending on how the 

spell began; and how families escape poverty (1986:4). The authors use discrete-time event 

history techniques to analyze the PSID dataset between 1970 and 1982. They estimate 

duration-specific probabilities for exiting poverty, given that an individual is poor. 29 A 

separate set of probabilities are estimated to predict entering poverty, given that an individual 

is not poor (Bane and Ellwood 1986). Thus, two groups are examined separately, the poor 

and the not-poor. Bane and Ellwood (1986) ascertain what events are most likely to lead to a 

transition in poverty status by calculating the proportion of transitions which were triggered 

by a particular type of event such as marriage, the birth of a child, or job loss. 

Bane (1986) uses a similar methodology to compare routes into poverty among white 

and black female-headed families. The findings of these two studies, although descriptive, 

speak to the theoretical debates about gender and racial differences in the dynamics of 

poverty. In particular, Bane (1986) argues that impoverishment among female-headed 

families are driven by different processes for whites and blacks. White poverty is event-

driven, so that women enter poverty simultaneously with becoming family heads. Black 

poverty, on the other hand, represents a "reshuffling" from one type of poor family to 

29 Their unit of analysis is the individual, and they restrict the sample to those under the 
age of sixty-five. 
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another. That is, black women are more often poor prior to becoming family heads. They 

either leave impoverished parents to form their own household or they leave marriages where 

they have poverty-level income. In fact, Bane (1986) finds that over half of the racial gap in 

poverty arises from the higher rates of impoverishment among blacks within family types. 

Despite the intensive study of precipitating events, it is still not known what explains 

the higher rates of poverty among blacks. For instance, Duncan (1984) found that poor 

female family heads experienced greater improvement in their income-to-needs ratio if they 

were white than if they were black. Half of this racial difference could be attributed to a 

higher propensity for the white women to marry. However, the other half of the difference 

was unexplained after controlling for factors such as earnings, hours and education. 

Within the races, gender differences in routes into and out of poverty reflect the 

advantages which men have over women in the labor market. For instance, in the Bane and 

Ellwood (1986) study, 60% of all spell beginnings among male-headed and married-couple 

families with children began with a drop in earnings of the head. In contrast, decreased 

earnings of the head represented 14% of spell beginnings among female-headed families with 

children. An increase in earnings accounted for 33 % percent of the poverty exits among 

female-headed families with children, and 64% of the exits for male-headed families with 

children. 

One possible way to interpret these findings is that among female-headed families, a 

change in the earnings of the head appears to be more important in determining poverty exits 

than poverty entrances. This would suggest that the effect of a particular event (for instance, 

a rise in earnings) on the chances of exiting poverty is not necessarily the same as the 

opposite event (for instance, a drop in earnings) on the chances of entering poverty. One of 
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the reasons for this difference is that the population at risk of entering poverty is not the same 

as the population at risk of exiting. In particular, those in jeopardy of entering poverty 

include all the families who will never be poor. These families are, by definition, completely 

excluded from the population at risk of exiting impoverishment. In fact, the majority of the 

poor during any given year are in the midst of a long spell, and are decidedly unlike the 

never-poor in terms of their personal and family characteristics (Bane and Ellwood 1986). 

Thus, the finding that 75% of all poverty spells end with an increase in earnings (Bane and 

Ellwood 1986) does not mean that the odds of exiting poverty when earnings rise are three in 

four. Instead, the result should be interpreted as the odds of exiting via earnings conditional 

on two events: that the family was in poverty in the prior year and that the family is exiting 

poverty in the current year. The question of what are the odds that an increase in earnings 

will push a family out of poverty will be addressed in the current chapter. 

HYPOTHESES 

As discussed in Chapter One, a change in family structure and a change in income are 

the two main routes into and out of poverty. By far, the most important family structure 

change involves a change in the family head, rather than the addition or loss of other 

members such as children (Bane and Ellwood 1986; Duncan 1984). While divorce is an 

entree into poverty for many women, marriage is a way out. It has been argued that a 

woman's wages cannot make-up the loss of her spouse's income (Garfink:el and McLanahan 

1986). Often the burdens of single parenthood also limit women's hours of employment 

(Coverman and Kemp 1989). Once the new female head's wages, hours, and other sources of 

income are controlled, divorce should not increase the odds of poverty for women. 
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While a decrease in earnings is also a route into poverty for female heads and wives 

(Duncan 1984; Bane 1986), this should mainly occur through a reduction in hours. That is, it 

is rare that a worker will have his or her hourly wages reduced, and there is little incentive to 

change to a job with lower pay. It is more likely that a worker's earnings will decline 

because he or she works fewer hours or ceases to be employed at all (either voluntarily or 

involuntarily). On the other hand, it is quite conceivable that exits from poverty can arise 

from a raise in pay as well as from an increase in hours. An increase in salary can occur at 

the individual level or via structural-level changes such as a raise in the minimum wage. 

Following the Easterlin hypothesis, we would expect a cohort effect on transitions into 

and out of poverty through differences in hours and earnings. The baby boom cohorts should 

be particularly vulnerable to falling into poverty, and should be less likely to escape poverty, 

if they indeed have a relative disadvantage in the labor market. Baby boomers are expected 

to face higher unemployment compared to the generations which preceded them. The baby 

boomers will thus be more likely to experience a drop in hours, and thereby enter poverty. 

Similarly, because they are face greater competition for work when they are unemployed, 

they are expected to spend more time looking for employment compared to their predecessors, 

and will therefore be less likely to exit poverty through an increase in hours of employment. 

In brief, the baby boomers should be under-represented among the never-poor. 

It is expected that variables which are not measured in terms of change, such as 

whether the individual is a high school dropout, employment experience, local labor market 

conditions, and period will have the same effects on the chances of falling into poverty as 

found in Chapter Four. 
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METHODS 

While the basic theory underlying the model of poverty transitions is the same as that 

presented in Chapter Four, there are important methodological differences. In modeling 

poverty entrances and exits, the dependent variable represents transitions in poverty status in 

two consecutive years. To specify the "routes" which lead to these transitions, many of the 

independent variables are measured in terms of change. These changes are estimated for 

women who are either wives or family heads. This is a departure from the analyses presented 

in the previous chapters, which pooled all families and used the family as the unit of analysis. 

Measures of change cannot be obtained at the family level, since the 'unit' itself changes as 

new members move in and old members move out to form their own household. In addition, 

the method used in the previous chapters of designating the husband as the family head does 

not adequately capture the different routes into and out of poverty for women. With a pooled 

sample such as was used in Chapter Four, lagging the independent variables in terms of the 

(male) head precludes estimation of the effect of a new wife's prior economic status and 

family situation on a transition into or out of poverty. 

This omission is not trivial. Changes in family structure is one of the primary routes 

into and out of poverty for women (Duncan 1984; Bane and Ellwood 1986). Further, racial 

differences in chronic poverty have been linked to the disparate rates of marriage, divorce and 

re-marriage among white women and black women (Duncan 1984). Thus, the routes into and 

out of poverty are modeled for individual women rather than families. 

In order to model the determinants of poverty entrances and exits, the dependent 

variable is measured as poverty status in two consecutive years. If poverty is considered a 

state, there are two mutually exclusive possibilities for any given year: a family is either poor 
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or not poor. A family which is not poor in one year can stay out of poverty or enter 

poverty in the next year. Likewise, a family which is poor in one year can either remain in 

poverty or exit poverty. Thus, in two consecutive years, a family can occupy one of four 

statuses: 1) poort_! and poort 2) poort_1 and not poort 3)not poort-l and poorl 4) not poorl_1 and 

not poorl • Using this four-category dependent variable, entrances into poverty and exits from 

poverty are estimated in the same equation. In order to make the parameters interpretable, 

the model is estimated twice, using a different omitted category for estimation. Falling into 

poverty is compared to remaining out of poverty, and exiting poverty is compared to 

remaining in poverty.:JO (See Appendix Four for a detailed discussion of the methodology). 

The specification of the model of transitions into and out of poverty parallels that of 

the previous chapter, with the exception that some of the variables are measured in terms of 

change. Independent variables representing the paths into and out of poverty include changes 

in family composition and income. Following the logic developed in Chapter Four, the 

family composition variables are measured during the current year and are lagged for the 

previous year. 

There are three measures of change in family composition: change in the family head, 

change in the number of children in a family, and change in the number of 'extended family' 

adults. These measures are coded as a series of dummy variables. Three dummy variables 

represent change in headship status. There are two possible statuses for women in the sample 

:JO In order to specify a model which can be estimated given the resources of the IBM 
3060 computer, the dependent variable is three categories. The category which is not 
compared is collapsed. For instance, in the estimation of poverty exits, those women who are 
not poor at time t-l are subsumed into one category. In the estimation of poverty entrances, 
women who are poor at time t-l are coded into one category. 
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at each time point: wife or family head. Thus, in two consecutive years, there are four 

possible categories: 1) a woman is a wife in two consecutive years (wife-wife) 2) a woman 

marries; she is a female head in one year and a wife in the next year (head-wife) 3) a woman 

is a family head in two consecutive years (head-head) 4) a woman divorces or separates from 

her husband; she is a wife in one year and a family head in the next year (wife-head). In the 

model, the first category, representing women who are wives during two consecutive years, is 

the omitted category. Because change in headship can happen in mid-year and may not be 

detected by the interview until the subsequent year, the headship change variables are lagged 

one year. This coding method has also been used by Bane (1986) in her analysis of paths into 

and out of poverty using the PSID. 

The other type of family composition change which is likely to affect poverty is an 

increase or decrease in the number of adult and child members in a household. Two dummy 

variables are created to measure these respective changes. A dummy variable for an increase 

in children is coded ' l' if there are more children in the respondent's family in the current 

year compared to the previous year, and is coded '0' otherwise. A dummy variable for a 

decrease in children is coded' l' if there are fewer children in the respondent's family in the 

current year compared to the previous year, and is coded '0' otherwise. The excluded 

category is no change in the number of children. A control variable indicating the number of 

children in the respondent's family in the previous year is also included. Similar codes are 

created for an increase or decrease in the number of adult 'extended' family members. This 

includes all adults in the family over the head and a second adult. That is, in married couple 

families, any adult other than the husband and wife is counted as an 'extended family' adult. 

In female-headed families, any adult other than the head and a second adult is an 'extended 



family' member. The criteria is used in order to differentiate the effects of additional adult 

members from those which arise from dual-headed versus single-headed families. 
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In addition to changes in family composition, the other major route into poverty is 

change in income, especially earnings of the head and wife. Because a family's poverty status 

is based on income earned in the previous year, the income variables are measured for the 

previous year (year t-1) for the current wife or head (see Chapter Four for a discussion of the 

poverty measure). The income variables are measured for the family members of current 

respondent during the previous year. Lagged income variables represent income received by 

the previous year's family of the current respondent at t-2. Because respondents can change 

families between two points in time, the lagged income measures may represent income from 

family members other than the current members. For instance, suppose a woman divorces at 

time t-l and is heading her own household at time t. The income of her family at time t-2 

will include her husband's earnings, while the other family income measure at time t-l will 

not. Instead, the income of her family at time t-l will represent the total income of the 

members of her new family. 

There are three income-related variables which are measured in terms of change: 

hours of employment of the respondent; hourly wages of the respondent; and other family 

income. These variables are coded as the difference between the value of the variable at time 

t-l and time t-2. A continuous measure of change is used because the amount of change in 

hours, wages, and other family income should affect the chances of poverty entrances or 

exits. That is, an increase in annual wages of five dollars will probably have the same effect 

on poverty as no increase, while an increase of five hundred dollars should lower the chances 

of falling into poverty and raise the chances of getting out. As a control, the value of the 
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employment and income variables in year t-2 are also included. These controls are necessary 

because lagged income will determine initial poverty status, which is part of the dependent 

var~able. In addition, changes ·in magnitude will have a more substantial impact on those 

whose initial value is low, since small absolute increments represent a large proportion for an 

initially small base. For instance, an increase of 500 hours of annual employment between 

two years represents a 500% rise in hours for an individual who was only employed one hour 

in the first of the two years, but only represents a 33 % increase in hours for an individual 

who was employed 1500 hours in the first of the two years. 

