
The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
Volume 16
Issue 2 June - Special Issue on Social Justice, Values,
and Social Work Practice

Article 9

June 1989

Low-Income Mothers Without Custody: Who Are
They and Where Are Their Children?
Susan Zuravin
University of Maryland, Baltimore

Geoffrey Greif
University of Maryland, Baltimore

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw

Part of the Family, Life Course, and Society Commons, and the Social Work Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Social Work at
ScholarWorks at WMU. For more information, please contact
maira.bundza@wmich.edu.

Recommended Citation
Zuravin, Susan and Greif, Geoffrey (1989) "Low-Income Mothers Without Custody: Who Are They and Where Are Their Children?,"
The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare: Vol. 16 : Iss. 2 , Article 9.
Available at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol16/iss2/9

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by ScholarWorks at WMU

https://core.ac.uk/display/144155675?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://scholarworks.wmich.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.wmich.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol16?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol16/iss2?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol16/iss2?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol16/iss2/9?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/419?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/713?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/jssw/vol16/iss2/9?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:maira.bundza@wmich.edu
http://scholarworks.wmich.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.wmich.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.wmich.edu%2Fjssw%2Fvol16%2Fiss2%2F9&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages


Low-Income Mothers Without Custody: Who Are
They and Where Are Their Children?*

SUSAN ZURAVIN
GEOFFREY GREIF

University of Maryland at Baltimore
The School of Social Work and Community Planning

As a focus of research, the noncustodial low income mother, particu-
larly the mother who has received Aid to Families of Dependent Chil-
dren, (AFDC) has been virtually ignored. Yet, she is central to many
fields of study-foster care, child support enforcement, child maltreat-
ment, and single parents. This article reports on 8 respondents from
a cohort of 518, urban, AFDC mothers who lost custody of all children
during the 17 months following their selection into the study sample.
Findings reveal that most of the children were living with relatives; the
majority of mothers had long-standing mental health problems; and
most of the mothers not only wanted more children but were trying to
get pregnant.

Recent literature has provided a beginning understanding of
mothers who do not have custody following a marital breakup
(Fischer & Cardea, 1981; Greif, 1986; Greif, 1987; Greif & Pabst,
1988; Herrerias, 1984; Paskowicz, 1982). These studies, however,
have focused on only one segment of the noncustodial mother
population-white, middle-dass, once married, likely to have
children who are living with their father, and who may have
relinquished custody voluntarily. While this segment of the
population may be the largest, it is not the only one with which
social workers have contact. Child protection and foster care
caseworkers provide services to populations predominantly con-
sisting of low-income, single, noncustodial mothers who must
manage reunification with or permanent separation from their
children.

*The research reported in this paper was partially supported by grant award

FPR-000028-01-0 from the Office of Population Affairs to Susan Zuravin.
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The purpose of this paper is to further understanding of the
noncustodial mother population served by many child welfare
programs by examining a subpopulation that has not been very
well-studied-mothers with low-incomes, who may never have
been married, may not be white, and have become noncustodial
following contact with child protective services. Eight mothers
who lost custody of all children during the 17 months following
their selection into a study sample of 518 AFDC mothers form
the basis for our discussion.

Literature Review

To gather information about low-income, noncustodial
mothers, we reviewed five areas of study, all of which have
potential for focusing on issues of custody and low-income fam-
ilies. Little information was found. The noncustodial mother lit-
erature, as noted above, has almost exdusively focused on the
middle-income mother without custody. The recent foster care
literature (e.g., Fanshel, 1976; Rzepnicki, 1987) does not, to the
best of our knowledge, focus on the needs of noncustodial moth-
ers as differentiated from those of noncustodial fathers or two-
parent families. Moreover, it does not address situations where
parents have children living in any of a variety of informal ar-
rangements, i.e., with relatives, spouses, etc.

