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designed to analyze the devolution of responsibility for social pro-
grams from the federal government to the states, focusing primarily
on health care, income security, employment and training programs,

and social services. Researchers monitor program changes and fiscal develop-
ments. In collaboration with Child Trends, the project studies changes in family
well-being. The project aims to provide timely, nonpartisan information to
inform public debate and to help state and local decisionmakers carry out their
new responsibilities more effectively.

Key components of the project include a household survey, studies of policies in
13 states, and a database with information on all states and the District of
Columbia, available at the Urban Institute’s web site (http://www.urban.org).
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these and other sources.
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Executive Summary

Over the past decade, increasing numbers of low-income parents have
entered the labor force. How parents combine their market work and their
child-rearing responsibilities has become an important concern for policy-
makers and researchers. One reason for the interest is that working parents’
ability to meet the competing demands on their time may influence their
children’s well-being. To date, the majority of the research on the relation-
ships between parent work and child well-being has examined the effects of
maternal employment on child development. Reviews of this literature typi-
cally conclude that maternal employment is not related to negative achieve-
ment and behavior outcomes for school-age and older children. Investiga-
tions of the influence of maternal employment on contemporaneous and
longer-term outcomes for young children yield inconsistent results. Further,
recent evidence from evaluations of welfare-to-work programs suggests that
children of welfare leavers may neither directly benefit nor suffer from a
change in their mother’s work status. Income, rather than hours of maternal
work, may be more important for this subgroup of children. 

As the size of the welfare population continues to wane, it becomes
increasingly important to shift some of the research focus away from studies
of welfare leavers and onto studies of the larger population of low-income
families. Making this shift requires a consideration of not just maternal work
effort but paternal work effort as well. Using data from the National Survey
of America’s Families (NSAF), this paper examines contemporaneous rela-
tionships between patterns of parent work and positive child outcomes
among low-income families by asking three questions. How do parents
organize their work schedules? Are there relationships between patterns of
parent work and child well-being? Are the relationships the same for children
of single parents and children of married parents?

The paper finds that most low-income children have at least one parent
who works full-time. In general, levels of parent work are not associated with
positive child outcomes, even when family income is considered. A few
exceptions, however, do exist. High levels of parent work are negatively asso-
ciated with indicators of parent involvement among low-income preschool-
ers of single parents. How parents schedule their work seems most important
for low-income, school-age children of married parents. For all children, pos-
itive outcomes are more strongly associated with both family and child char-
acteristics than with patterns of parent work. Results in the paper are catego-
rized by child’s age. For comparison, some of the key associations between
child well-being and parent work and home environment are summarized by
marital status below.
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Key Findings by Parents’ Marital Status

Low-Income Children of Single Parents

• Full-time work is common among low-income single parents. Nearly
two-fifths of low-income children under age 6 with single parents have a
parent who works full-time; 48 percent of low-income children ages 6 to
11 with single parents have a parent who works full-time; and 54 percent
of low-income adolescents with single parents have a parent who works
full-time. 

• Full-time work is negatively associated with indicators of parent involve-
ment for low-income children under age 6 with single parents. But lev-
els of work are not related to positive outcomes for older children of sin-
gle parents. Working the night shift is unassociated with either parent
involvement or child well-being for low-income children of single
parents.

• Involvement in extracurricular activities is less likely among low-income
children age 6 to 17 when their single parent has less than a high school
education. Interestingly, this measure of parent education is not strongly
related to any other outcome for low-income children of single parents.

• The presence of siblings or other children in the family reduces the like-
lihood that a young child of a low-income single parent is read to fre-
quently by family members. Other adults in the family, however, increase
the likelihood of frequent reading. While the presence of other children
is unrelated to outcomes for older children, having other adults in the
household increases the probability that a child age 6 to 11 has few
behavioral problems.

• Young children of low-income single parents in poor health are less likely
to be read to frequently by family members. Parent health, however, is
unrelated to outcomes for older children (between the ages of 6 and 17).
In contrast, poor parent mental health is associated with a reduced like-
lihood of favorable outcomes among low-income, school-age children
and adolescents but unrelated to parent involvement for the younger
children of single parents.

Low-Income Children of Married Parents

• Most low-income children of married parents have at least one parent
who works full-time: 90 percent of children under age 6; 87 percent of
children age 6 to 11; and 85 percent of children age 12 to 17. Not sur-
prisingly, the proportion of low-income children of married parents who
have a full-time working parent married to another worker is higher for
school-age children and adolescents (36 percent) than for children under
6 years old (26 percent).
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• Levels of parent work and parent work schedules have stronger relation-
ships with child outcomes among low-income, school-age children of
married parents than among either their younger or older counterparts.
Having a parent who works the night shift is associated with a reduction
in the likelihood that a low-income, school-age child participates in
extracurricular activities. But the likelihood of activity involvement
increases among this group of children when their married parents both
work, one full-time and the other part-time. Activity involvement also
increases among low-income, school-age children as the proportion of
total parent work hours worked by the mother increases.

• The share of parental work hours worked by the mother, however, is neg-
atively associated with school engagement among low-income, school-
age children. Low-income, school-age children of married parents who
try to arrange their work hours so one of them can care for their
child(ren) are more likely to be highly engaged in school than their coun-
terparts whose parents do not arrange their work hours. 

• Low levels of parent education are associated with reductions in parent
involvement for low-income children under age 6 of married parents.
Older low-income children with married parents who have a parent who
did not finish high school are less likely than their counterparts with more
educated parents to participate in extracurricular activities.

• Other adults in the family increase both the likelihood that young chil-
dren of low-income married parents go on outings and the probability
that adolescents of low-income married parents have few behavioral
problems. Other children in the family, however, reduce the likelihood
that young children are either read to frequently or taken on outings, as
well as the likelihood of involvement in extracurricular activities for low-
income children age 6 to 11 of married parents.

• Poor maternal health is both positively and negatively related to out-
comes for low-income children under age 12 of married parents. Fre-
quent reading increases, while being included on outings decreases, for
children under age 6 when their married mother is in poor health. Low-
income children age 6 to 11 with a married mother in poor health are
more likely to be highly engaged in school but less likely to have few
behavioral problems than their counterparts with healthy mothers.
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Parent Work and Child Well-Being
in Low-Income Families

Introduction

Over the past decade, increasing numbers of low-income parents have
entered the labor force. How parents combine their market work and their
child-rearing responsibilities has become an important concern for policy-
makers and researchers. Working parents’ ability to meet the competing
demands on their time may influence their children’s well-being. The major-
ity of the research that examines the relationships between parent work and
child well-being examines the effects of maternal employment on child devel-
opment. Reviews of this literature typically conclude that maternal employ-
ment is not related to negative achievement and behavior outcomes for
school-age and older children (Belsky 1990; Hoffman 1989; Perry-Jenkins,
Repetti, and Crouter 2000). A number of studies, even those using the same
dataset, come to different conclusions about the contemporaneous and
longer-term impacts of maternal employment on young children (for exam-
ples, see Belsky and Eggebeen 1991; Han, Waldfogel, and Brooks-Gunn
2001; Parcel and Menaghan 1994; Vandell and Ramanan 1992). In her
review of the literature and reanalysis of the data, Harvey (1999) concludes
that the influence of early parental employment on child development varies
by the age of the child and the marital and economic status of the parents. In
general, however, she finds few consistent effects, either negative or positive,
of early parental employment on child well-being. 

Recent evidence from evaluations of welfare-to-work programs suggests
that children of welfare leavers may neither directly benefit nor suffer from a
change in their mother’s work status. Income, rather than hours of maternal
work, may be more important for this subgroup of children. In general, wel-
fare-to-work programs that both increased work and increased income had
either no effects or positive effects on the children of the welfare leavers,
while programs that did not result in increased incomes had generally nega-
tive effects on the children (Hamilton, Freedman, and McGroder 2000;
Morris et al. 2001; Sherman 2001). A survey of women transitioning off of
welfare finds relatively few relationships between changes in maternal work
and parenting behavior (Kalil, Dunifon, and Danziger 2001). 

