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Chapter 1

The Increasing Numbers
of Poor Women and Children

It is up to us to determine whether the years ahead
will be for humankind a curse or a blessing.
—FElie Wiesel

Poverty continues to be one of America’s most serious social
problems. Despite the fact that America may be the richest
nation in the world, a substantial proportion of the American
population lives in poverty. In 1993 the federal government
counted 39.3 million Americans living below the poverty line,
about 15 percent of the population (Bureau of the Census
1995, xvi). This is a huge number of people. Fewer than 30
million people live in all of Canada. The American poverty
population is, in fact, larger than the combined total popula-
tions of Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts,
Rhode Island, Connecticut, Iowa, North Dakota, South Dakota,
Nebraska, Delaware, West Virginia, Montana, Idaho, Wyo-
ming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, Alaska,
and Hawaii.
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Poverty has increased in recent years and has proven an
extremely difficult problem to ameliorate, in significant
part because one of the most vulnerable groups—mother-only
families—has grown very rapidly over the last thirty years as a
proportion of all families. Between 1970 and 1993 the number
of mother-only families with children more than doubled, from
3.8 million to 8.7 million (Figure 1.1). During this same pe-
riod, the number of two-parent families with children in-
creased by only 1.3 percent. As a consequence of these
changes, by 1993 almost one of every four American families
with children was headed by a woman, compared to one in ten
in 1960 (Bureau of the Census 1995, D22).

As Table 1.1 (p. 6) shows, in 1960 only 8 percent of all
children under eighteen lived in a family headed by a single
woman. In 1993 the percentage was almost one in four, 23.3
percent, including some 17 percent of white children, 28 per-
cent of Hispanic children, and a majority, 54 percent, of all
black children (Figure 1.2 [p. 7]). The number of children in
single-parent families has increased dramatically. In 1993
some 17.9 million children lived with only one parent, 87 per-
cent of those—over 15 million—with their mother. In 1960 a
third of that number, about 5 million children, lived in mother-
only families (Table 1.1). Of the current generation of all
American children, more than half will spend some of their
childhood in a household headed by a single mother (Sweet and
Bumpass 1987; Bumpass and Raley 1993). A significant percent-
age will spend their entire childhood in a mother-only family.

Single mothers and their dependent children are extremely
vulnerable economically, educationally, and socially. These fam-
ilies suffer extremely high rates of poverty. In 1993 over 46
percent of all families with children headed by a single woman
lived in poverty. By contrast, only 9 percent of all married-
couple families with dependent children had incomes below the
poverty level (U.S. House 1994, 1161; Bureau of the Census
1995, D22). Eleven percent of the mother-only families were poor
despite the fact that the mother worked full-time year-round.
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