The child support enforcement literature (e.g., Cassety, 1984)
predominantly focuses on noncustodial parents whose children
are recipients of Aid to Families of Dependent Children (AFDC).
However, because the vast majority of AFDC caretakers are sin-
gle parent mothers, the typical child support enforcement study
focuses on noncustodial fathers. The child maltreatment litera-
ture (e.g., Parke & Collmer, 1975; Polansky, Hally, & Polansky,
1975; Wolfe, 1985), is peripherally related to custody issues in
that some maltreating parents lose custody of one or more chil-
dren. It does not, to the best of our knowledge, address non-
custodial mothers separate and apart from parents who maintain
custody, or parents who lose custody of some but not all of their
children. In fact, most studies do not mention whether respond-
ents have lost custody of any children.

After analyzing our data and seeing the prevalence of alcohol
and drug abuse among these mothers, we reviewed that body
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of literature, too. Loss of child custody as an outcome of drug
addition was mentioned in one study (Nurco, Wegner, & Ste-
phenson, 1982); the study reported that children were more
likely to be removed from their parent(s) because of neglect
rather than abuse.

Based on these reviews, there seems to be no one area of
inquiry that daims these mothers as their own. Consequently,
we know little about them. Yet, this little known population
may be a fast-growing one for three reasons: (a) the increase in
size of the population of single parent, female-headed families
with children, many of whom are overburdened with financial
and emotional problems; (b) the ever-increasing range of cul-
turally sanctioned roles for women; and (c) the increased atten-
tion to and reporting of child maltreatment.

Increases in this population have particular import for child
welfare, namely an increase in the number of children at high
risk for child maltreatment. Theory (Finkelhor, 1985) as well as
empirical findings (Finkelhor, 1980) suggest that children who
live away from their natural mothers for periods of time may be
at higher risk for sexual abuse than children who always live
with their mothers. Studies of child maltreatment in formal,
licensed foster care suggest that children living in such homes
may be at higher risk for all types of maltreatment than the
average child in the population-at-large (Bolton, Laner, & Gai,
1980). And, if the maltreatment rate is high in licensed foster
care-homes that are monitored, even if only on a periodic ba-
sis-one can only imagine how high the rate of maltreatment
must be for informal care arrangements, i.e., custody arrange-
ments with friends, neighbors, relatives, etc., situations that are
not likely to be licensed and if monitored, not very dosely. For
most middle-income mothers, concern about maltreatment is
not an issue. Greif and Pabst's survey (1988) of such mothers
reveals that more than 90% of their children were living with
their fathers.

Conceptual Framework-Characteristics of the
Mother Without Custody

Lacking specific theory or findings with regard to low-in-
come, noncustodial mothers, we decided to use Belsky's model
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of the determinants of parenting, "one derived from research on
the etiology of child abuse and neglect" (Belsky, 1984, p. 83), as
well as various hypotheses and findings from the child maltreat-
ment and psychiatric literature to identify areas for study. These
guides are particularly relevant because our sample includes a
large proportion of abusing and/or neglecting families. The two
areas that we decided to explore-mental health problems and
future childbearing plans-were selected from an array of po-
tentially important topics on the basis of their relevance for clin-
ical practice.

Rationale-mental health problems

The Belsky model (1984) posits "three general sources of in-
fluence on parental functioning: (a) the parents' ontogenic origins
and personal psychological resources, (b) the child's character-
istics of individuality, and (c) contextual sources of stress and
support" (p. 83). Of these three sources, parent psychological
resources are identified as the most influential "not simply for
their direct effect on parental functioning but also because of
the role they undoubtedly play in recruiting contextual support"
(p. 91).

On the basis of Belsky's position (1984) regarding the salience
of parental psychological resources as well as the large and con-
sistent body of findings from the psychiatric literature which
reveal that maternal mental health problems (e.g., Colletta, 1983;
Longfellow, Zelkowitz, & Saunders, 1981; Susman, Trickett, Ian-
notti, Hollenbeck, & Zahn-Wexler, 1985; Weissman, Paykel, &
Klerman, 1972) have a particularly adverse affect on parenting
behaviors, we decided to examine mother's history of mental
health problems. It seemed reasonable to surmise that the prev-
alence of mental health problems might be highest among moth-
ers without custody. Moreover, on the basis of findings which
show that neglectful mothers are more likely to have mental
health problems than abusive or nonmaltreating mothers (Fried-
rich, Tyler, & Clark, 1985; Zuravin, 1988), we reasoned that more
neglectful than abusive or control mothers might be noncustodial.