As the size of the welfare population continues to wane, it becomes
increasingly important to shift some of the research focus away from studies
of welfare leavers and onto studies of the larger population of low-income
families. Making this shift requires a consideration of not just maternal work
effort but paternal work effort as well. Married parents make conscious deci-



sions about the number of hours that each parent works and how they will
organize their work schedules. For example, a couple may decide that they
both would like to have full-time jobs, but they would also prefer to have one
parent at home with their child for a portion of the typical work day. This
couple may choose to have one parent work a night shift while the other
works during the day. Their decision about how to schedule their market
work hours may influence their child’s well-being. The relationship could be
positive, by providing more parent time to the child, or negative, by increas-
ing stress in the household.

Both single and married parents face labor supply decisions and labor
demand constraints. How they resolve these trade-offs influences the amount
and type of resources they can provide for their children. While more time at
the office may provide additional income and other material resources, it also
reduces the amount of time parents can spend with their children. Working
parents can be positive role models for children; however, parent work may
also increase family stress. It is not clear from previous research or theory
whether high levels of parent work should be associated with either positive
or negative outcomes for children. In addition, other factors, such as the
quality of child care and the presence of other adults in the family, can medi-
ate the influence of parent work on child well-being.

Using data from the National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF), this
paper examines contemporaneous relationships between patterns of parent
work and positive child outcomes among low-income families by asking three
questions. How do parents organize their work schedules? Are there
relationships between patterns of parent work and child well-being? Are the
relationships the same for children of single parents and children of married
parents?

The paper finds that most low-income children have at least one parent
who works full-time. In general, levels of parent work are not associated with
positive child outcomes, even when family income is considered. A few
exceptions, however, do exist. High levels of parent work are negatively asso-
ciated with indicators of parent involvement among low-income preschool-
ers with single parents. How parents schedule their work seems most impor-
tant for school-age children with married parents. For all children, positive
outcomes are more strongly associated with both family and child character-
istics than with patterns of parent work.

The next section describes the data used in the analyses, defines the par-
ent work and child outcome measures, and outlines the analytic method used
in the paper. Next are the results, reporting the findings for preschoolers
(children under age 6), school-age children (children age 6 to 11), and ado-
lescents (children age 12 to 17) separately. The paper concludes with a sum-
mary of its findings.

PARENT WORK AND CHILD WELL-BEING IN LOW-INCOME FAMILIES

Assessing
the New
Federalism

2



Data and Methods

Data and Sample Selection

Data for this paper come from the 1999 National Survey of America’s
Families (NSAF). The NSAF is a survey of the economic, health, and social
characteristics of Americans, with an emphasis on low-income families with
children.1 Data from the survey are nationally representative of the civilian
noninstitutionalized population under age 65 and their families. The NSAF
contains an oversample of families with incomes below 200 percent of the
federal poverty level (FPL), allowing detailed analyses of subgroups of low-
income families.

In households with children under the age of 18, the NSAF interviewers
select up to two children for in-depth interviews: one under the age of 6 and
another between the ages of 6 and 17. The adult in the household who is
most knowledgeable (MKA) about each selected child answers questions
about family members’ economic, health, and social characteristics. For most
children, the MKA is the child’s biological mother.

Much of the prior research on the associations between parent work and
child well-being has either focused exclusively on families transitioning from
welfare to work or has analyzed outcomes for children in specific age ranges,
regardless of their welfare status. In contrast, this paper examines children of
all ages who live in low-income families. Here low-income includes all chil-
dren living in families with incomes less than 200 percent of FPL.2

Marital status influences the choices parents can make about how to pat-
tern their market work. As a result, this paper separates low-income children
into two groups according to the marital status of their parents (married ver-
sus single). To be included in the married parents’ sample, low-income chil-
dren must live with both parents at the time of the survey, and their parents
must have a legal marital relationship. Parents may be biological, step, or
adoptive. Children who live with cohabiting partners are excluded from the
analysis.3 Children in the single-parent sample live with only one of their par-
ents, and their custodial parent may be neither married nor cohabiting. Par-
ents of these children may be widowed, divorced, separated, or never
married.4

Measures

Patterns of Parent Work

To describe parent work effort, I developed two separate categorizations of
parent work—one for children of single parents and one for children of mar-
ried parents. For children of single parents, the market work effort of their
parents is classified as either part-time (PT—usually works more than 1 but
less than 35 hours per week); full-time (FT—usually works at least 35 hours
per week); or no work (NW—usually works zero hours per week).5

PARENT WORK AND CHILD WELL-BEING IN LOW-INCOME FAMILIES

THE URBAN
INSTITUTE

3



For children of married parents, the categorical measures of parent work
are designed to capture the combination of both the mother’s and the
father’s labor supply under the assumption that couples plan their labor sup-
ply jointly. The five categories of market work effort are based on the parents’
current “usual hours of work”:

Full-time/full-time (FT/FT): Both parents work at least 35 hours per week.

Full-time/part-time (FT/PT): One parent works at least 35 hours per week
and the other parent works between 1 and 34 hours per week.

Full-time/no work (FT/NW): One parent works at least 35 hours per week
and the other parent is not employed.

Part-time/[part-time/no work] (PT/[PT/NW]): One parent works between
1 and 34 hours per week and the other parent either works between 1 and
34 hours per week or is not employed.

No work/no work (NW/NW): Neither parent is employed.

An additional set of variables captures various characteristics of the par-
ents’ work schedules. These variables are described in the analytic method
section below.

Child Outcome Measures

The child outcome variables in the NSAF vary by the age of the child. Thus,
the analysis that follows is divided not only by the marital status of the par-
ents but also by the age of the child. For children under the age of 6, this
paper explores the frequency of interactions with family members. For
school-age children and adolescents, the analysis focuses on behavioral and
school outcomes. Below, I describe each outcome measure.6

Children under Age 6. The two well-being measures for children under
6 (preschoolers)—frequent reading and frequent outings—measure cogni-
tive stimulation provided to the child by family members. These are not child
outcome measures but rather indicators of mediating factors. For example,
children who are read to frequently when they are young have higher test
scores when they are school-aged (Wells 1985). In this paper, the outcome
measures for preschoolers are labeled “parent involvement.”

Frequent reading: Identifies children who are read to or told stories fre-
quently (six or more days a week) by family members.

Frequent outings: Identifies children who are taken on frequent outings
(at least once a day) by family members.

Children Age 6 to 17. The outcome measures for children age 6 to 11
(school-aged) and 12 to 17 (adolescents) are conceptually the same, but they
are measured differently for the two groups. The three measures are as
follows:

Few behavioral problems: Identifies children with low levels of behavioral
and emotional problems, using a set of questions developed as an indicator
of children’s mental health for the National Health Interview Survey.7
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Engaged in school: Identifies children who are highly engaged in school,
using a scale measure of school engagement.8

Involved in activities: Identifies children who were involved in at least one
extracurricular activity over the past year. Activities include sports, clubs, and
lessons.

