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Effective antipoverty strategies need to recognize the
complexity and dynamism of the American family.
Many poor children live with just one parent, and 
single-parent families are more vulnerable to economic
downturns. If these single parents are to meet their
family and work obligations, they need workplace and
safety net supports. Provisions in the stimulus act were
an important starting point, but the needs they address
are long-standing and require a sustained response.

FA M I LY CO N T E X T

The American family has changed dramatically in recent
decades. The majority of American children will live at
least some part of their childhood in a family that doesn’t
include both biological parents. Forty percent of children
were born to unmarried mothers in 2007 (Hamilton,
Martin, and Ventura 2009), and many married parents
will get divorced before their children turn 16.

At the same time, more married and unmarried
mothers work, so fewer children have a parent at home
full time, regardless of family structure. Over two-thirds
of married women with preschool-age children worked
during 2006 (Cancian and Reed 2009). Coinciding with
welfare reform in 1996, employment rates for single
mothers rose substantially; over three-quarters of single
mothers of preschool-age kids now work at least part 
of the year (Cancian and Reed 2009).

Even though more women are working, poverty
rates for children remain stubbornly high. Single-mother
families are at a disadvantage not only because they are
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usually supported by one worker, but also because
women are still paid less than men on average.

The recession compounded the vulnerability of 
single-parent families and hit some groups harder than
others. Unemployment rates rose more quickly in absolute
magnitude for unmarried mothers than for married
mothers, for those with younger children than for those
with older children, and for blacks than for whites.
Unemployment rates were generally lower for fathers,
but they increased as much or more than for mothers.

S U P P O R T I N G  PA R E N TS’ WO R K  
A N D  FA M I LY O B L I G AT I O N S

The nation’s antipoverty strategy, which is based on
work, would be more effective with programs and 
policies that enable parents to work and care for their
children. This is particularly critical for single parents,
who generally don’t have another adult to rely on for
financial and child care support.

Affordable child care is an essential building block
of a work-based antipoverty strategy. The American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) provided 
significant financing for child care and early education
and reduced the earnings required to qualify for a child
tax credit, which can offset the cost of care. Ten states
used ARRA funds to expand the time during which
parents can receive child care subsidies while they search
for work. But despite ARRA, fiscal pressure has forced
many states to cut subsidies.

Working parents also need family-friendly workplace
policies. Many low-wage workers don’t receive basic
benefits like sick leave and are less likely to work for
employers large enough to be covered by the Family
and Medical Leave Act. Paid leave programs should be
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expanded and the unpaid leave mandate should cover
more employers. Policies that require employers to 
provide paid sick leave should also be considered.

Earnings supplements and other work supports are
also essential as many workers don’t make enough to
provide for a family. A safety net that is built on work
must consider public jobs of last resort for parents who
cannot find employment.

ARRA has helped parents by providing expanded
funding for child care, a more generous earned income
tax credit (EITC), incentives to extend unemployment
insurance coverage to low-income workers with families,
and additional Medicaid funding. But the benefit
expansions are temporary while the problems are 
long-standing.

C H I L D  S U P P O R T  R E F O R M S

Child support can raise the incomes of single-parent
families, but only 41 percent of poor single mothers
receive the full child support ordered by the courts, and
31 percent receive nothing at all (U.S. Census Bureau
2008, table 4). The child support system could help
single parents by allowing families to keep the child
support payments they receive instead of using collections
to offset welfare costs.

The system can start by allowing families that receive
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
funds to keep all the current and past-due child support
payments they receive and by no longer charging non-
resident fathers for the medical costs associated with
childbirth. Child support enforcement agencies will
lose revenue because of these reforms, so policymakers
should consider funding those agencies through general
revenues rather than diverting money meant to provide
for kids.

Resident parents’ efforts to work are helped by a
range of programs, some of which could be expanded

to help nonresident parents. Key reforms include pro-
viding an EITC for nonresident parents paying child
support, expanding access to health insurance and
housing benefits that are currently only available to 
resident parents, and providing jobs of last resort.

Finally, the child support enforcement system should
recognize that nonresident fathers often have multiple
child support obligations. Many, if not most, parents 
of low-income children are part of complex families
where one or both parents have children with more than
one partner (Cancian, Meyer, and Cook forthcoming).
Failing to consider this underestimates the challenges
nonresident fathers face when trying to support their
children.

The recession highlighted the importance of anti-
poverty programs, but the needs they address will remain
even after the economy recovers. The nation’s work-based
antipoverty strategy needs a boost from policies that
acknowledge the complex and changing nature of
American families, aid parents’ efforts to work and care
for their children, and enforce child support while
helping disadvantaged fathers meet their obligations.
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