The hours and wage variables are measured for the respondent (that is, wives and 

female family heads), while the other family income variable is measured for all family 

members excluding the respondent. As in Chapter Four, hours refers to annual hours of paid 

employment. Hourly wages represent her average hourly earnings, and is computed by 

dividing annual wages by annual hours. Hours and wages are combined for the lagged 

control in order to avoid estimation problems associated with multi-colinearity. The other 

family income variable includes all taxable and transfer income received by members other 

than the head in female-headed families. The variable includes husband's earnings and 

taxable income from members other than wives in married-couple families. The receipt of 

AFDC at time t-2 is included in the model as a control. Change is not measured for this 

variable because the causal relationship between change in poverty status and change in 

AFDC status is not straightforward. That is, a woman may go on welfare to avoid poverty. 

In addition to the measures of the paths into and out of poverty which are represented 

by the change variables, the model includes measures of personal characteristics of the head 

and wife, labor demand variables and period. These variables are coded.in precisely the same 
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way as they are coded for the analyses presented in Chapter Four. The main difference is 

that while the personal characteristic variables in the previous chapter were measured for 

husbands in married couple families, they are measured for wives in the sample of women in 

the present chapter. 

For instance, the cohort variables represent the birth cohort of wives and female 

heads. Birth cohort is coded as three dummy variables using the same criteria used in the 

analyses in Chapter Four. That is, the baby boom cohorts are divided into two groups, 

family heads born between 1944 and 1953, and those born between 1954 and 1963. Family 

heads born after 1963 are coded as the post baby boom cohort dummy variable. The omitted 

category is family heads born before 1944. Because the cohort categories span ten years, 

most of the wives and husbands will be in the same birth cohort category. Thus, using the 

cohort of the wife in the female sample should have comparable results as using the cohort of 

the husband in the previous chapters. 

As in Chapter Four, employment experience is constructed from both retrospective 

and current data. Beginning in 1974, every new head was asked the question, "How many 

years have you worked since you were 18?" The question was also asked for wives. Heads 

answered this question for wives in all years of the study except 1976 and 1985. Experience 

for each subsequent year for heads and wives is calculated by adding the value of this variable 

to the number of years the head or wife has worked until the current year. Experience from 

1968 to 1973 is calculated by subtracting the number of years the head or wife is employed 

from the 1974 value of the variable. There is also a control dummy indicating whether the 

head or wife is over the age of sixty-four. 
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There is not a measure of class background of the wife's family of origin in the PSID. 

Therefore, class background variables for the husband is used in the models for wives. These 

variables are the same as those used in Chapter Four. There is a dummy indicating whether 

the head was raised in poverty. This variable is coded from the head's answer to the 

following survey question: "Were your parents poor when you were growing up, pretty well 

off, or what?" There were four possible responses: "poor," "average; it varied," "pretty well 

off," and "don't know, didn't live with parents." In the model, a response of "poor" is coded 

as 1 for the childhood poverty dummy, while responses of "average" or "pretty well off" are 

coded as zero. "Don't know" responses are coded as missing. The second measure of the 

class background of the head is a dummy variable indicating whether head's father (or mother 

if there was no father present) graduated from high school. 

The measures of labor demand are included in the model are the same as those in 

Chapter Four. Because the employment and income data represent activity during the 

previous year, the labor demand variables are also measured for the year prior to the survey 

year for the current head or wife. Further, because changes in the employment of wives is 

measured for the sample of women, the labor demand variables are also measured for wives 

in the female sample. This variable will be the same for husbands and wives in a married 

couple family, except in those cases where there has been a transition in headship, so that the 

wife is new. The county unemployment rate and dummy variable representing the availability 

of low-skill jobs are the same measures used in Chapter Four. The metropolitan and region 

variables are also the same as those used in the previous chapter. That is, there are three 

region dummies: South, Northeast and Northcentral. The West is the excluded region. There 

are also two dummies which represent the size of the county in which the head or wife 



resided in the previous year. An URBAN dummy is coded as 1 if the family lives in an 

SMSA with a city of 500,000 or more inhabitants and 0 otherwise. A RURAL dummy is 

also in the model, indicating whether a family lives in a county which is not an SMSA, and 

where there are less than 10,000 inhabitants in the largest city. 
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A dummy variable is coded for the year the destination poverty status is observed 

within a two-year interval. That is, the first dummy represents the years 1970-1971, and the 

last represents the years 1988-1989. The years 1970-1971 is the excluded category in the 

analysis. The years 1968 and 1969 arc excluded from the analysis because a measure of 

AFDC receipt is not available for the year 1969, and this variable is lagged two years in the 

model. 

Lagging the independent variables to measure change at the individual level imposes 

an important restriction on the sample. Only those individuals who are heads or spouses in 

two consecutive years can be included. Individuals who leave their parental homes to form 

their own families are not part of the sample during the year they make the transition. This 

restriction is necessary because there is no earnings measure in the PSID reported for 

individuals who are not heads or spouses. Since change in earnings is a key variable 

hypothesized to drive the effects of cohort on poverty transitions, correct specification of the 

model requires that those women who are neither heads or wives in year t-l be omitted from 

the analysis. In addition, the inclusion of these cases would bias the relationship between 

birth cohort and poverty transitions, since a move out of a parental home cannot be measured 

for the older cohorts of women in the sample who left before 1963. The other restriction on 

the data is imposed by the employment experience variable. The question about employment 
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experience was not asked of heads or wives before 1974; therefore, women who dropped out 

of the survey before 1974 are excluded from the analyses. 

RESULTS 

Descriptive Statistics 

There are 43,380 cases in the sample of white women and 23,217 cases in the sample 

of black women used in the multivariate analyses. Each of these cases represents a person

year. A woman provides a separate case in the analysis for every year she is in the study 

with data on all the variables used in the analysis. Tables 25 and 26 present the distribution 

of the variables used in the multivariate analyses for the person-year samples of white and 

black women. Because the data is not weighted and does not represent a sample of cases 

which are independent, tests for statistical significance have not been generated. Comparisons 

of the percentages and means presented in·Tables 25 and 26 are therefore made for 

descriptive purposes only. 

Overall, the majority of person-years are not marked by transition. However, there 

are important racial differences in the distribution of the dependent variable - poverty stanis 

in any two consecutive years. About 84% of the person-years among white women were 

spent out of poverty in any two consecutive years. A much smaller 53 % of the person-years 

among black women represented two consecutive years in which a woman was not in poverty. 

While being out of poverty was a more common occurrence among the white sample, 

remaining in poverty was more prevalent for the sample of blacks. 



Table 25 
Percents for Categorical Variables Used in Logistic Regressions 

of Poverty Entrances and Exits Between 1970 and 1987: Person-Year 
Sample of White and Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

tfflITES BLACKS 
Variables (N=43,380) (N=23,217) 

POVERTY TRANSITIONS 
Enter Poverty 4.3 9.0 

Exit Poverty 3.5 8.0 

In Poverty Both Years 8.3 30.5 

Out of Poverty Both Years 83.9 52.6 

RESPONDENT: 
Birth Cohort 

Born Before 1944 63.5 60.6 

Born 1944-1953 25.7 25.0 

Born 1954-1963 10.6 13.9 

Born after 1964 0.2 0.5 

Headshi:g Changes 
Wife Both Years 74.3 40.7 

Wife Becomes Female Head 2.7 3.8 

Female Head Both Years 21.4 53.7 

Female Head Becomes Wife 1.6 1.8 

Personal Characteristics 
Elderly 17.4 9.4 

High School Dropout 32.4 56.0 

FAMILY l{EMBERSHIP CHANGES 
Child Moves In 6.0 8.7 

Child }loves out 5.9 9.1 

Adult Moves In 4.8 7.8 

Adult Moves Out 4.2 6.3 
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Table 25 (Cont.) 
Percents for Categorical Variables Used in Logistic Regressions 

of Poverty Entrances and Exits Betwr.en 1970 and 1987: Person-Year 
Sample of White and Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

Variables 

FAMILY CHARACTERISTICS 

Received AFDC •. :z 

Head Raised in Poverty 

Head's Parent H.S. Dropout 

LABOR DEMAND 

Low Demand for Unskilled 
Labor in County 

Northeast 

South 

Northcentral 

West 

Urban (Largest city in SMSA 
has pop. > 500,000) 

Rural (Largest city in 
non-SMSA has pop. < 50,000) 

YEAl\ 

1970 - 1971 

1972 - 1973 

1974 - 1975 

1976 - 1977 

1978 - 1979 

1980 - 1981 

1982 - 1983 

1984 - 1985 

1986 - 1987 

WHITES 
(N==43,380) 

1.9 

37.2 

32.4 

74.7 

22.7 

32.4 

26.3 

18.6 

23.9 

18.6 

8.4 

10.0 

10.8 

11.6 

11.3 

11.4 

11.5 

12.2 

12.8 

BLACKS 
(N=23,217) 

15.0 

68.3 

86.9 

80.5 

9.1 

65.1 

17.2 

8.6 

44.3 

14.2 

7.7 

9.8 

10.7 

11.4 

11.0 

11.8 

12.0 

13.2 

12.4 

183 



· Table 26 
Means and (Standard Deviations) of Continuous Variables Used in 

Logistic Regressions of Poverty Entrances and Exits 
Between 1970 and 19872: Person-Year Sample of 

White and Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

WHITES BLACKS 
(N=43,380) (N=23,217) 

Variables 

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP 

Number of Children..\ 1.04 1.82 
(1.29 ) (1. 82) 

Number of Adultsl.\ 0.17 0.36 
(0.50) (0.81) 

EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME 

Change t.\-t.z: 
Change in Annual 10.80 11.43 

Hours Employed (574.19) (607.93) 

Change in Hourly 0.19 0.15 
Wages (4.80) (5.78) 

Change in Other 1082.85 509.75 
Family Income (7919.47) (4713.98) 

Control Variables t.z: 
Respondent: 11.29 12.77 

Employment Experience (10.70) (11.91) 

Respondent: 4160.31 3583.73 
Annual Earnings (6404.87) (5124.72) 

other Family 16382.84 7833.34 
Incomel.z (15437.34) (9010.55) 

County Unemployment 4.53 4.94 
Ratel-2 (3.33 ) (3.28 ) 
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Approximately 30% of the black sample was poor for two consecutive years 

compared to only 8 % of the white sample. A higher proportion of the black sample both 

entered and exited pover!)' between 1970 and 1987 compared to the white sample. Overall, a 

much greater proportion Qf the cases in the white sample remained out of poverty while 

almost half the cases in the black sample were impoverished either one or both of any two 

consecutive years. 

Given the racial differences in female headship and income for the sample which are 

presented in Tables 25 and 26, it is not surprising that the black cases show much more 

frequent encounters with poverty. Twice the proportion of the sample of black women were 

female heads for two consecutive years compared to the sample of white women. The 

prevalence of female headship is no doubt part of the reason why the average other family 

income received by the black sample was about 47% of that received by the white sample 

(fable 26). 

Racial differences in annual wages and hours are not so acute. Further, while the 

black sample is actually slightly higher on the mean number of hours of experience than the 

white sample, the black sample actually represents a younger group. Seventeen percent of the 

white sample and nine percent of the black sample is over the age of sixty-four. Almost 

fifteen percent of the cases in the black sample are women who were born since 1954, 

compared to eleven percent of the white cases. The multivariate analyses investigates how 

these variables are related to poverty, and whether birth cohort is influencing the relationship 

between changes in headship status, changes in income and transitions into and out of poverty 

for blacks or whites. 
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Multivariate Analyses: An Overview 

The format for the discussion of the multivariate results of the current chapter deviates 

from that used in the previous chapter. The investigation of the effects of cohort on 

transitions into and out of poverty in this chapter involve a comparison of six models for the 

two transitions (falling into poverty and exiting poverty). The analyses are performed 

separately for two groups: white women and black women. Thus, there are at least twenty

four possible comparisons. In order to have a meaningful interpretation of the results, the 

discussion focuses on broad patterns. The significance and direction of coefficients are 

compared, while the magnitude of the effects are not discussed in detail. This procedure 

facilitates the evaluation of whether there is support for the hypotheses about the effect of 

birth cohort on poverty without getting lost in the detail. 