Rationale-future childbearing plans

The clinical impression of many caseworkers is that mothers
who are separated from all of their children are at high risk for
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having another child. On the basis of information about the
contracepting patterns of maltreating mothers alone (Zuravin,
1987), this impression seems to be a reasonable one. Both abu-
sive and neglectful mothers are likely to use contraceptives less
adequately and effectively than comparable control mothers. In
addition, regardless of the problems noncustodial mothers had
with their children, it is likely that these children were meeting
some specific need-a need that the mother may well try to
fulfill by having another child. Thus, we reasoned that the non-
custodial mothers may be more likely to want to conceive an-
other child than custodial mothers.

In summary, this presentation of information about eight
low-income, single mothers who do not have daily care and
custody of any of their children represents a beginning attempt
to describe low-income, noncustodial mothers, particularly those
who once received AFDC. While no claim is being made that
these eight mothers are representative of noncustodial, low-in-
come mothers, it is our hope that this presentation will help to
(a) stimulate interest in this under-studied population group,
(b) generate questions and hypotheses for future study, and
(c) provide the social work practitioner with a beginning de-
scription of this population. Specific objectives are: (a) to deter-
mine the composition of the noncustodial mother group by
maltreatment status, (b) to identify the range of situations in
which the children of these mothers live, (c) to characterize the
mental health problems as well as the future childbearing plans
of these mothers.

Methodology

Information for this exploratory, descriptive study of eight
low-income, noncustodial mothers and their children comes from
an extensive set of interview and case record data (Zuravin &
Taylor, 1987) on 518 low-income, urban, single parent mothers.
The original purpose of this data set was to identify personal,
social, and contextual factors that increase the low-income child's
risk of being physically abused and/or neglected. Methodolog-
ical information pertinent to the construction of the data set is
detailed in the final report to the funder (Zuravin & Taylor, 1987)
and various papers (e.g., Zuravin, 1987; Zuravin, 1988). Below
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is a summary of information about the 518 respondents and a
description of measures pertinent to the above study objectives.

Study participants

The eight women who are described in this paper come from
a group of 518 women who were interviewed in their homes by
one of ten trained interviewers sometime during the period 9/
1/84 to 6/30/85. These 518 women had five characteristics in
common. During the study sampling month, January 1984, all
were (a) residents of Baltimore, Maryland, (b) single parents
(defined as not being legally married), (c) recipients of financial
assistance from the Aid to families of Dependent Children pro-
gram, (d) had custody of and provided daily care for at least one
natural child, and (e) had at least one natural child 12 years of
age or younger even if care and custody of the child was no
longer the mother's responsibility.

The 518 were purposely selected to differ relative to how
adequately they were known to care for their natural children;
119 respondents were known to Baltimore City Department of
Social Services (BCDSS), Division of Child Protective Services
for personally neglecting their children, 118 were known to
BCDSS for having one or more physically abused children, and
281 were not known to BCDSS for having any neglected, phys-
ically abused, or sexually abused children. The 237 maltreating
respondents were selected from a specially constructed sampling
frame prepared from the cohort of 1,744 families who were re-
ceiving child protective services during the sampling month.
The 281 control group respondents were selected from a specially
constructed sampling frame prepared from the cohort of 37,158
families who were receiving AFDC but not child protective ser-
vices during the sampling month.

Measures

Information pertinent to objective a-specific custody ar-
rangements for children of the eight women-was obtained dur-
ing the personal interview. Each respondent was asked to identify
by name, age, and relationship to her each member of her
household. During a comprehensive history of each of the
mother's livebirths, the interviewer checked the household roster
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to see if the child in question was currently living with the
respondent. If the child was not among the household members,
the interviewer asked, "Where is she/he living now?" Where
possible, information from the interview was corroborated and
supplemented by information from the child protective service
case record.