The analysis focuses on positive outcomes for children. For all the out-
come measures except activity involvement, the absence of a positive out-
come does not imply a negative outcome. For example, most children who
do not have “few behavioral problems” (a positive outcome) also do not have
“a lot of behavioral problems” (a negative outcome). Instead, the majority of
children have some problems but not enough to be considered trouble-
some.9,10

Analytic Method

The analysis in this paper is organized by the age of the child. In each of the
results sections, descriptions of parents’ work effort are followed by a sum-
mary of parenting/child outcomes by marital status. Although the main
interest of the paper is to explore relationships between parent work and
child well-being, other factors act upon children and parents and may influ-
ence not only child well-being but also how parent work affects child well-
being. To help disentangle some of the work/outcome relationships, a set of
multivariate analyses is undertaken to control for other factors that may influ-
ence child well-being.11

Because I am interested in understanding the associations between child
outcomes and the amount of parent work, as well as their work schedules, the
multivariate analyses are restricted to families with some work effort. Thus
the results describe the relationships between child well-being and different
levels of parent work rather than the relationships between child well-being
and no parent work versus some parent work. For each child outcome, two
logistic regression equations are estimated—one for children of single parents
and one for children of married parents. The results from these equations iso-
late the size and statistical strength of the relationship between, for example,
parent work and child well-being from the effect of the other variables
included in the equation. In other words, we estimate the relationship
between parent work and child well-being net of many of the other factors
we believe are associated with child well-being.

The variables included in the multivariate analyses fall into three main
categories: parent work, family environment, and child characteristics. The
parent work variables are measured as follows:

Categorical work variables: As defined above under Patterns of Parent
Work, the omitted category is either FT/NW for children with married par-
ents or PT for children with single parents.12

Percentage of total parent hours worked by mother: The percentage of total
parent hours of work (sum of both of the parents’ usual hours of work) that
are usually worked by the child’s mother. Used to assess the availability of the
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mother relative to the father in the regressions for children of married
parents.

A parent works odd hours: If at least one parent’s usual work schedule is
between the hours of 6 p.m. and 6 a.m., the child receives a 1 for this
variable.

Parents arranged work hours: For children under the age of 12 who have
two working parents, this variable indicates that over the past month the par-
ents arranged their work schedules so they could take turns caring for the
child. (Used only in the specifications for children of married parents.)

The family environment variables are family income, the number of other
children in the family, and indicators of the type of primary child care
arrangement (for preschoolers), poor parent mental health, parent aggrava-
tion, parent and child argue a lot (for adolescents), another adult in the
family, and a parent has less than a high school education. Included child
characteristics are age and indicators of disability, race, ethnicity, and sex.
Appendix table 1 includes definitions for each of the family environment and
child characteristic variables, along with each variable’s metric.

Many of the family environment variables may be related to work. For
example, high levels of work may be associated with high levels of parent
aggravation. Including highly correlated variables in a multivariate regression
can make it difficult to determine the separate influence of the variables on
the outcome. In the data, however, none of the family environment and child
characteristics are highly correlated with levels of parent work. Although a
number of the correlation coefficients are statistically significant, their levels
tend to be low—nearly every correlation coefficient has an absolute value less
than 0.20. For example, for school-age children with single parents, the cor-
relation coefficient for full-time work and parent aggravation is -0.06.

On their own, coefficients from logistic regressions can be difficult to
interpret. As a result, this paper uses predicted probabilities to demonstrate
the size of the relationships between child outcomes, parent work, and other
factors.13 To calculate predicted probabilities, the coefficients for each vari-
able are multiplied by a value, typically the sample average, for each variable.
The sum of these products is transformed into a probability.14 To examine the
influence of one of the included variables, the value for that variable is set to
1 if the variable is a categorical value or some level of interest if the variable
is a continuous variable. For example, if we were interested in exploring the
association between frequent reading and having a parent who works odd
hours, we would use the regression results to calculate a predicted probabil-
ity that the child is read to frequently by including the average values for all
the variables in the regression equation but fixing the parent works odd hours
variable at 1.
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Results

The following results are not meant to suggest a behavioral relationship, but
they do suggest associations between parent work patterns, other variables,
and child outcomes. In this section, I discuss results for preschoolers, school-
age children, and teenagers, respectively. Within each age group, a discussion
of the patterns of parent work for each marital status precedes a description
of the average outcomes for children by their parents’ marital status. After
describing the univariate results, I present and discuss results from the mul-
tivariate analyses. Each age group section concludes with a brief summary.

Low-Income Children under Age 6

Patterns of Parent Work

Single Parents. The majority (55.6 percent) of low-income children
under age 6 who live with single parents have a parent who works: 39.1 per-
cent have a parent who works full-time, while 16.5 percent have a parent who
works between 1 and 34 hours per week.15 The remaining 44.3 percent of
low-income preschoolers of single parents have parents who do not work.
Among children under age 6 of a single parent who works, the average
weekly hours of parent work is 36 hours (see appendix table A2a).

Married Parents. Sixty-four percent of low-income preschoolers of mar-
ried parents have one parent who works full-time and another parent who
does not work. More than one in four, however, have two parents who
work—13.2 percent have two parents who work full-time, and 12.6 percent
have a parent who works full-time and a parent who works part-time. Among
low-income preschoolers with married parents at least one of whom works,
their parents work, on average, a combined 55 hours per week (see appendix
table A2b).

How Are Low-Income Preschoolers Faring?

More than one-third (36.9 percent) of low-income children under age 6 who
live in single-parent families are read to frequently by family members, and
nearly 24 percent are taken on daily outings by family members. Among low-
income preschoolers with married parents, 42.8 percent are read to fre-
quently by family members, and 23.1 percent are taken on daily outings.
Surprisingly, these percentages are not much larger than the percentages for
young children of single parents. Given that there are typically more adults
and, by definition, one more parent in these children’s families, it seems rea-
sonable to expect that children of married parents might benefit from more
interactions with family members. 

Relationships between Parent Work and Child Well-Being

In addition to parent work, many other factors influence the quality and
quantity of parent-child interactions. For example, having additional children
to care for can take some time away from a parent’s interaction with a child.
If we can statistically eliminate the influence of other factors on parent
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involvement, a clearer picture of the association between parent work and
child outcomes may result. 

To further explore the associations between parent work and the two
measures of parent involvement, I use a multivariate regression to predict
parent involvement with children, holding measures of parent work, the
child’s environment, and the child’s characteristics constant. The results from
the regressions are then used to predict the probability of a positive outcome,
assuming different levels of parent work as well as different levels of the other
intervening variables.16

Levels of Parent Work. For low-income preschoolers of single parents,
full-time work is associated with less parent involvement than part-time work.
The top portion of table 1 indicates that we would expect 36.0 percent of
low-income preschoolers with a single parent who works full-time to be read
to frequently by family members, compared with 49.0 percent of low-income
preschoolers with a single parent who works part-time. Likewise, the likeli-
hood that a child is taken on frequent outings is estimated to be much larger
for low-income preschoolers with part-time than full-time working single
parents (26.0 percent compared with 15.4 percent). These percentages are
calculated on the assumption that preschoolers of full-time and part-time
working parents have the same family and child characteristics. In other
words, I assume that they differ only in the amount of hours their parents
work. The predicted probabilities, then, allow a comparison of the influence
of different levels of work net of other intervening factors.
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Single parents                   

Full-time             36.0*             15.4**
Part-time             49.0              26.0

Married parents

Full-time/full-time   37.4              22.1
Full-time/part-time   36.3          19.7
Full-time/no work     42.5       20.4
Part-time/other      53.1    25.2

Table 1. Predicted Percentage of Children under Age 6 with Positive Outcomes,
by Parent Work Status (Low-Income Children with Working Parents,
1999)

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Notes: Predicted probabilities are calculated from the results of multivariate regressions that control for parent work, family             

environment, and child characteristics. See text for details.

*       significantly different from the part-time estimate at the .10 level.
**     significantly different from the part-time estimate at the .05 level.
No values for children of single parents were significantly different from the part-time estimates at the .01 level.
No values for children of married parents were significantly different from the full-time/no work estimates at the .10, .05, or .01 levels.