For each transition, six nested models are compared. Two main questions are asked: 

is there a cohort effect on transitions into and out of poverty among women, aM what is 

driving this effect? The baseline model is analogous to the 'age, period and cohort' model 

developed in Chapter Two. The baseline tests for whether there is prima facie evidence for a 

cohort effect on poverty, and provides a comparison of results across the datasets and methods 

used in this dissertation. In the second model, the wages and hours variables are added in 

order to evaluate whether the cohort effect disappears (or greatly diminishes) with inclusion of 

the respondent's earnings, as would be expected by the Easterlin hypothesis. The baseline 

model is then compared to a set of more complex models which include all th,e variables 

which are hypothesized to lead to a transition into or out of poverty, systematically exCluding 

groups of variables which are expected to influence the relationship between birth cohort and 

poverty transitions. Model Three excludes the respondent's hours and ·wages. All income 
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sources are excluded in the fourth model. This model is analyzed because lower hours and 

wages received by baby boom wives may be compensated for by their husband's labor force 

participation, which is captured in the other family income measure. The fifth model 

excludes transitions in family headship. The last model is the full specification. 

The pattern which is hypothesized for all groups is the following. In the simplest 

model, which does not control of income, headship, and their determinants, women born 

during the baby boom should be more likely to fall into poverty and less likely to exit poverty 

compared to women born before or after the baby boom. It is expected that these effects are 

driven by wages and hours and by differences in family structure. Thus, the cohort effects 

should remain positive and significant in the models in which earnings and headship are not 

controlled and be close to zero in the model which include these variables. If income and 

single headship are indeed generating the cohort effects, then their inclusion in the model 

should drive the coefficient for birth cohort close to zero. The hypothesized patterns are 

examined separately for white women and black women. To facilitate interpretation and 

discussion, only those variables directly relevant to the hypotheses are included in the tables. 

A complete list of the variables used in the estimations for both races is provided in Table 35. 

White Women: Transitions into Poverty 

Tables 27 and 28 present results from the six nested models estimating the chances of 

entering poverty for white women. The baseline model is included in both tables to facilitate 

comparisons. Model One, the baseline "experience, period, cohort" model, shows that among 

white women who are wives or family heads, being a member of the latter half of the baby 



Table 27 
nparison of Two Nested Logistic Regression Models Estimating 
the Log Odds of Entering Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 

White Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL 
Variables I II 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 -0.062 0.013 

Born 1954-1963 0.077* 0.185** 

Born after 0.507** 0.628** 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife Becomes ---- ----
Female Head 

Female Head ----
Both Years 

Female Head ---- ----
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- ----
Moves In 

Child ---- ----
Moves Out 

Adult ---- ----
Moves In 

Adult ---- ----
Moves Out 

EMPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- -0.001** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- -0.025** 
Hourly t'1ages 

Change in oth. ---- ----
Family Income 
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Table 28 
Comparison of Five Nested Logistic Regression Models Estimating 

the Log Odds of Entering Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 
Waite Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL 
:Variable I III IV V VI 

iRESPONDENT: 
~IRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 1-0.062 1-0.091* 1-0.012 0.090* 0.031 

Born 1954-1963 0.077* -0.111* 0.191** 0.067 -0.003 

Born after 0.507** '-0.261 0.559** -0.109 -0.225 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife Becomes ---- 1-0.392*'" 0.516** ---- -0.374** 
Female Head 

Female Head ---- -0.814*'" 0.016 ---- -0.848** 
Both Years 

Female Head ---- -0.227* -0.042 ---- -0.198 
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- 0.290** 0.187** 0.212** 0.140* 
Moves In 

Child ---- 1-0.118 1-0.144* -0.141 -0.016 
Moves Out 

Adult ---- 1-0.145 1-0.153* 0.116 0.110 
Moves In 

Adult ---- 1-0.189 0.026 -0.170 1-0.282** 
Moves out 

!EMPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- ---- ---- -0.001** ~0.001** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- ---- ---- -0.048** -0.052** 
Hourly liages 

Change in oth. ---- 1-0.2E-3** ---- -0.3E-3** -0.3E-3** 
Family Income 
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boom affects the odds of entering poverty. White women31 born in the beginning of the 

baby boom are not more likely to become poor compared to those born before the baby 

boom, while the odds of becoming poor are higher for those white women born during the 

peak of the baby boom compared to white women born prior to 1944. However, the chances 

of entering poverty are the greatest for women born after the baby boom. This pattern is 

similar to that reported for white families in Chapters Two and Thee. That is, the chances of 

poverty keep increasing with each successive cohort since the latter half of the baby boom. 

Adding the respondent's wages and hours to the baseline model (Model Two, Table 27) does 

not reduce the cohort effect as predicted. In fact, the coefficients for 1954-1963 cohort and 

the post-1963 cohort actually increase. This suggests that differences in hours and wages 

among the two most recent cohorts is actually somewhat diminishing their greater 

vulnerability to falling into poverty. 

The cohort effect on poverty entrances does not follow the predicted pattern of being 

driven by differences in their own hours and wages, but rather appears to be affected by the 

other income they receive. If a white woman born after 1953 is more likely to become poor 

because her wages and hours are lower compared to previous cohorts, then the cohort effect 

should be positive and significant when these variables are excluded from the estimation of 

poverty entrances (Model Three, Table 28).32 This hypothesis is not substantiated by the 

data. In fact, the coefficients for birth cohort move in the direction opposite to that expected . 

. 31 Throughout this chapter, the term "women" refers only to female family heads and 
wives. 

32 The inclusion of the other variables in the model provide a more stringent test of an 
hours and wages effect on cohort, since they control for the possibility of interpreting a 
spurious effect as the direct relationship between earnings, cohort and poverty. 
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In Model Three, the effect on poverty entrances among the baby boom cohorts are negative 

and significant. The effect for the post-baby boom cohort also moves from being positive and 

significant in the baseline model to achieving non-significance in the model which excludes 

hours and earnings. This suggests that a variable (or set of variables) other than a woman's 

wages and hours is generating the cohort effect. The results indicate that one of these 

variables is other family income. When other family income is excluded from the model as 

well (Model Four), the cohort effect remains strong and positive. In every model where other 

family income is included, (Models Three, Five and Six), the effect for the cohorts born since 

1954 is either negative or not significant. 

-
Although the effect of cohort on poverty entrances move in the direction expected 

from the Easterlin hypothesis when other family income is excluded from the equation, the 

results do not discriminate between competing interpretations of these results. Other family 

income is a composite variable dependent on family type. It includes husband's wages for 

wives, alimony and child support for female family heads, and transfers (excluding AFDC) 

for all women.33 Thus, the strongest statement that can be made from the findings is that the 

results do not completely contradict the Easterlin hypothesis. Easterlin's theory would suggest 

that men born since the baby boom have relatively lower earnings then the older cohorts and 

thus contribute less income to the family, whether the income is in the form of husband's 

earnings or child support and alimony payments. However, to the extent that the strongest 

effect of birth cohort is found for women born after the baby boom, the competition thesis 

33 It was necessary to construct the variable as a composite because it is not possible to 
obtain lagged measures of earned income for all family members (see discussion of 
methodology above). 
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remains questionable as an explanation of poverty among white women who are family heads 

or wives. On the other hand, the results do show that neither women's own wages and hours 

nor differences in family structure are creating higher odds of poverty for those born during 

the baby boom. 

An alternative explanation is that the findings actually reflect an age effect. It will be 

recalled that employment experience, rather than age per se, is controlled in the model. To 

the extent that older cohorts have little employment experience, age differences among the 

cohorts will not be captured by the experience variable. The more recent cohorts of women 

are in their twenties in the years covered by the analysis. The potential income they can 

receive from their husbands and ex-husbands is lower than that of older women because 

wages tend to increase with age. However, the evidence presented in Chapters Two and Four 

suggest that there is also a cohort effect on men's income. Thus, while the 'age' explanation 

seems plausible, it is not necessarily the only determinant of the cohort effect for women. 

Comparison of the models suggests that differences in income, rather than differences 

in family structure, influence the relationship between birth cohort and the chances of falling 

into poverty among white women. Model Four excludes headship change variables and the 

coefficients for birth cohort are not significant. That is, while white women have been 

successively more likely to fall into poverty beginning with the 1954-1963 birth cohort, this is 

not because these women are more likely to be heading families per se. Rather, the lower 

amount of other family income they receive is driving their odds of entering poverty up (net 

of differences in family type) while differences in hours and wages have been lowering those 

chances. 
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White Women: Exits from Poverty 

It is hypothesized that individuals born during the baby boom should not only be more 

likely to enter poverty, they should also be less likely to exit once they are poor. Lower 

wages, higher unemployment, and a greater chance of single headship should push the baby 

boomers into poverty and keep them there. However, while there is a definite effect of . 

cohort on poverty entrances, the results presented in Tables 29 and 30 show that there is a 

consistent lack of a cohort effect on the odds of exiting impoverishment. 

The effect of birth cohort on the risk of poverty exit is not significant in any model, 

with one slight exception. White women born during the first half of the baby boom (1944-

1953) are significantly more likely to be poor than the generations which preceded them in the 

model which excludes all income sources (Model Four). In regards to poverrj exits, but not 

entrances, the results clearly do not support the predictions of this chapter. That is, for white 

women there is no evidence for the cohort competition thesis as it applies to the chances of 

exiting poverty while there is ambiguous evidence in the case of poverty entrances. 

In addition to the lack of effect of cohort on poverty, the results gf.;nerally show that 

the process of getting out of poverty is not the mirror image of poverty entrances. This is not 

surprising, given that the two types of change in poverty status involve two different 

populations. The group of women at risk of becoming poor in a given year is primarily 

comprised of those who will never be poor and have few of the long-term poor in their ranks. 

On the other hand, women who are at risk of exiting poverty represent a quite different 

population, being comprised of those who are in chronic poverty as well as those who will be 

poor only a short while. 



Table 29 
Comparison of Two Logistic Regression Models Estimating 
the Log Odds of Exiting Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 

White Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

'}'10DEL MODEL 
Variable I II 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 0.080 0.042 

Born 1954-1963 0.071 -0.002 

Born after -0.420 -0.225 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife Becomes ---- ----
Female Head 

Female Head ---- ----
Both Years 

Female Head ---- ----
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- ----
140ves In 

Child ---- ----
Moves Out 

Adult ---- ----
Moves In 

Adult ---- ----
Moves Out 

EMPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- 0.001** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- 0.020** 
Hourly t'lages 

Change in oth. ---- ----
Family Income 
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Table 30 
Comparison of Five Nested Logistic Regression Models Estimating 

the Log Odds of Exiting Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 
White Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL 
Variables I III IV V VI 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 0.080 0.088 0.110* -0.059 -0.035 

Born 1954-1963 0.071 0.081 -0.009 -0.043 -0.006 

Born after -0.420 0.027 -0.285 -0.043 0.043 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife Becomes ---- 0.805** 0.435** ---- 0.793** 
Female Head 

Female Head --_ ... 0.654** 0.341** ---- 0.678** 
Both Years 

Female Head ---- 0.131 0.159 ---- 0.138 
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- -0.186* -0.121 -0.172* -0.119 
Moves In 

Child ---- -0.008 0.057 0.058 -0.042 
Moves Out 

Adult ---- 0.066 0.197** -0.037 -0.008 
Moves In 

Adult ---- 0.065 -0.065 -0.001 0.099 
l-loves out 

EMPLOYMENT AND 
INCOHE CHANGES 

Change in ---- ---- ---- 0.5E-3** 0.5E-3** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- ---- ---- 0.037** 0.038** 
Hourly t-lages 

Change in Oth. ---- 0.2E-3** ---- 0.lE-3** 0.lE-3** 
Family Income 
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Of course, changes in income significantly affect both the chances of poverty entrance 

and exit. However, while the addition of a child in a family increases the chances that a 

white woman will fall into poverty, the departure of a child will not hasten her exit. The 

results in Table 30 also show that divorce will increase a woman's odds of entering poverty 

by lowering her income (Model Four), substantiating a well-documented finding (Duncan 

1984; Ross and Sawhill 1975). However, if a woman is already poor while she is married, 

getting a divorce will actually improve her chances of exiting poverty (Models Three, Four 

and Six, Table 28). This is net of earnings and other family income. One possible 

explanation is that poverty wages can better support one individual than two. If a wife is 

supporting herself and her husband at subsistence level, she will benefit financially from 

dissolving the marriage. 