Information pertinent to objective b-mental health prob-
lems and childbearing plans-was obtained during the personal
interview and where possible corroborated with information
from the case record. Given the prevalence of depression and
substance abuse problems among the population of urban, low-
income, young women (Robins, Helzer, Croughan, & Ratcliffe,
1981) information was obtained about current and past problems
with depression, alcohol abuse, and drug abuse. The Beck
Depression Inventory (Beck, 1970) was used to assess severity
of depressive symptoms on the day of the interview and a va-
riety of questions from the Diagnostic Interview Schedule (Ro-
bins, Helzer, et al., 1981) were used to obtain information about
life-time incidence of depression as well as alcohol and drug
problems.

Relevant to the women's future plans with respect to par-
enting, two types of information were gathered: (a) expectations
for future pregnancies and family planning strategies around the
time of the interview, and (b) plans for assuming daily care and
custody of their children. To obtain information about future
pregnancies and family planning strategies, respondents were
asked a series of relevant questions taken from the National
Survey of Family Growth, Cycle 3 (National Center for Health
Statistics, 1982). Information about plans for return of children's
daily care and custody to the mothers was obtained, where pos-
sible, from the child protective service case record narratives.

Data analysis

Because of the small size of the group of women who became
noncustodial during the period from sampling to interview, for-
mal statistical comparisons of this group with relevant groups
of women who did not lose custody are not warranted. Findings
from such analyses would be seriously compromised by statis-
tical conclusion validity problems (Cook & Campbell, 1979).
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However, to give the reader a feel for how these women may
differ from the other groups of women included in the study,
we present comparable data on all measures for the abusive (n =
116), neglectful (n = 113), and control (n = 281) mothers who
had custody of at least one child on the day they were inter-
viewed for the study.

Findings

Objective 1: To determine the composition of the noncustodial mother
group by maltreatment status

The eight women who are the subjects of this paper became
noncustodial sometime during the period 2/1/84 and the day
they were interviewed, 7 to 17 months later. All eight are from
the two maltreatment samples. As predicted, the majority, six
of the eight (75%), are from the neglect sample.

Objective 2: To identify the range of situations in which the children
of study mothers live

Inspection of data on the custodians of the 29 children of the
noncustodial mothers (see Table 1) shows that the majority were
not in formal. foster care on the day their mother was inter-
viewed. The largest proportion, 20 of 29, were with a relative.
The remaining nine were in formal foster care, seven in family
care and two in group care. Of the 20 children who were with
a relative, seven were with their father and 13 were with either
a maternal or paternal relative. Examining the identity of chil-
dren's custodians by mother's former marital status suggests, as
might be expected, that once-married mothers are more likely
to have children who live with their fathers than mothers who
were never married. The two mothers who were married have
children living with their father (the man to whom the mother
was married) whereas only one of the six never married mothers
has children living with their father.

Although highly detailed information on the transfer of daily
care and custody for all 29 children is not available from the
child protection case records, what is available leads to three
conclusions. (a) Child protective service intervention led to the
transfers of custody. It is not likely that any of these mothers
would have voluntarily on her own sought to make suitable daily
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Table 1

Proportion of Children Living With Each of Three Types of Custodians
and Proportion of Mothers Who Have Children With Each of the
Three Types

Children Mothers
Custodian (n =29) (n=8)*

Formal foster home or group home care 31% (9) 50% (4)
With childs father 24 (7) 37 (3)
With paternal or maternal relatives 44 (13) 37 (3)

*The number of mothers sums to more than eight because some of the

mothers have children in more than one type of placement.

care and custody arrangements for any of their children. In many
instances, it was necessary to involve juvenile court in the cus-
tody transfer. (b) Caseworkers tended to be extremely conser-
vative about transfers of custody. A concerted effort was made
to keep the children with their mother. Most families received
an extensive array of supportive services (i.e., day care, parent
aide service, mental health services, parenting programs etc.),
none of which they were able to effectively use, prior to removal
of all the children. (c) Every effort was made to keep the children
out of formal foster home or group home care by making it a
priority to place them with relatives.