Frequent reading Frequent outings



In contrast, for low-income preschoolers of married parents, high levels
of parent work are not associated with less parent involvement than lower
levels of parent work are (bottom portion of table 1). Low-income pre-
schoolers who have two full-time working parents have a higher likelihood of
being taken on daily outings by family members and a lower likelihood of
being read to frequently by family members than preschoolers with a parent
who works full-time and a parent who does not work (22.1 percent com-
pared with 20.4 percent, and 37.4 percent compared with 42.5 percent).
However, none of the estimated outcomes for low-income preschoolers with
married parents with different levels of work are statistically different from
the estimated outcomes for low-income preschoolers with a parent who
works full-time and a parent who does not. In addition, none of the parent
work schedule variables, such as working odd hours or arranging hours, are
strongly associated with parent involvement. 

Family Environment and Child Characteristics. Some of the family
environment and child characteristics included in the analyses are associated
with child outcomes. The size and strength of the associations vary by par-
ent marital status. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the relative size of the relation-
ships between parent involvement and these other factors. The figures display
only the associations that are statistically significant. Each factor is listed on
the vertical axis and its relationship with frequent outings is shown by a light
gray bar, while its relationship with frequent reading is shown by a black bar.
If a factor does not have both bars next to it, its relationship with the miss-
ing parent involvement measure is statistically insignificant.

Figure 1 presents results for low-income preschoolers with single parents
and figure 2 presents results for low-income preschoolers with married par-
ents. Each figure includes the change in the likelihood that preschoolers with
parents who work full-time experience one of the measures of parent
involvement. For example, to calculate the change in the likelihood that a
low-income preschooler with a single, full-time working parent is taken on
frequent outings based on whether the child is in center care, I estimate the
likelihood of the positive outcome assuming every child has a parent who
works full-time and uses center care as the child’s primary care arrangement
(31.1 percent). From this predicted probability, I subtract the average pre-
dicted probability in table 1 (15.4 percent). The net result (15.7 percentage
points) is shown in the first light gray bar on figure 1.17 Because the associa-
tion between center care and frequent reading among preschoolers with sin-
gle parents is statistically insignificant, center care does not have a black bar
next to it.

Poor parent health, Food Stamp receipt, and additional children in the
family are all associated with a reduced probability that low-income
preschoolers of single parents are read to frequently by family members. The
percentage point reduction ranges from 9.2 points (Food Stamp receipt) to
13.1 points (poor parent health). Conversely, receipt of Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families (TANF), other adults in the family, and child dis-
ability are all associated with an increased probability that low-income
preschoolers of single parents are read to frequently by family members. In
this case, the percentage point increase ranges from 9.4 points (other adults)
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to 25.5 points (child is disabled). Outings are positively associated with both
center and relative care; children who are placed in these forms of care are,
on average, 16 percentage points more likely to go on daily outings with fam-
ily members.

Nanny care, a parent who did not finish high school, additional children
in the family, and being Hispanic are all associated with a reduction in the
likelihood that low-income preschoolers of married parents are read to fre-
quently by family members (figure 2). Nanny care and being Hispanic are
associated with the largest reductions, 10.8 and 13.1 points, respectively. A
mother in poor health and age of child are positively associated with frequent
reading by family members.

Conversely, a mother in poor health is associated with a reduction in the
likelihood that a low-income preschooler with married parents is taken on
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Figure 1. Change in Predicted Probability of Positive Parenting, Low-Income      
Children under Age 6 with Single Parents Who Work Full-Time
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Outings Reading

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Notes: Results are shown only for statistically significant relationships. See text for a list of all variables included in the analysis.
TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.



frequent outings by family members. Perhaps the parent(s) substitute read-
ing for outside activities when health limitations preclude the mother from
leaving the house. In addition to maternal health, low parent education,
additional children, and being Hispanic are all associated with a reduced like-
lihood that a low-income preschooler with married parents is taken on fre-
quent outings. The effect sizes, however, are relatively small. Having other
adults in the family increases by 12.7 percentage points the likelihood that
low-income preschoolers of married parents who both work full-time are
taken on frequent outings by family members.

Summary of Results for Low-Income Preschoolers

Most low-income preschoolers have a parent who works. Ninety percent of
low-income preschoolers with married parents have a parent who works
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Figure 2. Change in Predicted Probabilities of Positive Parenting, Low-Income     
Children under Age 6 with Married Parents Who Work Full-Time
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Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Note: Results are shown only for statistically significant relationships. See text for a list of all variables included in the 

analysis.



full-time. Nearly two-fifths of low-income preschoolers with single parents
have a parent who works full-time. Levels of parent work are not strongly
associated with parent involvement for children of married parents. However,
full-time work is negatively associated with both measures of parent involve-
ment for children of single parents. 

Family environment and child characteristics are related to parent
involvement for low-income preschoolers. The relationships, however, differ
by parent marital status. For example, type of child care is strongly associated
with going on outings for preschoolers of single parents and not statistically
related to going on outings for preschoolers of married parents. In addition,
low levels of parent education are more strongly associated with parent
involvement for low-income preschoolers of married parents than for low-
income preschoolers of single parents. Mother’s health status is positively
associated with reading among low-income preschoolers of married parents
but negatively associated with outings among this same group of children. In
contrast, among low-income preschoolers of single parents, parent health is
negatively associated with frequent reading.

Low-Income Children Age 6 to 11

Patterns of Parent Work

Single Parents. More than two-thirds of low-income children age 6 to
11 of single parents have a parent who works: 47.8 percent have a parent who
works full-time, and 19.8 percent have a parent who works part-time.18 The
parents of the remaining 32.5 percent of low-income, school-age children of
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Single parents

Full-time             20.3             37.4 68.1
Part-time             21.0             31.0 68.9

Married parents

Full-time/full-time   33.8 36.2 75.3
Full-time/part-time   30.3 40.7 84.4*
Full-time/no work     28.5 45.1 72.4
Part-time/other      28.1 37.8 68.0

Table 2. Predicted Percentage of Children Age 6 to 11 with Positive Outcomes,
by Parent Work Status (Low-Income Children with Working Parents,
1999)

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Notes: Predicted probabilities are calculated from the results of multivariate regressions that control for parent work, family             

environment, and child characteristics. See text for details.

*      significantly different from the full-time/no work estimate at the .10 level.
No values for children of single parents were significantly different from the part-time estimates at the .10, .05, or .01 levels.
No values for children of married parents were significantly different from the full-time/no work estimates at the .05 or .01 levels.

Few behavioral
problems 

Involved in
activities

Engaged in
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single parents do not work. Among school-age children with a single parent
who works, the average amount of parent work is 37 hours per week (see
appendix table A3a).

Married Parents. Fifty-one percent of low-income, school-age children
of married parents have one parent who works full-time and another parent
who does not work. More than one in three children, however, have two par-
ents who work—20.9 percent have two parents who work full-time and
another 15.0 percent have a parent who works full-time and a parent who
works part-time. Among low-income, school-age children of married parents
at least one of whom works, the parents work, on average, a combined 58
hours per week (see appendix table A3b).

How Are Low-Income, School-Age Children Faring?

One in four low-income, school-age children of single parents exhibit few
behavioral problems, 37.4 percent are highly engaged in school, and 66.1
percent are involved in activities. Thirty-five percent of low-income, school-
age children of married parents exhibit few behavioral problems; 41.5 per-
cent are engaged in school, and 71.4 percent are involved in some extracur-
ricular activity. Across all outcomes, the average likelihood that low-income,
school-age children of married parents have a positive outcome is higher than
that for low-income, school-age children of single parents.

Relationships between Parent Work and Child Well-Being

Levels of Parent Work. Even when we consider other factors that may
influence child well-being, levels of parent work are not statistically associated
with positive behavior, school engagement, or activity for low-income,
school-age children of single parents (top portion of table 2).19 In fact, the
predicted probabilities for positive behavior and activity involvement are
nearly the same for school-age children of a single full-time worker and for
school-age children of a single part-time worker (20.3 percent compared
with 21.0 percent and 68.1 percent compared with 68.9 percent). Further,
having a parent who typically works a night shift is also not associated with
child well-being.