Black Women: Transitions into Poverty 

Tables 31 and 32 compare nested models from multinomial regression estimates of the 

chances of falling into poverty among black women who are wives or family heads. In the 

baseline 'experience, period, cohort' model (Model One), the effect of birth cohort on the 

chances of falling into poverty shows a very similar pattern to that found in the baseline 

model for white women. The odds of becoming poor have been increasing for each 

successive generation of black women born since 1944 (Model One). Unlike whites, 

however, the trend is not monotonic. Those women born in Lie flIst half of the baby boom 

are the least likely to fall into poverty; this cohort is less likely to become poor than the 

generation which preceded it. Women born during the latter half of the baby boom, however, 

are not significantly more or less likely to enter poverty than the oldest cohort. In fact, Oldy 



Table 31 
Comparison of Two Nested Logistic Regression Models Estimating 

the Log Odds of Exiting Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 
Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL 
Variables I II 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 -0.212** -0.030 

Born 1954-1963 0.041 0.159** 

Born after 0.386* 0.203 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife Becomes ---- ----
Female Head 

Female Head ---- ----
Both Years 

Female "Head ---- ----
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- ----
Moves In 

Child ---- ----
Moves OUt 

Adult ---- ----
Haves In 

Adult ---- ----
Haves out 

EHPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- -0.001** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- -0.112** 
Hourly t'1ages 

Change in oth. ---- ----
Fnmily Income 
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Table 32 
Comparison of Five Nested Logistic Regression Models Estimating 

the Log Odds of Entering Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 
Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL 
Variables I III IV V VI 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 -0.212** -0.160** -0.127** 0.019 0.008 

Born 1954-1963 0.041 -0.040 0.119** 0.047 0.032 

Born Since 0.386* 0.023 0.344 -0.244 -0.259 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife becomes ---- -0.006 0.448** ---- 0.041 
Head 

Head both ---- -0.262** 0.161** ---- -0.280** 
years 

Head becomes ---- -0.144 -0.112 ---- -0.209 
Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- 0.269** 0.237** 0.202** 0.198** 
Moves In 

child ---- -0.099 -0.097 -0.095** -0.063 
Moves Out 

Adult ---- 0.110* 0.020 0.199** 0.202** 
Moves In 

Adult ---- 0.025 0.136* 0.001 -0.014 
Moves Out 

EHPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- ---- ---- -0.001** -0.001** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- ---- ---- -0. 149*tl -0.150** 
Hourly ~lages 

Change in oth. ---- -0.3E-3** ---- -0.3E-3** -.3E-3** 
Family Income 
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black women born after the baby boom are significantly more likely to fall into poverty 

compared to women born before 1944. 
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When the respondent's hours and wages are added to the baseline model (Model Two, 

Table 31), the coefficients for the baby boom cohorts shift in a positive direction, while the 

coefficient for the post-baby boom cohort shifts in a negative direction. That is, differences 

in earnings appear to be working in favor of the baby boom cohort compared to the 

generation which preceded them, making the baby boomers less likely to fall into poverty. 

The opposite seems to be the case with the cohort born after the baby boom. This cohort 

actually follows the expected pattern; the positive effect on poverty entrances is pushed to 

zero when wages and hours are added to the baseline model. 

Model Three in Table 32 also confirms that the exclusion of wages and hours from 

the models does not produce positive effects for the baby boom cohorts, contrary to our 

hypothesis. However, when other family income and earnings are left out (Model Four), the 

coefficients fo~ the baby boom cohorts shift in a positive direction. That is, it appears that 

differences in other family income is malting black women born during the baby boom more 

likely to fall into poverty compared to previous cohorts, while differences in hours and wages 

are decreasing the odds that they will become poor. 

While other family income is affecting the chances of falling into poverty for the baby 

boom cohorts among black women, it does 110t appear to be influencing poverty entrances 

among black women born after the baby boom. The coefficient for the cohort born since 

1964 remains non-significant in the model which excludes this income source (Model Four). 

In fact, this coefficient is positive and significant only in the baseline model. This suggests 

that there is another variable or set of variables common to models Three through Five which 
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is making the most recent cohort of black women more likely to enter poverty. The literature 

on black poverty would suggest that the answer lies in the rise in female headship among 

young black women (Wilson 1987; Murray 1980). However, when family headship is 

excluded from the model (Model Five), the effect on poverty entrances for the youngest 

cohort remains non-significant. 

In fact, net of differences in income, recent or continuing female headship appear to 

influence poverty entrances only for the cohort born between 1944 and 1953. This pattern 

cannot be explained by existing theories of black poverty. What the results do suggest, 

however, is that the relationship between birth cohort and poverty entrances is complex, and 

may involve interactions between cohort, income and female headship which have not as yet 

been adequately theorized. 

Black Women: Transitions Out of Poverty 

Estimates of poverty exits as well as entrances confirm the findings presented in 

previous chapters that unlike whites, blacks born during the baby boom are not economically 

disadvantaged compared to those born after the baby boom or prior to it. Not only are baby 

boom women equally or even less likely to enter poverty compared to the generation of blacks 

which preceded them, it appears that if they do become poor, the chances of exiting poverty 

actually favor black women born between 1944 and 1963. 

Tables 33 and 34 compare nested models estimating the log odds of exiting poverty 

among black women who are female heads or wives. The baseline 'experience, period, 

cohort' model (Model One) shows that the odds of exiting poverty have been improving for 

successive generations of black women until the end of the baby boom. The progress ends 



Table 33 
Comparison of Two Logistic Regression Models Estimating 
the Log Odds of Exiting Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 

Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL 
Variables I II 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 0.157** 0.020 

Born 1954-1963 0.201** 0.062 

Born after -0.086 -0.234 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Wife Becomes ---- ----
Female Head 

Female Head ---- ----
Both Years 

Female Head ---- ----
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- ----
Moves In 

Child ----- ----
Moves Out 

Adult ---- ----
Moves In 

Adult ---- ----
Moves Out 

EMPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- 0.003** 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- 0.077** 
Hourly l'1ages 

Change in oth. ---- ----
Family Income 
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Table 34 
Comparison of Five Nested Logistic Regression Models Estimating 

the Log Odds of Exiting Poverty between 1970 and 1987: 
Black Women Who Are Family Heads or Wives 

MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL MODEL 
Variables I III IV V VI 

RESPONDENT: 
BIRTH COHORT 

Born 1944-1953 0.157** 0.223** 0.185** 0.077 0.099** 

Born 1954-1963 0.201** 0.322** 0.181** 0.205** 0.243** 

Born after -0.086 0.067 -0.134 -0.139 -0.081 
1964 

HEADSHIP CHANGES 

Nife Becomes ---- 0.241** 0.061 ---- 0.203** 
Female Head 

Fem:ale Head ---- 0.526** 0.223** ---- 0.550** 
Both Years 

Female Head ---- 0.188 0.141 ---- 0.210 
Becomes Wife 

FAMILY 
MEMBERSHIP 
CHANGES 

Child ---- -0.140** -0.108* -0.091 -0.083 
Moves In 

Child ---- 0.069 0.119* 0.096 0.039 
Moves Out 

Adult ---- -0.001 0.112* -0.037 -0.034 
Moves In 

Adult ---- 0.132 0.032 0.100 0.126 
Moves Out 

EMPLOYMENT AND 
INCOME CHANGES 

Change in ---- ---- ---- 0.001** 0.001*"< 
Annual Hours 

Change in ---- ---- ---- 0.081** 0.083** 
Hourly Wages 
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Change in oth. ---- 0.2E-3** ---- O.2E-3** 0.2E-3 .... * 
Family Income 



Table 35 
List of All Variables Used in the Nested Logistic Regression Models 

Presented in Tables Twenty-Seven through Thirty-Four 

MODEL MODEL MODEL 140DEL MODEL MODEL 
Variables I II III IV V VI 

Listed in Tables: 
Born 1944-1953 *** *** *** *** *** *** 
Born 1954-1963 *** *** *** *** *** *** 
Born after 1964 *** *** *** *** *** *** 
Wife Becomes Head *** *** *** 
Head Both Years *** *** *** 
Head Becomes Wife *** *** *** 
Child Moves In *** *** *** *** 
Child Moves Out *** *** *** *** 
Adult Moves In *** *** *** *** 
Adult Moves Out *** *** **. • •• 

CHANGE IN: 
Annual Hours .** *** *** 
Hourly Wages **. *** *** 
oth. Family Inc. *** .*** *** 

Not Listed in Tables: 
Annual. Earnings'.2 *** *** *** 
Oth. Family Inc .,.2 * .. * *** *** 
Received AFDC'.2 *** **. *** *** 
Elderly *** *** *** *** *** *** 
H.S. Dropout *** *** *** 
Raised in Poverty *** *** *** 
Parent H.S.Dropout *** *** *** 
Low Labor Demand *** *** *** 
Northeast *** *** *** 
South *** *** *** 
Northcentral *** *** *** 
West *** *** *** 
Urban *** .*. .*. 
Rural *** **. *** 
1970 - 1971 *** *** *** *** *** 
1972 - 1973 *.* *** *** *** *** 
1974 - 1975 *** *** *** *** *** 
1976 - 1977 *** *** *** *** *** 
1978 - 1979 *** *** *** *** *** 
1980 - 1981 *** *** *** *** *** 
1982 - 1983 *** *** *** *** * 'It * 
1984 - 1985 *** *** "'** *** *** 
1986 - 1987 *** *** *** *** *** 

1)(1$ Variable is included in the model 
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NOTE: All results presented in Tables 27 through 34 are based on multinominllogistic regressions with a 
trichotomoUll dependent variable. Thus, Ulere are two coefficients estimated for each independent variable. 
Only Ule coefficient reri'esenting the comparison of interest is presented in the tables (see text for explnnation). 
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with the baby boom generation, however. While baby boom cohorts are more likely to e?tit 

poverty compared to women born prior to 1944, black women who were born after the baby 

boom are not. Model One, the effect on the log odds of getting out of poverty is positive and 

significant for the 1944-1953 cohort. The effect is even stronger and also significant for the 

1954-1963 cohort. Yet the coefficient is not significant for the generation born since 1964. 

Poor black women born after the baby boom have the same chances of climbing out of 

. poverty as poor black women who were born twenty years earlier and were raised under Jim 

Crow practices and overt racial discrimination (Wilson 1978). The differences in the odds of 

poverty exits among the cohorts disappears when hours and earnings are included in the 

baseline model (Model Two), but resurface under the more complex nested models (Models 

Three through Six, Table 34). That is, net of differences in hours and wages alone, the odds 

of exiting poverty are the same for every cohort. One interpretation of this effect is that the 

black women born during the baby boom more likely to exit poverty because they are 

working more hours and/or receiving higher wages. This is opposite to what would be 

expected from a competition thesis. 

However, there appear to be additional forces which are giving baby boom women a 

relative economic advantage. When individual characteristics such as education and local 

labor market conditions are controlled, it appears that the baby boomers have a greater 

chances of escaping impoverishment compared to the generations which preceded and 

followed them. Conversely, the pattern of disadvantage faced by the youngest cohort of black 

women compared to the baby boom generation is consistent across virtually all the models 

presented in Table 34. Whether or not earnings, other family income and female headship 

changes are controlled, black women born since 1~64 are less likely to exit poverty than 



women born during the baby boom and are equally likely to exit as those born prior to the 

baby boom. 
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On the other band, black women born during the baby boom are relatively better off 

than earlier coborts. When determinants of earnings other than cobort are controlled, 

differences in bours and wages actually appear to enhance this effect rather than diminisb it. 

This is opposite to that predicted by the bypothesis that differences in wages and bours would 

make baby boomers less likely to exit poverty. Controlling for all variables except bours and 

wages (Model Three) pusbes the coefficients for the baby boom coborts even bigber, making 

these women even more likely to exit poverty than the oldest generation. Other family 

income works in the opposite direction. The coefficients are reduced in the model excluding 

other family income. That is, differences in other family income appear to lessen the greater 

chances of escaping poverty occurring among black women wbo were born during the baby 

boom. 

Differences in marriage, divorce and sustained female beadsbip also seem to bave a 

slight influence on the effect of cohort on poverty exits. When family beadship variables are 

excluded from the model (Model Five), the coefficient for the 1944-1953 cohort falls to non

significance. This suggests that cbanges in beadship are offsetting the economic advantage 

beld by poor black women born in the first half of the baby boom compared to those born in 

the previous generation. However, it unclear why net of income, differences in female 

headship should influence the early half of the baby boom mucb more than the other cohorts. 
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Into and Out of Poverty: Comparisons across Race 

Overall, the results suggest that there is an effect of birth cohort on transitions into 

and out of poverty among women. Confirming findings from earlier chapters, this chapter 

shows that the relationship between the baby boom and poverty does not completely 

correspond to that predicted by the Easterlin hypothesis, and that the relationship is quite 

different for whites and blacks. Among white women, the chances of entering poverty have 

been increasing for each successive generation since the baby boom, while there is virtually 

no difference in the odds of exiting poverty among the cohorts. What this pattern suggests is 

white women's odds of being poor in a given year will be higher for those born in the latter 

half of the baby boom and after the boom, but these cohorts will not be disproportionately 

represented among the chronically poor. 

The situation is much different for black women. Black women who were born 

during the baby boom actually experience a more favorable economic outlook compared to the 

cohorts of women which precede or follow them. They are less or equally likely to fall into 

poverty and they are more likely to escape poverty. This ends with the baby boom 

generation. Black women born after 1963 are relatively worse off than women born during 

the baby boom. The youngest cohort is more likely to enter poverty and less likely to exit 

compared to the baby boomers. The relatively higher risk of poverty among the youngest 

cohort of blacks was also found in analyses with all families presented in Chapters Two and 

Four (although the effects were not significant with the CPS data). The effect is net of 

differences in female headship. That is, the evidence presented here suggests that the rise in 

female headed families alone does not explain why young black women are more likely to 
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become poor and stay poor compared to older women.. The results do suggest that long-term 

poverty may be increasing among young blacks, as Wilson (1987) suggests. 

While the underclass literature has focused on employment among black men and 

female headship among black women as the major determinants of urban black poverty 

(Wilson 1987; Wilson and Neckerman 1986), the fmdiogs presented in this chapter strongly 

suggest that transitions into and out of poverty among black women are significantly 

influenced by their own wages and hours, not simply by female headship. Further, the 

. evidence that the youngest cohort of whites are also more likely to be poor than the baby 

boomers points to trends that may be connected to more general economic processes which 

are not the exclusively concentrated in large urban areas. 

The findings also speak to claims that the economic gains made by women and blacks 

in the 1970s have begun to slacken pace and possibly reverse direction in the 1980s (Cotton 

1989; Farley 1988; Jones 1986). Indeed, the chances of falling into or out of poverty have 

been declining for all but the most recent cohorts of black women. If the disadvantage 

expe~ienced by the most recent cohort of blacks is interpreted from the 'reversal of fortune' 

perspective, it would suggest that it is both men and women who are new entrants into the 

labor market who are feeling the affects of deteriorating economic opportunities. If conditions 

continue to worsen, black poverty will not decrease as the baby boom ages, for rates of 

impoverishment will be rising among the smaller cohorts which are now entering adulthood. 

The evidence also suggests that theories of the underclass specifically and poverty in 

general are missing important trends when their explanations are limited to a subset of the 

population. For instance, the routes into and out of poverty are not mirror images of each 

other, since entrances and exits involve two very differ.ent groups at risk. Among the post-
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baby boom cohorts of both white and black women, the poverty-reducing effects of 

differences in hours and wages seem to be offset by the poverty-inducing influences of 

variation in other family income. The data do not allow for a direct interpretation of the 

other family income effect. It is possible that the youngest cohort of women receive relatively 

lower amounts of other family income because they are connected to husbands and ex

husbands who have lower earnings by virtue of a cohort effect. However, as discussed 

above, the possibility of an age effect for the youngest cohort cannot be ruled out. It is also 

important to note that these cohort/income relationships are net of differences in female 

headship. Thus, the explanation that younger cohorts are more likely to be poor because they 

are more likely to head families is incomplete. Clearly, the answer to the question of the 

relationship between gender, race and poverty over the past twenty years cannot be reduced to 

a single predominant cause, but involves a complex array of counter-balancing forces which 

appear to be differentially affecting those born before, during and after the baby boom. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

TRENDS IN POVERTY, 1967-1987: 

REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCE 

This dissertation examined the relationship between birth cohort, family structure and 

poverty. It was proposed that trends in the race, gender and age composition of poverty over 

the past twenty years - including what is commonly referred to as the 'feminization of 

poverty' - are partly explained by the unique experience of the baby boom generation. I 

argued that the unusually large size of the baby boom cohorts intensified their labor market 

competition, increasing their risk of poverty through lower wages, higher unemployment and 

fewer intact marriages. This cohort effect on poverty was expected among all families, 

regardless of race or gender of the family head. It was also argued that the unfavorable labor 

market prospects among baby boomers will increase the prevalence of female headship among 

this generation. This follows from Easterlin's theory (1987) that the economic hardship and 

restricted opportunities among baby boomers lead them to delay marriage and childbearing 

and also increase their marital stress and incidence of divorce. It was therefore assumed that 

part of the explanation of what is commonly termed the 'feminization of poverty' (that is, the 

rise in the proportion of poor families which are headed by a woman) hinges on a trend which 

is affecting men and women alike. 

Has the baby boom generation been more likely to be poor in the 1970s and 19805 

compared to previous generations? Among whites, the answer is clearly 'yes.' For blacks, 

the answer appears to be 'no.' In separate analyses using two different sources of data, it was 

~ound that white families headed by individuals born during the baby boom are at higher risk 
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of being poor than families whose head was born prior to 1944. Yet this trend does not 

follow the curvilinear pattern expected by Easterlin's theory. Instead, the trend is monotonic, 

with the smaller post-baby boom cohort showing the highest risk of poverty. 

Black families are also at the greatest risk of impoverishment if they are headed by an 

individual born after the baby boom. However, this is not the result of a steady upward trend 

in poverty for successive cohorts as it is for whites. In fact, there is no evidence that black 

families headed by an individual born during the baby boom are more likely to be poor than 

those headed by previous generations. The effect of the baby boom on poverty among all· 

black families is consistently non-significant across datasets and methods. Among black 

women who are family heads or wives, the risk of impoverishment appears to actually be 

lowest for those in the baby boom generation. That is, what appears to have been a trend 

towards the improvement in the economic prospects of black women halted with the end of 

the baby boom. This is net of changes in family structure, so that the patterns cannot be 

explained by the rise in female-headed families among the younger cohorts (although this 

phenomenon is also occurring). 

Indeed, the most striking finding in this dissertation is that families headed by the 

most recent generation of adults face a higher risk of poverty than families headed by any 

other birth cohort. Analyses using two different datasets (the CPS and the PSID) and various 

methods show that families headed by an individual born after the baby boom more likely to 

be poor than those born in any previous generation.34 It was argued that this finding alone 

34 This effect is positive and significant for whites in both the descriptive and multivariate 
analyses (Chapter Two and Chapter Three, respectively). The effect is large but not 
significant for blacks in the descriptive analysis while it is significant in the multivariate 
model. 
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does not necessarily contradict Easterlin's theory as applied to poverty. If the baby boomers 

have glutted the labor market to such an extent that they are even occupying entry-level jobs, 

then the most recent cohorts may also be experiencing fierce employment competition and 

subsequent impov~rishment. 

However, cohort competition is not dominating the experience of blacks, and the 

evidence suggests that it may not adequately explain trends in poverty among generations of 

whites. Detailed investigations of the mechanisms which are producing cohort effects on 

poverty were developed in Chapters Four and Five. The logic behind these analyses was that 

if baby boomers are mor~ likely to be poor because they work fewer hours and receive lower 

wages, then the inclusion of these variables in the estimation of poverty should diminish the 

cohort effect. The evidence did not bear this out. In general, the higher risk of poverty 

among whites born during the baby boom persists even when wages and hours are controlled. 

Indeed, the evidence actually suggests an opposite pattern; differences in wages and hours 

appear to be mitigating the cohort effect on poverty among both races. 

Despite the fact that the relationship between poverty, birth cohort, and hours and 

wages was contrary to expectations, the results do not necessarily refute Easterlin's theory. 

What the findings do suggest in relation to the theory is that if labor market competition is 

indeed pushing more baby boomers into poverty, the mechanism cannot be directly traced to 

differences in the previous year's hours and wages combined. For instance, it is possible that 

baby boomers have lower wages but are employed longer hours, which is producing a 

counter-balancing effect on their chances of poverty. This effect would appear if the baby 

boom cohorts increased their hours to compensate for their relatively smaller paychecks. 

While the baby boomers are also expected to have higher levels of unemployment (which 
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would lead to fewer hours), the net affect may actually be that in any given year, individuals 

born during the baby boom are employed relatively more hours. 

A thorough test of hypotheses regarding a more complex relationship between cohort 

competition, hours, wages and poverty is beyond the scope of the present work. Equations 

estimating hours and wages must adjust for the problem that earnings are not observed for 

those individuals who are out of the labor force (Heckman 1979). Differences in wages and 

hours which are generated by occupational sector characteristics must also be taken into 

account (England forthcoming). Cohort competition may be more extensive in some sectors, 

especially among those workers who have few skills and are therefore at greatest risk of 

poverty (Grant and Hamermesh 1981). 

However, even if cohort competition does lead to poverty, there are two strong and 

consistent relationships which are not explained by Easterlin's theory: a higher risk of poverty 

for baby boomers among whites but not among blacks, and a convergence of the races for the 

post-baby boom cohort. One possible explanation for economic advantage among blacks who 

were born during baby boom compared to the generations which preceded them involves the 

anti-discrimination legislation of the late 1960s and early 1970s. Affirmative Action policies 

spearheaded by the Civil Rights Act of 1964 opened employment and educational 

opportunities to minorities. The expanding welfare state itself became a major employer of 

blacks, especially those who could occupy middle-level status occupations (Hout 1984). 

Younger blacks could take advantage of these new opportunities, while the older cohorts 

retained the legacy of discrimination 3nd Jim Crow policies (Farley 1988; Wilson 1978). 

Wilson (1978) argues that the impact of the Civil Rights movement was so strong that 

economic cl~s replaced racial discrimination as the main determinant of the economic 
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position of black Americans. He also contends that it was primarily middle-class blacks who 

benefitted from the anti-discrimination legislation of the 196Os. Black families who were 

most vulnerable to poverty were not affected by legislation, but rather by a changing 

industrial structure (Wilson 1978, 1987). 11lUS, improvement in the economic situation of 

some black famW~es were offset by the lack of improvement or even deteriorating prospects 

for others. 

These trends may explain why the odds of poverty among blacks born during the baby 

boom is not significant or actually better among black women, compared to the generation of 

blacks born prior to the baby boom. If cohort competition exists for both races, in the case 

of blacks it has been out-stripped by the pace ilt which new opportunities emerged as a result 

of civil rights legislation. However, this would not explain why the upward economic trend 

among blacks ends with the baby boom, so that the races begin to converge in terms of the 

relative risk of poverty for the most recent cohort. The fmdings discussed in the previous 

chapters indicate that among both whites and blacks, the c,ohort born since 1964 faces a 

greater risk of poverty compared to the generation born during the baby boom. One answer 

is that the economic advantages that existed for blacks in the late 1970s have eroded in the 

1980s (Bound and Freeman 1989; Jones 1986). According to Farley (1988), there have been 

two conflicting trends among blacks throughout the past two decades. While wages for black 

men and women have been increasing, t.ie percent of black men in the labor force has been 

going down. The decline in black male employment has been att.ributed to the decrease in 

manufacturing jobs occurring in geographic regions with high concentrations of blacks 

(Wilson 1937). "The outcome of these conflicting trends has been to dampen but not 

eliminate economic gains" (Farley 1988: 481). As wages began to decline fo~ all male 



214 

workers in the 1980s, the balance may have begun to tip back, so that the net outcome is that 

the economic setbacks produced by unemployment among black men is greater than the 

progress made through wages. 