As was the case with low-income preschoolers, the results for low-
income, school-age children of married parents differ from the results for
low-income, school-age children with single parents. For this group of chil-
dren, how parents organize their work schedules is somewhat associated with
contemporaneous child outcomes (bottom portion of table 2). Children who
have a parent who works full-time married to a parent who works part-time
are more likely to be involved in extracurricular activities than children who
have one parent who works full-time and one nonworking parent (84.4 per-
cent compared with 72.4 percent). In addition, how parents organize their
work schedules is associated with child well-being for low-income, school-
age children of married parents. As discussed below, the share of parent hours
of work that are worked by a child’s mother, night shift work, and having
parents who arrange their work schedules to care for their children are all
associated with some of the child well-being measures for this group of
children.
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Other Factors. Although levels of parent work are not statistically asso-
ciated with child well-being for low-income, school-age children of single
parents, some family environment and child characteristics measures have
strong relationships with positive behavior, school engagement, and activity
involvement (figure 3). Parent aggravation, poor parent mental health, child
disability, and child age are all associated with a reduced likelihood that a
low-income, school-age child of a full-time working single parent exhibits
few behavioral problems. The percentage point reduction ranges from 7.0
points (child is 10 years old) to 15.1 points (child is disabled). Conversely,
having other adults in the family and being black are associated with an
increased probability that low-income, school-age children of single parents
are classified as having few behavioral problems. The percentage point
increase is 8.9 points for black and 10.2 points for other adults in the family.

Parent aggravation and child disability are also associated with a reduced
probability that a low-income, school-age child of a single parent is highly
engaged in school. For low-income, school-age children of single parents
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Figure 3. Change in Predicted Probability of Positive Outcomes, Low-Income 
Children Age 6 to 11 with Single Parents Who Work Full-Time
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Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Note: Results are shown only for statistically significant relationships. See text for a list of all variables included in the analysis.



who work full-time, the percentage point reductions are 19.4 points for par-
ent aggravation and 23.4 points for child disability. Female school-age chil-
dren are more likely to be engaged in school than male school-age children.

Having a parent who did not finish high school reduces the probability
that a low-income, school-age child is involved in extracurricular activities by
more than a third (24.2 percentage points) for children of single parents who
work full-time. Age is the only other characteristic included in the regression
associated with involvement in extracurricular activities. As low-income,
school-age children of single parents age, they are more likely to participate
in extracurricular activities.

Levels of parent work are generally not associated with child well-being
among low-income, school-age children of married parents. However, how
parents schedule their hours of work is related to both school engagement
and activity involvement. Having a mother who works at least half of all of
the parent hours of work is associated with an increased likelihood that a
child is involved in activities and a decreased likelihood that the child is highly
engaged in school (figure 4). A low-income, school-age child whose parents
arrange their work hours so one of them can care for the child is more likely
to be highly engaged in school. Low-income, school-age children with a
married parent who works nonstandard hours, however, are less likely to
engage in extracurricular activities. The results do not suggest a strong rela-
tionship between patterns of parent work and positive behavior among low-
income, school-age children of married parents.

Interestingly, low-income, school-age children with married mothers in
poor health are less likely to exhibit positive behaviors but more likely to be
positively engaged in school. Having a married parent who is in poor mental

PARENT WORK AND CHILD WELL-BEING IN LOW-INCOME FAMILIES

THE URBAN
INSTITUTE

15

Single parents

Full-time             18.0             31.8 77.6
Part-time             16.6             29.1 82.2

Married parents  

Full-time/full-time   23.4 24.7 78.2
Full-time/part-time   29.4 29.2 74.6
Full-time/no work     26.2 32.3 77.7
Part-time/other      19.1 38.2 79.8

Table 3. Predicted Percentage of Children  Age 12 to 17 with Positive Outcomes,
by Parent Work Status (Low-Income Children with Working Parents,
1999)

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Notes: Predicted probabilities are calculated from the results of multivariate regressions that control for parent work, family             

environment, and child characteristics. See text for details.

No values for children of single parents were significantly different from the part-time estimates at the .10, .05, or .01 levels, and no
values for children of married parents were significantly different from the full-time/no work estimates at the .10, .05, or .01 levels.

Few behavioral
problems

Involved in
activities

Engaged in
school



health, however, is related to a reduced probability that low-income children
age 6 to 11 either have few behavioral problems or are highly engaged in
school. Parent aggravation is associated with a reduced probability that a
child exhibits positive behavior, but not statistically related to the other two
outcomes. Disabled children are much less likely to have few behavioral
problems or be highly engaged in school.20 Female students are more likely
to be highly engaged in school than male students. 

As well as being associated with patterns of parent work, activity involve-
ment among low-income, school-age children of married parents is related to
parents’ education, the number of other children in the family, and the age
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Figure 4. Change in Predicted Probability of Positive Outcomes, Low-Income 
Children Age 6 to 11 with Married Parents Who Work Full-Time
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Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Note: Results are shown only for statistically significant relationships. See text for a list of all variables included in the analysis.
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of the child. Having a parent who did not finish high school is associated
with a 19 percentage point reduction in the likelihood that a low-income,
school-age child of married parents is involved in activities. Having other
children in the family reduces the probability as well, but not by nearly as
much as parent education. As was the case with children of single parents,
older school-age children of married parents are more likely to participate in
extracurricular activities than younger ones are.

Summary of Results for Low-Income, School-Age Children

A majority of low-income, school-age children see a parent go to work full-
time each week. Nearly half of low-income, school-age children with single
parents and 87 percent of low-income, school-age children with married par-
ents have a parent who works full-time. Although parents of low-income,
school-age children have higher levels of market work than parents of low-
income preschoolers, contemporaneous relationships between levels of par-
ent work and child well-being for children in this age group are not strong.
However, how parents schedule their work hours is related to child well-
being for school-age children with married parents. Particularly interesting
are the relationships between the share of parent work hours worked by the
mother and school engagement, on the one hand, and activity involvement
on the other. The relationship is negative for school engagement and posi-
tive for activity involvement. The positive relationship between a mother’s
share of hours and activity involvement could suggest that these parents are
using extracurricular activities as a form of child care when the mother is
working.

Low-Income Children Age 12 to 17

Patterns of Parent Work

Single Parents. Among low-income adolescents of single parents, 54.0
percent have a parent who works full-time, 13.4 percent have a parent who
works part-time, and 32.6 percent have a parent who does not work.21 The
average hours of parent work among low-income adolescents with a single
parent who works is 39 hours (see appendix table A4a). While the single par-
ents of low-income adolescents tend to work more than the single parents of
very young children, the differences are not that large—67.4 percent of low-
income adolescents of single parents see their parent go to work, compared
with 55.6 percent of low-income preschoolers and 67.6 percent of low-
income, school-age children. The proportion of low-income children with
parents who work full-time, however, seems to increase throughout the age
range—from 39.1 percent for preschoolers to 47.8 percent for school-age
children and 54.0 percent for adolescents.

Married Parents. Nearly half (48.1 percent) of all low-income adoles-
cents of married parents have one parent who works full-time and another
parent who does not work. And 36.4 percent have two parents who work—
21.1 percent have two parents who work full-time and another 15.3 percent
have a parent who works full-time and a parent who works part-time. Among
low-income adolescent children of married parents at least one of whom
works, the parents work, on average, a combined 59 hours per week (see
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appendix table A4a). Interestingly, the pattern of parent work for low-income
adolescents with married parents is very similar to the pattern for low-
income, school-age children with married parents.

How Are Low-Income Adolescents Faring?

On average, 23.1 percent of low-income adolescents of single parents exhibit
few behavioral problems, 33.7 percent are highly engaged in school, and
73.7 percent are involved in activities. More than 31 percent of adolescents
of married parents are identified as having few behavioral problems, 35.6 per-
cent are engaged in school, and 74.4 percent are involved in some extracur-
ricular activity. As was the case among low-income, school-age children,
across all outcomes, the average likelihood that low-income adolescents of
married parents have a positive outcome is higher than that for low-income
adolescents of single parents. 