Yet the data presented in the previous chapters also suggest that the trend towards 

poverty reduction has stopped for the most recent cohort of black women as well as men, and 

that the trend cannot simply be explained by the rise in female headship. The cohort effect on 

poverty for white and black women born after 1963 is difficult to interpret, because it may 

represent an age-period interaction. That is, if there has been an increase in the risk of 

poverty in the 1980s which is only affecting the young, then this would appear as a cohort 

effect. However, it is difficult to determine what types of age-period interaction would affect 

poverty without going through hours and wages. For instance, if new entrants into the labor 

market are bearing a disproportionate share of negative economic conditions, this would 

reduce earnings and hence increase the risk of poverty for the most recent cohorts. Yet even 

when earnings are controlled, the generation of women born after 1963 are more likely to be 

poor than women born during the baby boom. 

In fact, any explanation of cohort effects on poverty which hinges on differences in 

labor market opportunities do not adequately explain the results, since the effects persist with 

and without earnings taken into account. The other major source of income which was not 

directly controlled in the analysis was the amount of AFDC benefits a family received. It is 

possible that AFDC payments differ by cohort to the extent that the most recent cohort has 

the lowest overall earnings potential, and therefore receive proportionally higher benefits. 

The older cohorts would also have lower average benefits during the twenty-year period 

studied because until 1982, it was possible for employed women to be eligible for welfare; 



their transfer payments were inversely proportional to their earnings. However, the cohort 

effect was also found in analyses of all families, the majority of whom do not qualify for 

AFDC (see Chapters Two and Four). 
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An alternative explanation for the higher risk of poverty among post-baby boomers of 

both races was discussed in Chapter Three, and involves the changes in family structure 

which have occurred over the past two decades. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, female 

headship rose at an increasingly accelerated pace. It follows that a higher proportion of 

children who were born in these two decades spent part of their childhood in mother-only 

families - and in poverty - compared to children born in the fifties and earlier. As a result 

of growing up with a single parent, these children would have a higher risk of poverty when 

they became adults. However, this is also an incomplete explanation for the findings reported 

in the previous chapters. Single parenthood and poverty is reproduced across the generations 

by affecting educational attainment, fertility, and family formation, which in turn influence 

wages and employment (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986). Yet these factors were controlled 

in the analyses. Thus, it appears that there is no adequate explanation for the finding that the 

most recent cohort of whites and blacks are facing a greater risk of poverty than the 

generations which preceded them. 

It is time to re-evaluate existing theories to take into account these trends. Conditions 

are getting worse for new generations of adults and there is no answer as to why this is 

occurring. Among whites, it appears to be part of a trend which began with the baby boom. 

For blacks, the trend represents a possible reversal in progress towards improved economic 

conditions. These patterns cannot be reduced to one or two pre-dominaot causes, such as 

changes in family structure or the structure of welfare programs. Part of the reason that 
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existing theories cannot explain trends in poverty is that they tend to focus on the subset of 

the population which is most vulnerable to poverty, such as blacks who live in inner cities 

(Wilson 1987), female-headed families with children (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986; Pearce 

1978; Ross and Sawhill 1975), or 'low income' families (Lewis 1961; Murray 1984). It is 

difficult to sort-out sources of variation in poverty from these approaches, because they limit 

themselves by selecting on the dependent variable. That is, one cannot discern what is unique 

in the processes generating poverty among female-headed families, or blacks, or urban 

dwellers if there is no comparison group. Further, because certain groups are 

disproportionately represented among the poor does not mean that they comprise the majority 

of the poor. In particular, almost two-thirds of families living in poverty in 1987 were white; 

slightly less than half of all poor families were married couples (U.S. Census Bureau 1988). 

This dissertation took a different approach to that offered by current theories by 

investigating the impact of the baby boom, a simple demographic tr~nd which affected all 

individuals, regardless of gender or race. The question of the link between the baby boom 

and poverty has important implications for future trends in poverty and hence can provide a 

guide to the development of public policy. Because the baby boom cohort is so large, the 

economic well-being of its members will affect the number and characteristics of the poor for 

several decades. The shape of the poverty population will potentially be quite different 

depending on whether the baby boom generation is less likely, equally likely or more likely to 

be poor compared to the generations which preceded and followed them. 

If the baby boom generation has an unusually low likelihood of being poor, there 

would be downward pressure on poverty rates. While this cohort effect would be operating 

across all periods, the proportion of families in poverty would decline even further as the 



baby boom enters those age groups with proportionately lower rates of impoverishment, all 

other circumstances remaining equal. 
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If there is no difference in economic prospects among the cohorts and the baby 

boomers are equally likely to be poor as the preceding generation, rates of impoverishment 

will also decline as the baby boomers age. Because incomes are lowest among young adults, 

poverty rates should decrease as the large cohorts of baby boomers enter their thirties and 

forties and are replaced by smaller cohorts. If age-specific rates of female family formation 

also remain constant in the 1990s, then we would expect a drop in poverty rates for all family 

types. Policy-makers could therefore argue that it is not necessary to allocate additional funds 

for welfare programs, since we can expect poverty to decrease with the shifting age 

composition of the population. Indeed, the demand on welfare resources would be expected 

to diminish with the aging of the baby boom, so that scaling-down programs would not 

necessarily put additional families in poverty. 

The data show that this is not a likely outcome for either race. Although black 

families are less likely to be poor if the head was born during the baby boom, the economic 

gains made by the large cohorts of black women born between 1944 and 1963 are being offset 

by their influx into the ranks of single parents. The odds of female headship have been 

increasing with each successive generation of the baby boom. Black poverty is therefore not 

expected to decline as the baby boom ages, since the baby boomers will increase poverty 

through the additive effects of female headship and impoverishment. White poverty will also 

not go down with the aging of the baby boom. Not only are the odds of female headship 

higher for white families whose head was born during the baby boom, but the chances that a 

white family will be poor has been steadily increasing with each generation since the baby 



boom. For both races, poverty will be given additional impetus from the post-baby boom 

generation. 
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If the baby boom cohorts face a higher risk of poverty throughout their life cycle 

compared to the generation which preceded them, poverty will not decline through 

demographic processes alone. When female headship is more prevalent among the baby 

boomers, then women will continue to be a disproportionate share of the adult poor, and the 

number of children growing up in poor female-headed families will remain high. Cutbacks in 

welfare spending would throw even more families into poverty. 

It is clear that a move towards an understanding of the effects of birth cohort on 

poverty would contribute to the development of policies to counter these mechanisms among 

the relevant populations. For instance, if the post baby boom cohort has the highest risk of 

being in poverty because these individuals are more likely to have been impoverished as 

children, policies should be directed towards young single mothers. More programs would be 

needed to assist in the education and training of young female family heads and provide 

affordable daycare for their children to enable these women to support their families and to 

prevent the cycle of poverty from reproducing itself. The data already suggest a need to 

implement these training programs beyond the inner city and focus on white as well as black 

women. 

Indeed, the findings suggest that there may be dimensions along which whites and 

blacks heading families may be more similar in the processes generating impoverishment than 

some researchers claim. In fact, there may be a convergence in these processes such that as 

more white families are headed by women, they begin to resemble black families. This 

process hac; been suggested .by Reynolds Farley (1988): 



I suggest that the changes in family structure that occurred among blacks are a 
leading indicator of what may happen among whites ... .If the earnings of white 
women rise, compared with those of white men, will we find that white 
families increasingly resemble current black families? Two decades from 
now, will the majority of white children be born to unmarried women and 
raised in families headed by their mothers? Will 30 or 40 percent of white 
children live below the poverty line? (Farley 1988: 491) 

219 

I agree with Farley (1988) that using the tools of demography to study these questions 

will add to our understanding of the feminization of poverty. For instance, by looking at the 

impact of the baby boom on poverty, we see that in addition to the disadvantages women face 

which make them so economically vulnerable - low wages, discrimination, a lack of 

affordable childcare, and limited help from fathers - women also seem to be disadvantaged 

by the conditions which are placing all individuals born in particular cohorts at greater risk of 

poverty. 

The size of one's birth cohort and its effect on poverty is a force beyond an 

individual's control. My research thus contributes to the theoretical debates on poverty by 

suggesting that theories which trace the causes of poverty to individual motivation and 

attitudes (ie, 'culture of poverty' theories) are, at best, incomplete. The relatively higher 

chances of female headship and poverty among the individuals who were born after the baby 

boom and are now reaching adulthood means that absent major social policies to alleviate 

impoverishment among the non-elderly, we will not be seeing a drop in the rate of poverty 

among female-headed families for at least ten years among whites or blacks. The extent to 

which poverty rates climb depends in part on the extent to which there continues to he 

contervailing forces operating, such as the delay in childbearing and late marriage. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

DATA AND METHODS FOR CHAPTERS TWO AND THREE 

The Samnle 

In order to decompose age, period and cohort effects poverty and female headship, 

Chapters Two and Three utilize data from the March Current Population Survey (CPS) for the 

following years: 1968, 1973, 1978, 1983, and 1988. The CPS is an annual survey of a 

representative sample of the U.S. working-age population. 

The sample consists of a panel of eight rotation groups, or ·panels.' The monthly 

interview schedule for each panel follows a 4-8-4 pattern. That is, a panel is interviewed for 

the first four months it is in the survey. It is not interviewed in the ensuing eight months, and 

then is interviewed aga~n for four consecutive months. Conducted by the Census Bureau, the 

CPS is used to provide estimates of monthly employment and income data on the U.S. non

institutional population. The Census Bureau reports this data in publications such as 

Employment and Earnings, which is published monthly. 

Data on all members over the age of 14 in a sample household are collected by asking 

questions of one member, designated as the 'respondent' (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1978). 

Insofar as possible, the interviews are conducted face-to-face in the first and fifth month. 

Otherwise, the interviews are conducted by telephone. 

The data from the CPS panel interviews are collapsed into annual cross-sections. 

When weighted, the cross-sections are a representative sample of the U.S. working-age 

population (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1978). Because the aim of the log-linear analyses is to 

describe the trends in poverty among the U.S. population, the data are weighted. The unit of 

analysis for the models determining both poverty and female headship in Chapters Two and 
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Three is the family. While the sample in this study includes families and unrelated 

individuals, the term 'families' is used for ease of presentation. In the analysis, the category 

of 'female-headed families with children' includes those families headed by a woman with a 

related child below the age of eighteen. 'Female-headed families without children' include 

female-headed families without related children below the age of eighteen, such as women 

living alone and women with adult children present. Families which are not female-headed 

include married-couple families with and without children, male-headed families, &Ild men 

living alone. 

Measurement of the Variables 

The dependent variable, poverty, is dichotomous, and is calculated using the Census 

Bureau's defmition. Poverty is measured at the family level, and represents income in the 

year prior to the interview. Income thresholds differ by family size. The poverty rates are 

adjusted each year for inflation. Because the capacity of the family head to garner income has 

the greatest impact on the economic status of the family (Duncan 1984), the age, cohort, and 

education variables represent characteristics of the family head. 

Age, period and cohort are measured as categories of five-year intervals. In Chapter 

Two there are ten age categories, beginning with age 20-24. The last age category is age 65 

and over. The elderly are collapsed into a single category in order to simplify the model and 

reduce the number of parameters which must be estimated. The theoretical justification for 

the open-ended elderly category is that ill terms of the risk of poverty, while those who' are 

age 65 and above are distinct from those who are under age 65, the differences among the 

elderly are trivial by comparison. In Chapter Three, family heads who are above the age of 
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55 are excluded from the estimations, leaving seven age categories. This exclu.gion is made 

because the analyses center on female-headed families with children, the majority of whom 

are under 55. In both chapters, the youngest age group (20-24) is the excluded category. 

This facilitates the detection of linear trends in the effect of age on poverty. 

There are five periods included in the analyses for Chapters Two and Three. The 

periods are evenly spaced by five years: 1968, 1973, 1978, 1983 and 1988. The last year, 

1988, is the excluded category. Birth cohort is a combination of age and period; in Chapter 

Two, there are a total of thirteen birth cohorts. Chapter Three has ten birth cohorts. In each 

of the analyses, the oldest cohort is used as the comparison category. The !lext two oldest 

cohorts are restricted to have identical parameters. This restriction is necessary in order to 

identify the model (Feinberg and Mason 1979). 

Analyses presented in Chapter Three also include a dichotomous variable indicating 

whether or not the family head has completed high school is used as the measure of a family's 

economic vulnerability. Being a high school dropout is closely associated with poverty, and 

has been used as a proxy for long-term poverty (McLanahan 1985). High school dropouts 

have relatively high rates of unemployment, few job opportunities, and flat wage trajectories 

which start low (Markey 1988). 

General Specifiation of the Log-Linear Model 

The even spacing of age, period and cohort facilitates the estimation of these effects 

(Feinberg and Mason 1979). The log-linear model used to estimate the effects of age, period 
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and cohort is the following.3S Because all the variables are coded as discrete categories, the 

cell counts are used to estimate the odds of poverty. Let i refer to age, j refer to period, and 

k refer to cohort. The odds of being in the poverty versus not being in poverty for any given 

membership in i, j and k is simply the ratio of the observed cell frequencies: 

fijk = ~/I1;jk2 = Pijk/(l-puJ 

The relationship between the dependent variable (the odds of poverty) and the independent 

variable is multiplicative. In the fully saturated model, which specifies all interactions among 

the variables, the expected frequency Fijk is equal to the observed frequency fijk: 

fijk = Fijk = nt;~txtij~~~ 

Where t is the effect parameter and n is a constant (the geometric mean). 

Taking the logarithm of each side of the equation produces the linear specification of the 

model: 

Gjjk = 0 + A; + ~ + ~ + Au + Au: + ~ + ~ 

where Gjjlc = 10g(FijJ, 0 = log(n), and the lambdas represent the log of the tau's. 

As higher-order interactions are removed from the model, the estimated frequencies move 

farther away from the observed frequencies. The tau's are estimated by fitting the expected 

cell values from the marginal totals among the variables which are hypothesized to be related 

(Feinberg 1970). This has the effect of 'controlling' for the relationship among the 

independent variables themselves. 

Several restrictions are made in order to identify the model. First, the individual tau's 

are reciprocals of each other. That is, the effect on poverty of not being in category i is 111', 

35 The discussion of log-linear analysis is based on Pullum 1978. 
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or the reciprocal of the effect of being in category i (Knocke and Burke 1980). An additional 

restriction is necessary when estimating age, period and cohort effects. Age, period and 

cohort are linearly related; it is possible to calculate the value of any these variables from the 

other two variables. For instance, given that a family head is in the 20-24 age category in 

1988 defmes the individual's birth cohort. In order to estimate age, period and cohort effects 

in the same model, it is necessary to equate the effects of two categories of one of the 

variables (Feinberg and Mason 1979). In the analyses presented in Chapters Two and Three, 

the effects for the second and third oldest cohorts are set to be equal .. 

The aim of the multi-variate analysis in Chapter Two is to understand how the effects 

of age, period, and cohort on poverty help explain the differences in trends in poverty among 

families which are headed by a female compared to families which are not female-headed. 

Therefore, the main interest is in the actual effects, which are represented in the patterns of 

coefficients. This empbasis is distinct from studies which employ the log-linear technique to 

compare hypotheses about different specifications of models (Hanushek and Jackson 1977). 

Thus, I have chosen a model on theoretical grounds which is appropriate to testing the 

hypothesized effects of household, age, period, and cohort (PHA)(PHY)(PC). However, this 

model also represents a better fit compared to alternative models. 

Table 36 compares the fit of alternative models specifying the relationship between 

household, age, period, cohort and poverty. Since the descriptive statistics reveal that poverty 

varies with household, age, period, and cohort, respectively, the model with two-way 

interactions is chosen as the baseline (that is, (PH)(PA)(PY)(PC». Compared to this baseline 

model, the inclusion of three-way interactions in the model (PHA)(PHy)(PC) reduces chi

square by 98 %. Although the model (PHA)(PHY)~C) represents a significantly different fit 
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from the saturated model, (that is, chi-square has a probability which is less than .05) it is 

chosen for the analysis for two reasons. First, the inclusion of additional interactions cannot 

be justified on theoretical grounds. For instance, the hypothesized effect of cohort on poverty 

should be the same for men and women heading families. Thus, the interaction (PHC) is not 

included in the model.36 -In addition, with sample sizes as large as those used in this phase 

of the study, it is often difficult to specify any model which is not significantly different from 

the saturated model (Feinberg and Mason 1978). Therefore, additional interactions have not 

been included simply to improve the fit of the model. 

36 Analyses which included the interaction (PHC) in the model represented an 
improvement in fit over the baseline which was only .5% better than the fit of the model 
chosen. In addition, parameter estimates for the model (PHA)(PHY)(PHC) revealed no 
significant interaction effects between household and poverty for thirteen out of the fourteen 
cohorts. This is an indication on empirical grounds that we should not expect to find and 
interaction of household and cohort affecting the chances of poverty. 



{P} 

{P}{PY} 

{PA} {PY} {PC} 

{PHY} {PA} {PC} 

{PHA} {PY}{PC} 

{PHA}{PHY}{PC} 

Table 36 
Comparison of Log-linear Models 
Estimating Log Odds of Poverty 

with Household, Age, Year, and Cohort Effects37 

WHITES BLACKS 
Chi-square d.f. 311 Chi-square d.t. 

17,314 149 4865 149 

16,898 145 4634 122 

950 122 388 122 

810 114 381 114 

274 104 143 104 

181 96 138 96 

.226 

37 "Yearn is used to denote "period" to describe the models in this table, since the word 
"period" and "poverty" both begin with the same letter. The symbols for the models are as 
follows: P = poverty; H = household; A = age; Y = year; C = cohort. Descriptions of 
the variable codings are in the text. 

39 Degrees of Freedom 
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APPENDIX TWO 

DESCRIPTION OF THE SAMPLE USED FOR CHAPTERS THREE AND FOUR 

The sample for Chapters Three and Four is taken from the Panel Study of Income 

Dynamics (PSID). The PSID is a longitudinal survey conducted by the Survey Research 

Center at the University of Michigan. The dataset consists of interviews with a representative 

probability sample of noninstitutionalized individuals in the coterminus U.S. obtained annually 

since 1968. The most recent year for which data is available is 1987. 

Originally designed to study changes in behavior and economic conditions, the PSID 

is well-suited to my research in several important respects: first, there is an oversampling of 

blacks and families in poverty; since a disproportionate number of female family heads fall 

into these overlapping groups, I will have enough cases for detailed analysis of each headship 

category for both whites and blacks. Second, there is detailed information about 

family/household composition and economic resources, allowing me to disaggregate the 

specific types of resources and family types are expected to effect poverty. For instance, 

income from earnings, AFDC, and other transfers can be analyzed separately. Third, the 

survey provides data which can represent current conditions to measure labor demand. 

However, because it is a secondary data source (that is, the survey was not designed to 

answer my particular research question) and because it is a large survey, there are potential 

biases which could result from the survey design. Below I discuss the how the sample was 

chosen and the potential for bias. 

In 1968, the first year of the PSID study, every member of a family in a sample 

dW,elling unit was interviewed. ('Family' is defmed in this study as persons who are related 
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together by blood, marriage, adoption, or permanence of living arrangement, unmarried 

persons living together for more than one year sharing expenses, individuals living alone, or 

unrelated individuals with separate expenses). All of these individuals thus comprised the 

original sample, and were re-interviewed in subsequent years, even if they moved out of the 

original family. Individuals in the sample who were not interviewed the previous year were 

no longer interviewed in subsequent years. 

The original sample of 4802 families for the Panel Study of Income Dynamics was 

obtained in 1968, and came from two separate representative probability samples, the Survey 

of Economic Opportunity sample and the SRC's sampling frame. The SEQ subsample was 

selected to overrepresent persons with income below twice the poverty line and blacks. The 

SRC subsample was selected from the SRC's sampling frame of dwelling units at a constant 

overall rate to represent a cross-section of families at all income levels. Non-response varied 

both by subsample and by geographic region. 

The sample is self-replacing in the same way the population is reproduced; while 

some members in the sample die, individuals are literally born into sample families; as some 

families dissolve, new families are formed by offspring. Panel members who divorce or 

separate from their spouse are also followed, which is especially important for my study. As 

the complexity of people's lives are recorded, the complexity of maintaining the 

representativeness of the sample increases also. The SRC has developed a sophisticated 

weighting system not only for panel members, but also for new offspring as well as non-panel 

individuals who linlc-up with panel members. 

A new weighting procedure was developed in 1978, and has been used since that 

time. This weighting scheme takes account the two subsamples forming .the original sample, 
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the cumulative response rates, non-panel members 'marrying-into' panel families, and children 

born to those who either are panel members or would have been had they not been 

nonresponse. Weights for original panel members equal their family weights. These 

weights are calculated using the probabilities of being in one - or both -of the subsamples 

and the nonresponse rates by geographic region for each subsample. Since each year the 

response rate is different, the weights are adjusted for cumulative non-response rates for each 

panel member. The non- response rates are based on both family-level and individual-level 

demographic factors by which response has been shown to vary. Babies born into panel 

families are given the average weight of their two parents. 

The Interview Procedure 

The interviews are conducted yearly beginning in March. To maintain a high 

response rate, the SRC takes special measures. For instance, respondents are paid $10 for 

each interview; individuals who refuse interviews or fail to keep appointments are sent 

'encouragement' letters. The SRC also goes to considerable length to track-down panel 

members who 'split-off' from the original families; th!S has special importance for my study, 

since they are thus able to collect data on newly-formed female-headed families who might 

otherwise drop out of the sample. 

The majority of interviews since 1968 have been conducted by telephone. The 

remaining respondents had no telephones or preferred to be interviewed in person. The PSID 

respondents are unique in that many of them are seasoned panel members; that is, many have 

been interviewed in previous years using basically the same questionnaire. Likewise, they are 

often interviewed by the same individual over a period of several years. The familiarity with 
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the interview procedure and the rapport developed with the interviewer could potentially elicit 

more accurate responses to even the more 'sensitive' questions; on the other hand, responses 

may be more guarded than they might be in a more 'impersonal' situation. With a sample as 

large as the PSID, it is also quite possible that both types of bias are in operation, and that 

they balance-out in the long run. It should be noted, however, that these biases cannot be 

tested directly from the panel data, since the relevant information is not recorded. 

Another aspect of the study design which could have biasing effects directly relevant 

to my study is the use of proxy 'interviews. Interviewers attempt to interview the head of 

family; if they are unable to do so, they interview the wife, another adult member, or a 

mature child. In married-couple or cohabitating families, the husband is always considered 

the family head. In analyses which measure employment variables for wives, the husband is 

the 'proxy' respondent for the wife. Thus, there is a much greater probability that 

infonnation on wives is given by proxy as compared to that of female heads, since the 

majority of respondents are, in fact, the head of family. 
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APPENDIX THREE 

DETAILED METHODS FOR CHAPTER FOUR 

Model Estimation 

In the analyses presented in Chapter Four, a logistic regression model is used to 

estimate the chances that a family is poor in a given year between 1969 and 1987. The 

dataset is the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, a longitudinal survey which has conducted 

yearly interviews of sample households since 1968. The unit of analysis is the family-year. 

That is, for every year that a family is in the study, it contributes a separate observation in 

the analysis. For instance, families \Yhich are in the panel from 1969 through 1987 contribute 

nineteen observations to the dataset. Tbis technique has been developed and used by Allison 

(1982, 1984) to study event histories of discrete time data. An 'event history' is simply 'a 

record of when events occurred to a sample of individuals' (Allison 1982:62). In this 

chapter, the 'event' is being in poverty. Because poverty is measured in the PSID according 

to a family's annual income, the discrete time model is appropriate (Allison 1982; Kalbfleisch 

and Prentice 1980). 