Relationships between Parent Work and Adolescent Well-Being

Levels of Parent Work. The predicted probabilities in table 3 suggest
that no strong relationships exist between levels of parent work and child
well-being among low-income adolescents of working parents, even when
other intervening factors are taken into consideration.22 Low-income adoles-
cents with a single parent who works full-time are more likely to have few
behavioral problems and be highly engaged in school (18.0 percent and 31.8
percent compared with 16.6 percent and 29.1 percent). However, the dif-
ferences are not statistically significant. Although the results for low-income
adolescents of married parents seem to suggest a negative association with
levels of parent work and school engagement, none of the differences is
statistically significant. In fact, levels of parent work are not statistically asso-
ciated with any of the outcomes for low-income adolescents of either married
or single parents. Once again, family environment and child characteristics
have stronger connections with child outcomes than do levels of parent work.

Other Factors. Frequent parent-child arguments, parent aggravation,
poor parent mental health, and child disability are all independently associ-
ated with a reduced likelihood that a low-income adolescent of a working sin-
gle parent exhibits few behavioral problems (figure 5). The percentage point
reduction for children of single parents who work full-time ranges from 7.1
points (parent in poor mental health) to 15.4 points (parent and child argue
a lot). Low-income black adolescents of working single parents are more
likely to have few behavioral problems than their white counterparts. Con-
trary to expectations, income has a small but negative relationship with both
few behavioral problems and school engagement, implying that low-income
adolescents with relatively less family income have more positive outcomes
than low-income adolescents with relatively more family income. The sizes of
the associations are quite small, and they are more than offset by the rela-
tionships between child well-being and other family and child characteris-
tics.23

Having a highly aggravated parent is associated not only with a reduced
likelihood of having few behavioral problems but also with a reduced likeli-
hood that a low-income adolescent of a working single parent is engaged in
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school or involved in activities. Of course, it is important to mention that all
the child outcomes are reported by the parent, and a parent’s mental state or
feelings about parenting can influence how much the parent knows about his
or her teenager. Once again, being Hispanic is associated with reduced
school engagement and activity involvement compared with white adoles-
cents. Lower parent education is also linked to a lower probability of activity
involvement, as is age. Adolescent girls are more likely to be highly involved
in school than adolescent boys.

In contrast to the relationship among school-age children, having a
mother who works at least half of all of the parent hours of work is positively
associated with school engagement among low-income adolescents of mar-
ried parents (figure 6). No other work variables included in the multivariate
regressions are strongly associated with any of the outcomes and, once again,

Figure 5. Change in Predicted Probabilities of Positive Outcomes, Low-Income 
Children Age 12 to 17 with Single Parents Who Work Full-Time
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Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Note: Results are shown only for statistically significant relationships. See text for a list of all variables included in the analysis.
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environmental and personal characteristics have stronger associations with
outcomes than parent work schedules. In addition to the relative work effort
of the low-income adolescent’s mother, being female is associated with high
levels of school engagement. Conversely, having a parent who did not finish
high school and being disabled are associated with reduced probabilities of
being highly engaged in school. Lower levels of parent education are also
associated with a reduced likelihood that a low-income adolescent with work-
ing parents participates in extracurricular activities.

Indicators of the parent-child relationship are negatively associated with
the likelihood that a low-income adolescent has few behavioral problems, as
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Mother works 50% of parent hours

Parent and child argue a lot

A parent did not finish high school

Parent feels aggravated

Parent in poor mental health

Other adults in the family

Child is disabled
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Figure 6. Change in Predicted Probabilities of Positive Outcomes, Low-Income 
Children Age 12 to 17 with Married Parents Who Work Full-Time

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America's Families.
Note: Results are shown only for statistically significant relationships. See text for a list of all variables included in the analysis.
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reported by the parent. Arguing a lot with a parent is associated with a 17.6
percentage point (75 percent) reduction in the probability that a low-income
adolescent of married parents has few behavioral problems. Similarly, high
parent aggravation is associated with a reduced likelihood of having few
behavioral problems. The relationships between having few behavioral prob-
lems and both poor parent mental health and child disability are, once again,
large and negative. However, as mentioned previously, the negative relation-
ship between child disability and child behavior could indicate a problem
with the outcome measure. Having adults in the family other than the mar-
ried parents is associated with having few behavioral problems. Adolescent
girls of low-income married parents are more likely than adolescent boys to
have few behavioral problems.

Summary of Results for Low-Income Adolescents

Work levels among single parents of low-income adolescents are higher than
the levels among single parents of low-income, school-age children. More
than half of the low-income adolescents with single parents have a parent
who works full-time. Among low-income adolescents of married parents,
however, levels of parent work are similar to the levels among school-age
children. Neither levels nor schedules of parent work have strong associations
with positive outcomes among low-income adolescents. The one exception
is a positive link between the share of parent hours of work worked by the
mother and school engagement among low-income adolescents of married
parents. Interestingly, this is the inverse of the relationship found among
school-age children. The positive association could suggest that low-income
adolescents view their mothers’ working positively and model that behavior
by engaging in school. Alternatively, it might suggest that mothers who have
adolescents who are engaged students feel more able to engage in market
work than mothers of unengaged students.

As was the case for the younger children, family and child characteristics
have stronger relationships with well-being among low-income adolescents
than do parent work measures. The relationships often differ by marital sta-
tus. For example, low parent education has more negative relationships with
well-being for low-income adolescents of married parents, while parent
aggravation is more strongly associated with negative outcomes for low-
income adolescents of single parents.

Summary and Conclusion

In general, among low-income children, family and child characteristics are
more strongly associated with positive child well-being than are patterns of
parent work. Table 4 summarizes the results. Minus signs (-) indicate a neg-
ative association between the child outcome listed in the column heading and
the characteristics listed in the row heading. Plus signs (+) indicate a positive
relationship. The number of minus or plus signs indicates the statistical
strength of the relationship.
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Children age 6–11

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 National Survey of America’s Families.
Notes: Minus(-)/plus(+) signs designate a statistically significant relationship in the multivariate analysis. The number of - / + signs

indicates the statistical strength of the relationship as follows: - / + significant at the 10% level; - - / ++  significant at the 5% level; 
- - - / +++ significant at the 1% level.

Ln = natural log.
MKA = most knowledgeable adult.
NA = not applicable.
TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.

Table 4. Summary of Findings

Low-Income Children of Married Parents

Parent Work Variables
Full-time/full-time
Full-time/part-time
Part time/part-time/no work
A parent works odd hours
Percent hours worked by mother
Arranged hours for child care

Environment
Center care
Nanny care
Relative care
Family day care
MKA and child argue a lot
Mother in poor health
Father in poor health
TANF receipt
Food stamp receipt
A parent did not finish high school
MKA is aggravated
MKA experiences poor mental health
Ln (social family income)
Another adult lives in social family
Number of other children

Child Characteristics
Disabled
Black
Hispanic
Female
Age of child

Low-Income Children of Single Parents

Parent Work Variables
Full-time
Parent works odd hours

Environment
Center care
Nanny care
Relative care
Family day care
MKA and child argue a lot
Parent in poor health
TANF receipt
Food stamp receipt
A parent did not finish high school
MKA is aggravated
MKA experiences poor mental health
Ln (social family income)
Another adult lives in social family
Number of other children

Child Characteristics
Disabled
Black
Hispanic
Female
Age of child

Reading 

-

NA
+

- - -

- - -

- - -

+

-

NA
-
+
- -

+
- - -

- -

- -

Outings

NA
- -

- -

++
-

- -

- -

++

+++

NA

Children age 0–5

Behavior

NA

NA
NA
NA
NA
- -

- - -
-

+ +

- - -

+

NA
NA
NA
NA
- - -

- -
- - -

-

- - -
+

School

++
NA

NA
NA
NA
NA

- -

- - -

+++

NA
NA
NA
NA

- - -

-

- -
++

Activities

NA

NA
NA
NA
NA

- - -

NA
NA
NA
NA

- - -
- - -

- -

- - -

Children age 12–17
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Table 4 highlights the differences in the patterns of association across age
groups and marital status. Many of these differences were discussed in the
age-group summary sections; this section highlights a few of the interesting
comparisons. For example, full-time work is negatively associated with parent
involvement for low-income preschoolers of single parents, but neither
parent work levels nor schedules are related to parent involvement among
low-income preschoolers of married parents. In contrast, both levels and
schedules are linked with some child outcomes for low-income, school-age
children of married parents, while parent work is not strongly associated with
outcomes for low-income, school-age children of single parents.