The theoretical implications for treating poverty in discrete time is that 

impoverishment is not a moment-to-moment phenomenon experienced by a family, but 

involves more stable and enduring 'life chances.' That is, poverty status dictates where a 

family can live, what a family can eat, and the state of physical and psychological health of its 

members. These circumstances do not change instantaneously, even when family income rises 

above the poverty line for a week or a month. 

Poverty is not only measured in discrete time, it is also measured as a discrete 

variable. There are only two possible values for poverty in a given year; a ~ly can either 
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be in poverty or not be in poverty. It is assumed that poverty status is a linear combination 

of a set of independent variables. However, because poverty status is dichotomous, 

estimating poverty with ordinary least squares leads to biased estimates because the errors will 

be heteroskedastic (Hanushek and Jackson 1977). Instead, a logistic regression model is used 

to estimate poverty. 39 The dependent variable is defmed in terms of the probability of 

poverty: 

Pit = Prob(Yit= 1) = F(Xit,fj) 

and 

where: 

Prob(Y it= 1) is the probability that a family is poor in a given year 

Prob(Yit=O) is the probability that a family is not poor in a given year 

F(Xiufj) is the function which describes how poverty is related to the independent variables. 

It is assumed that the probability that a family is poor is described by a logistic 

distribution function: P = 111 +e'XP 

The logistic cumulative distribution function has the advantages of confining the dependent 

variable to lie between 0 and 1, and generating sufficient statistics. Besides being one of the 

most widely-used functions to describe discrete data (Hanushek and Jackson 1977), models 

using the logistic distribution function have been developed to estimate discrete events with 

panel data (Allison 1982, 1984). In the logistic regression model, the dependent variable is 

the log of the odds of poverty, which is a linear combination of the independent variables: 

39 The discussion of logistic regression is based on Hanushek and Jackson 1977, pages 
187-189. 
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10g[Pi/{I-PJ] = X{J 

Maximum likelihood is used to estimate the parameters for the model. 

There are two problems with the model which deserve mention. First, there is no 

stochastic term in the model; the estimation is based on the assumption that the probability of 

poverty for each family is explained completely by the independent variables. This may not 

be the case (Hanushek and Jackson 1977). However, there is currently no method around this 

problem which is easily estimable with existing software. While this problem is endemic to 

all logistic regression estimations using micro data, a second problem arises with the use of 

panel data. The cases in the study are not independent with the Allison method. The amount 

of bias this produces is unknown. However, as Allison remarks, 

By analogy with ordinary least-squares regression, one would expect this dependence 
among the observations to lead to inefficient coefficient estimators and estimated 
standard errors that are biased downward. While this problem must be taken 
seriously, it should not lead one to abandon the discrete-time approach (1982:83). 

Use of Panel Data to Study Poverty 

While the problem of non-independent observations could be avoided by using a 

separate cross-sectional sample for each of the nineteen years in the study, this solution would 

create a more serious set of problems for the analysis. These problems are best illustrated by 

discussing the relative merits of using the Current Population Survey (CPS) instead of the 

PSID. The CPS is the most appropriate cross-sectional dataset to study national poverty over 

the past twenty years because of its large sample size, the type of questions asked, the span of 

time for which data is available, and its representativeness of the U.S. population. 

A model estimating poverty from panel data rather than the CPS was chosen because 
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the PSID allows the inclusion of two measures which have central theoretical importance to 

the study of poverty. The first variable involves the influence of prior poverty status on 

current impoverishment. Poverty status during the previous year influences poverty in the 

current year. Chapter Four describes how this relationship arises through heterogeneity and 

state dependence (Hill 1981). The PSID provides information on prior poverty status. 

A second measure not available in the CPS is particularly necessary for the study of 

cohort effects on poverty. This is ~mployment experience. The experience variable is critical 

in distinguishing the effects of age on poverty from those of cohort. That is, age has an 

effect on income primarily through employment experience (England forthcoming). In 

earnings research, 'age' is a proxy for experience. Age represents a very poor proxy for 

experience of women, however (England forthcoming). In addition, the use of age, period 

and cohort in the same equation presents methodological difficulties because these variables 

are linear (Feinberg and Mason 1979). The PSID gives a direct measure of experience for 

every year a head or wife is in the panel. Experience prior to entering the panel is measured 

by a retrospective question. The availability' of measures of previous poverty status and 

employment experience which the PSID provides allows a correct specification of the model 

of poverty in a given year. This specification is not possible with the CPS or any other 

national cross-sectional survey. However, there are two disadvantages to using the PSID 

instead of the CPS to model poverty in a given year. These are independence of observations 

and the representativeness of the population. Precisely because it is a panel study, the 

observations in the PSID are not independent in any given two years. That is, all the families 

in the survey in 1987 were members of the panel in 1968 or were born into the panel since 

1968. On the other hand, the observations in the CPS are independent between any two non-
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consecutive years. Current Population Survey observations are not independent in two 

adjoining years because half the CPS sample is re-interviewed in any given two years of the 

study (U.S. Census Bureau 1978). Thus, while non-independence of observations is a 

problem in both datasets, it is much more prevalent in the PSID than the CPS. 

In addition, the cross-sectional data in the CPS can be easily weighted to be a 

representative sample of the U.S. non-institutionalized population (see Appendix One). With 

the PSID, however, weighting the data for all nineteen years does not necessarily assure 

representativeness. The weights in the first year of the PSID are based on the probability of 

being in the sample. The stratified sampling design makes this probability known. In the 

subsequent years of the study, however, the PSID weights taIee into account attrition through 

death and non-response, as well as the probability of being born into the sample. These 

probabilities are estimated (Survey Research Center 1984). Thus, the errors in the weights 

which are based on estimations wiJI be systematically greater for those families which have 

been in the study the longest. 

There are debates in the literature about the extent of bias introduced by non

independence of observations and using a non-representative sample. While there are scholars 

who argue that models can be estimated with observations which are not independent and 

which are not weighted, there is near consensus on the importance of correctly specifying the 

model (Hanushek and Jackson 1977). Omitting variables from a model which have a strong 

theoretical basis for being included results in estimates which are not only biased, but which 

are possibly meaningless (Hanushek and Jackson 1977). Because the model can be correctly 

specified with the PSID whereas it cannot be with cross-sectional data, the panel study is used 

in the analysis of poverty in Chapter Four. 
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APPENDIX FOUR 

DETAILED METHODS FOR CHAPTER FIVE 

Discussion of .:11e Methodology 

In order to model the determinants of poverty entrances and exits, the dependent 

variable is measured as poverty status in two consecutive years. If poverty is considered a 

state, there C!. re two mutually exclusive possibilities for any given year: a family is either poor 

or not poor. A family which is not poor in one year can stay out of poverty or enter poverty 

in the next year. Likewise, a family which is poor in one year can either remain in poverty 

or exit poverty. Thus, in two consecutive years, a family can occupy one of four statuses: 1) 

poorH and poort 2) poort_! and not poort 3)not poorH and poort 4) not poorH and not poort • 

Using this four-category dependent variable, entrances into poverty and exits from poverty are 

estimated in the same equation. In order to make the parameters interpretable, the model is 

estimated twice, using a different omitted category for estimation. Falling into poverty is 

compared to remaining out of poverty, and exiting poverty is compared to remaining in 

poverty. 

By modeling poverty entrances and exits simultaneously, the parameter estimates will 

be functions of the joint probability of poverty status in two consecutive years. The joint 

probability incorporates the two related processes which must be taken into account for either 

a poverty entrance or exit: being at risk for the transition and actually making the transition. 

For instance, in the case of poverty exits, the question being asked is what is the effect of a 

set of independent variables on the chances of escaping poverty in year t given that a man or 

woman is poor in year t-1. This conditional probability implies that there is a relationship 
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between the independent variables and the odds of poverty in the previous year which is 

described by a particular function. The estimates for the conditional probability are not the 

same as would be obtained with only the subsample of families which are not poor in year t-

1. In the latter case, the estimates would confound the function describing transitions into 

poverty with the function describing being at risk. The situation can be considered to involve 

'sample selection bias,' or 'censoring.' According to Heckman (1979), 'a sample is said to 

be censored when it is possible to use sample evidence to estimate the probability that a 

hypothetical observation will be observed' (1979: 213). In the case of transitions into and out 

of poverty, sample evidence can indeed be used to estimate whether a hypothetical observation 

will be at risk of either entering or exiting poverty. An illustration developed by Heckman 

(1979) demonstrates how the process of becoming at risk of exiting (or entering) poverty 

would affect parameter estimates of the transition. 

Let Yj be the log of the odds of falling into poverty for some family i, which is a 

function of a set of independent variables, Xj and a function describing being at risk of 

entering poverty (that is, not being poor in the previous year). We then have: 

E(Yj I Xj, risk selection) = Xft + E(Uj I risk selection rule) 

If the error term, Uj, is independent of the risk selection process, then E(UJ will be zero and 

the parameter estimates will be unbiased (Heckman 1979). However, this cannot be assumed 

in the estimation of poverty entrances and exits. The variables which are hypothesized to 

affect exits from poverty are the same variables which make families poor in the first place. 

Further, the population who is at risk of exiting poverty necessarily exciudes those who are 
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never poor - which is the majority of the population. The relationship between the 

independent variables and the dependent variable cannot be assumed to be the same for those 

who are poor as for the total population. 

For example, suppose that there are two types of high school dropouts. The first 

group consists of individuals who are irresponsible and only live for the present. The second 

group consists of individuals who are highly responsible, and drop out of school to take care 

of other family members. Assume that it is only the first group of dropouts who are poor and 

that the characteristics associated with dropout status which put them at risk of poverty also 

make it unlikely that they will exit impoverishment. On the other hand, assume the second 

group has survival skills which keep them out of poverty. If poverty exits are modeled using 

a sample of only those who are poor, then it is likely that the education coefficient will be 

large and negative. However, this parameter would be a confounding of the selection into 

poverty of the first group of high school dropouts with the relationship between dropout status 

and poverty exits. That is, the negative relationship between high school dropout and poverty 

exits would be biased upward, because 'exits for the second group, which is not at risk, would 

be unobserved. 

In Chapter Five, the problem of sample selection is eliminated by estimating the joint 

probability of poverty status in the previous year and poverty status in the current year 

for the entire sample. The four categories of the dependent variable are exhaustive and 

mutually exclusive. Thus, for poverty exits, the odds of being in poverty the previous year 

and out of poverty the current year versus not being in this category can be estimated for all 

individuals who are spouses or family heads. 
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The Multinomial Logit Model 

The logistic regression model used in the analyses for Chapter Five is an extension of 

the model used in Chapter Three.40 The difference lies in the number of categories of the 

dependent variable. Whereas the dependent variable in the third chapter had two mutually 

exclusive categories, the dependent variable in the fourth chapter has four. These categories 

are unordered. In the multinomial case, one of the categories is used as the comparison 

category, say J. The dependent variable is the log odds of being in one of the other J-1 

categories versus being in category J at time t: 

log [prob (Y it = j)/Prob(Y it=J)] 

Because the probabilities for the four poverty transition categories must sum to one, it is 

possible to solve for Prob(Yj=J) and thus estimate the log odds for the J-1 categories: 

Prob(Yit=j) = eXfJ/Prob(Y =J) 

Prob(Yit=J)= 1/[1 + EeXf3] 

Prob(Yit=j) = [eXf3j/[1 +EeXf3] for j= 1,2,3 

In essence, the logistic regression with a dichotomous variable used in the analysis in 

the previous chapter is a special case of the multinomial log it, where J =2. In all other 

respects, the setup for the analysis in the fourth chapter is the same as that in the third 

chapter. That is, the analysis is based on Allison's method for analyzing event histories of 

discrete time (Allison 1982, 1984). Allison (1982) argues that his method can be extended to 

the multinomial case. 

<0 The discussion of the multinomiallogit model is based on Aldrich and Nelson 1984 
and Maddala 1983. 
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In order to estimate the model for poverty tramitions, therefore, there is a separate 

observation in the dataset for each year the respondent is in the panel. The problems of non

independent observations inherent in this method which are discussed in Appendix Three also 

apply to the models estimated in Chapter Five. 
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