The association between low levels of parent education and child well-
being is typically stronger for low-income children of married parents than
for low-income children of single parents. On the other hand, parent aggra-
vation is more strongly associated with outcomes for low-income children of
single parents, particularly adolescents. Perhaps an additional parent can
serve as a buffer between the aggravated parent and the child.

This paper set out to examine the contemporaneous relationships
between parent work and child well-being. Although the paper finds a lot of
parent work in low-income families, it does not uncover many associations
between levels of parent work and child well-being. In all instances, family
environment and child characteristics have stronger links to child well-being
than does parent work. For policymakers looking to encourage work among
low-income families, the message from these results is fairly positive. How-
ever, for policymakers concerned about improving child well-being among
low-income working families, the news is less good. Parent and child charac-
teristics are strongly related to child well-being, and many of these factors are
not easily influenced by policy. Both research and work/family programs
should begin to focus some of their resources on understanding and meeting
the special needs of less educated and more unstable working parents.

The finding—or non-finding—of no clear relationship between parent
work and child well-being is not too surprising.24 Parent characteristics, such
as levels of education and mental health, influence the well-being of children.
These environmental factors may have a more immediate impact on children
than levels of parent work, the effects of which may only be measured after
the passage of time. Furthermore, job characteristics, such as access to fam-
ily leave and flexible work schedules, may have more of an effect on parent-
ing and child well-being than levels of work. Future research should examine
job type and measures of job quality as possible intervening variables in the
relationships between parent work and child well-being. Alternatively, medi-
ating parent characteristics may be more stable than levels of parent work
and, as a result, the influence of these characteristics on child well-being may
have had a longer time to develop. Cross-sectional data do not allow us to
measure the historical timing of changes in either parent work or the family
environment. These life histories, however, may be crucial to understanding
how current patterns of market work relate to current levels of child well-
being. Future research should use longitudinal data to help uncover pathways
toward positive child outcomes and to examine how patterns of parent work
might influence these pathways.
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Table A1. Variable Description—Family Environment and Child Characteristics

Variable
Family environment
Center care

Nanny care

Relative care

Family day care

Poor parent mental health

Parent aggravation

Parent and child argue a lot

Family income

Another adult in the family

Number of other children
in the family

A parent has less than a
high school education

Child characteristics

Disabled

Black

Hispanic

Female

Age

Definition

Included only for children age 0 to 5. Indicates that the child’s
primary child care arrangement was in formal center care. This
measure includes preschool and Head Start programs.

Included only for children age 0 to 5. Indicates that the child’s
primary child care arrangement was nanny care. 

Included only for children age 0 to 5. Indicates that the child’s
primary child care arrangement was with a relative.

Included only for children age 0 to 5. Indicates that the child’s
primary child care arrangement was family day care.

Adapted from a five-item scale used in the Medical Outcomes
Study. Five questions are asked to assess the mental health of
the adult most knowledgeable about the sampled child on four
dimensions: anxiety, depression, loss of behavioral or emo-
tional control, and psychological well-being. Responses to the
five questions are summed and multiplied by five to create a
scale with scores ranging from 25 to 100, with higher scores
indicating better mental health. Parents with a score of 67 or
lower on the scale are considered to be in poor mental health,
and they receive a 1 for this variable.

Adapted from a component of the National Evaluation of Wel-
fare-to-Work Strategies. The adult in the household who is most
knowledgeable about the child is asked how much time during
the past month the adult felt that the child/children were harder
to care for than most, did things that really bothered them a lot,
felt they were giving up more of their lives to meet their
child/children’s needs than they ever expected, and felt angry
with their child/children. Responses to the four questions are
summed for a possible total of 16 points, with higher scores
indicating less aggravation. Parents who receive a score less
than or equal to 11 are classified as being highly aggravated
and they receive a 1 for this variable. 

Asked only about children age 12 to 17. A value of 1 on this
variable indicates that the adult in the household who is most
knowledgeable about the child believes that, over the past year,
he or she argued a lot with the child.

Natural log of family income.

Indicates that, in addition to the child’s parents, at least one
other adult lives in the social family.

Indicates the number of other children under the age of 18 liv-
ing in the child’s social family.

At least one of the child’s parents who lives in the household
neither completed high school nor earned a general equiva-
lency diploma.

The child has a health condition that limits usual activity.

The child’s race and ethnicity are black and non-Hispanic.

The child’s ethnicity is Hispanic.

The child is female.

Age of the child measured in years

Metric

0/1

0/1

0/1

0/1

0/1

0/1

0/1

Natural
log
0/1

Whole
number

0/1

0/1

0/1

0/1

0/1

years
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Table A2a. Logistic Regression Results and Sample Means

Intercept

Parent work variables
Full-time 

Parent works odd hours

Total parent hours of work

Environment 
Center care

Nanny care

Relative care

Family care

Parent is in poor health

Receives TANF

Receives food stamps

Parent has less than a high school

education

Parent is highly aggravated

Parent is in poor mental health

Natural log of family income

Other adults in family

Number of other children

Child characteristics
Disabled

Black

Hispanic

Female

Age

Low-Income Children under Age 6 with Single Parents

0.703

0.306

35.886

0.379

0.033

0.363

0.133

0.158

0.240

0.461

0.162

0.101

0.218

9.251

0.203

1.300

0.046

0.430

0.175

0.484

2.849

-0.872

-0.661

0.402

NA

1.528

0.835

1.633

0.590

-0.382

0.018

-0.231

-0.022

0.023

-0.030

-0.104

0.366

-0.118

0.194

-0.135

-0.721

-0.290

-0.018

1.127

0.329

0.321

NA

0.619

0.706

0.613

0.586

0.612

0.400

0.291

0.550

0.670

0.354

0.095

0.370

0.123

0.613

0.368

0.451

0.314

0.095

1.180

-0.538

-0.061

NA

0.259

0.136

0.205

-0.305

-0.758

0.790

-0.796

0.424

-0.177

-0.387

-0.049

0.495

-0.353

1.096

-0.320

-0.623

-0.160

0.028

0.952

0.289

0.317

NA

0.604

0.801

0.630

0.646

0.423

0.414

0.322

0.377

0.421

0.345

0.077

0.287

0.114

0.454

0.302

0.306

0.235

0.087

Parameter
Sample
mean

Parameter
estimate

Standard
error of
estimate

Parameter
estimate

Standard
error of
estimate

**

**

***

*

*
*
**

*
***

**

**

-501.31 -646.04

Frequent outings Frequent readings

Log-likelihood

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 Survey of America’s Families.
NA = not applicable.
TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.
*    significantly different at the .10 level.
**  significantly different at the .05 level.
*** significantly different at the .01 level.
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Table A2b. Logistic Regression Results and Sample Means

Intercept

Parent work variables
Full-time/full-time

Full-time/part-time

Part-time/part-time/no work

Total parent hours of work

Parent works odd hours

% of hours worked by mother

Parents arranged hours

Environment
Center care

Nanny care

Relative care

Family care

Mother is in poor health

Receives TANF

Receives food stamps

A parent has less than a high

school education

Parent is highly aggravated

Parent is in poor mental health

Natural log of family income

Other adults in family

Number of other children

Child characteristics
Disabled

Black

Hispanic

Female

Age

Low-Income Children under Age 6 with Married Parents

0.139

0.132

0.059

54.622

0.302

0.170

0.163

0.109

0.024

0.259

0.063

0.132

0.027

0.172

0.377

0.087

0.145

9.985

0.128

1.805

0.054

0.062

0.300

0.504

2.615

-0.679

0.106

-0.043

0.277

NA

0.188

0.284

-0.022

-0.283

-0.006

0.102

-0.121

-0.621

-0.920

0.312

-0.611

-0.162

-0.332

-0.007

0.722

-0.143

-0.424

-0.263

-0.446

-0.035

0.010

0.886

0.369

0.306

0.293

NA

0.218

0.336

0.369

0.307

0.458

0.249

0.353

0.308

0.569

0.293

0.254

0.435

0.299

0.087

0.275

0.072

0.440

0.576

0.214

0.227

0.055

-0.323

-0.212

-0.263

0.426

NA

0.210

-0.114

0.378

0.248

-0.808

-0.097

-0.402

0.438

0.310

-0.123

-0.439

-0.357

-0.240

0.043

0.396

-0.215

0.219

-0.445

-0.830

0.141

0.102

0.592

0.218

0.280

0.324

NA

0.174

0.288

0.235

0.265

0.456

0.205

0.324

0.242

0.547

0.235

0.163

0.435

0.257

0.054

0.243

0.079

0.377

0.375

0.173

0.155

0.058

Parameter
Sample
mean

Parameter
estimate

Standard
error of
estimate

Parameter
estimate

Standard
error of
estimate

**

**

**

*

*

***

****

***

*

-1,126.14 -1,416.34

Frequent outings Frequent readings

Log-likelihood

**

Source: Urban Institute calculations from the 1999 Survey of America’s Families.
NA = not applicable.
TANF = Temporary Assistance for Needy Families.
*    significantly different at the .10 level.
**  significantly different at the .05 level.
*** significantly different at the .01 level.
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Notes

1. Additional information about the NSAF is available on its web site (http://newfederalism.
urban.org).

2. “Family” is defined more broadly in this analysis than in analyses that use Census Bureau data.
In addition to persons who are related to the sampled child by blood, adoption, or marriage, the
child’s family includes (1) the most knowledgeable adult (MKA) about the child in the house-
hold (usually but not always a parent); (2) any relative of the MKA if the MKA is not related to
the child; (3) any unmarried partners of any of the child’s relatives and of the MKA; and (4) any-
one related by blood, marriage, or adoption to these partners.

3. Fewer than 6 percent of all children live with cohabiting parents (Acs and Nelson 2001), and it
is unclear whether these families function more like married-parent or single-parent families. In
fact, teenagers who live with cohabiting parents often fare worse than teenagers who live with
either a single parent or with both biological parents (Nelson, Clark, and Acs 2001). Including
children who live with cohabiting parents in either sample could lead to significant selection bias.

4. It is very plausible that the outcomes for children of ever-married single parents will differ from
those of never-married single parents. Including an indicator for ever-married in the multivari-
ate analysis does not change the results, and the coefficient on the variable is never significant.
(Sensitivity analysis results are available from the author.)

5. Using stricter definitions of part-time work (e.g., the parent works between 8 and 35 hours per
week) does not change the results.

6. For detailed information about the child outcome measures, see Ehrle and Moore (1999). The
NSAF uses abbreviated scales and indices from exiting surveys to measure child well-being dur-
ing a telephone interview. Using telephone-based surveys to measure child well-being can help
researchers monitor children on a large, national scale. The NSAF, however, is one of the first
surveys to use this method for measuring child well-being, so the measures may evolve over time.
The results in this paper should be viewed as a preliminary examination of the associations
between parent work and child well-being as measured in a telephone survey.

7. The NSAF scale is tailored for two age groups (age 6 to 11 and age 12 to 17) to accommodate
developmental differences. To be identified as having few behavioral problems, a child’s scale
value would have to equal the maximum score of 18, indicating that the respondent answered
“never true” to all six scale items.

8. Four questions are asked of the MKA about the child to assess the child’s interest in and will-
ingness to do school work. A score equal to or greater than 15 out of a possible 16 points sug-
gests high engagement in school. To receive a score of 15, the MKA had to respond that the
child is in the most engaged category on at least three of the four items.

9. An example from the data helps clarify this point. Among school-age, low-income children with
single parents, 25 percent have few behavioral problems and 11 percent have many behavioral
problems; 37 percent are highly engaged in school and 23 percent are not engaged in school;
and 66 percent are involved in extracurricular activities and 34 percent are not. 

10. When the same models are run to predict negative outcomes, the results remain qualitatively the
same. Results from these regressions are available from the author upon request.

11. Given the cross-sectional nature of the data and the complexity of the relationships between par-
ent work and child outcomes, this analysis examines multivariate associations rather than devel-
oping a behavioral model.

12. In an alternative set of specifications, parent work effort was included as a continuous variable
equal to the sum of the usual hours of work for the child’s parent(s). The pattern of results from
this set of specifications was essentially the same as the pattern arising from the specifications that
contain the categorical parent work variables.

13. With the exception of the categorical parent work variables, I present predicted probabilities for
different levels of included independent variables only if the coefficient for the variable is statis-
tically significant. However, I include all the variables and their coefficients when calculating the
predicted probabilities. The coefficients, standard errors, and sample means are in appendix
tables A2, A3, and A4, respectively.



14. The formula for transforming the sum of the products into a probability is as follows: 

p(y = 1) =    e
βX

, where βX equals the sum of the products of the coefficients and the
(1 + eβX)

variable values.
15. The distributions of parent work levels and child outcomes come from Urban Institute calcula-

tions of the 1999 NSAF. Tables of the results are available upon request from the author.

16. See the discussion in the Methodology section for more details about the regression models. The
regression results are run only on the sample of children who have at least one parent who works
at least part-time—children of nonworking parents are excluded from the multivariate sample.
The full set of regression results is in appendix table A2.

17. Researchers often display standardized changes in predicted probabilities. To standardize the
change, the raw difference is divided by the standard deviation of the sample mean of the out-
come, for example, frequent reading. I did not make this adjustment in this paper because the
standard deviations for all the outcomes are quite similar. Thus, the standardized results are not
very different from the undstandardized results, and they are more complicated to discuss.

18. The distributions of parent work levels and child outcomes come from Urban Institute calcula-
tions of the 1999 NSAF. Tables of the results are available upon request from the author.

19. The regression results are run only on the sample of children who have at least one parent who
works at least part-time—children of nonworking parents are excluded from the multivariate
sample. The full set of regression results is in appendix table A3.

20. The size of the effect of child disability on the likelihood of having few behavioral problems—a
75 percent reduction in the probability of a positive outcome—is unusually large. The behav-
ioral problems scale may not be appropriate for children with disabilities.

21. The distributions of parent work levels and child outcomes come from Urban Institute calcula-
tions of the 1999 NSAF. Tables of the results are available upon request from the author.

22. The regression results are only run on the sample of children who have at least one parent who
works at least part-time—children of nonworking parents are excluded from the multivariate
sample. The full set of regression results is in appendix table A4.

23. While the income relationship is counterintuitive, it is quite robust. The restriction of the sam-
ple to only low-income children of working parents may be partially driving the result. 

24. It is important to reiterate that the NSAF collects data through telephone interviews. It is one
of the first surveys to measure child well-being over the telephone as part of a larger data col-
lection effort. Furthermore, the NSAF uses modified versions of scales and indices that are used
in other surveys. An early analysis of the measures concludes that they work fairly well (Ehrle and
Moore 1999). However, researchers will continue to assess the validity and reliability of the
measures.
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