Objective 3: To characterize the mental health problems as well as
the future childbearing of low-income mothers without custody of
their children

Demographic description. Information about six demo-
graphic characteristics (displayed in Table 2) suggests that the
eight noncustodial mothers may differ not only from the average
control mother but also the average neglectful and abusive
mother. The mean age of the noncustodial mothers during the
sampling month (1/84) was 26.1 years, younger than either the
average neglectful or average abusive mother. Four respondents
were black and four were white, suggesting that white mothers
may be over-represented among noncustodial mothers com-
pared to the groups of abusive, neglectful, and control mothers.
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Table 2

Demographic Characteristics of Eight Noncustodial Mothers and
Neglectful, Abusive and Nonmaltreating Mothers with Custody of One
or More Children

Noncustodial Neglect Abuse Control
Characteristics (n =8) (n =113) (n =116) (n =281)

Age as of 1/84 26.1 28.3 27.7 25.9
Grade completed 9.1 9.8 10.4 11.1
Number of livebirths 3.6 3.9 3.0 1.9
Race (percent white) 50.0 31.0 23.3 13.5

(4) (35) (27) (38)
Employment

(percent never employed) 75.0 50.4 52.6 37.4
(6) (57) (61) (105)

Marital history
(percent never married) 75.0 55.8 69.0 73.0

(6) (63) (80) (205)

Two (25%) of the mothers had been employed and two had been
married, quite a few less than the other three groups. They
lagged behind the other three groups of mothers relative to ed-
ucational achievement. The average number of years of educa-
tion per mother is 9.1; not one of the eight had graduated from
high school. And finally, the eight mothers had given birth to
29 children, all of whom were still alive at the time of the study.
The number of children per mother ranged from one to seven
with the average being 3.6.

Naturally, these mothers also differ from the middle-class,
white mothers studied by others in that they had less education,
were less likely to have ever been employed, were less likely to
have ever been married, and had more children. Also of interest
is that the eight mothers all lost custody involuntarily as com-
pared with many of the middle class mothers who, in part, as
a response to the women's movement, relinquished custody vol-
untarily (Greif & Pabst, 1988).

Mental health problems. Inspection of the data in Table 3
suggests, as predicted, that noncustodial mothers may have more
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Table 3

Depression, Drinking, and Drug Problems Characteristic of Eight
Noncustodial Mothers and Neglectful, Abusive and Nonmaltreating
Mothers with Custody of One or More Children

Noncustodial Neglect Abuse Control
Characteristics (n =8) (n =113) (n =116) (n =281)

Mental health problems 100.0% 85.0% 81.9% 66.9%
(8) (96) (95) (188)

Two weeks depression 75.0 69.0 60.3 47.3
(6) (78) (70) (133)

Prenatal depression 62.5 58.4 46.6 35.6
(5) (66) (54) (100)

BDI > 13 62.5 47.8 47.4 23.8
(5) (54) (55) (67)

Drinking problem 62.5 21.2 14.7 6.1
(5) (24) (17) (17)

Hard drugs 25.0 10.6 5.2 2.1
(2) (12) (6) (6)

difficulties with mental health types of problems than noncus-
todial, neglectful, abusive, or nonmaltreating mothers. Differ-
ences are most apparent with respect to alcohol and drug
problems and least apparent with respect to depression. Overall,
the noncustodial mothers differ most from the custodial non-
maltreating mothers and least from custodial neglectful mothers
suggesting that perhaps some of the custodial neglectful mothers
may be at high risk for losing custody of their children.

All eight of the custodial mothers (100%) reported problems
with at least one of three mental health problems-depression,
alcohol, and/or drug usage. High percentages (87% and 82%)
of the neglectful and abusive mothers also reported one or more
of these three problems.

Of the three mental health problems, depression was by far
the most prevalent. All eight of the noncustodial mothers gave
a positive response to at least one of the three indicators of
depressive symptoms: (a) five (63%) were moderately or se-
verely depressed on the day of the interview according to their
Beck Depression score (scored 14 or greater) (Beck, 1970); (b) six
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(75%) reported a life-time incidence of two or more weeks of
depression; and (c) five (63%) were depressed after the birth of
at least one child even though the child was "wanted and
planned." Of the eight mothers, five (62.5%) had serious enough
depressive symptoms to obtain formal help: three (37.5%) had
been hospitalized at least overnight and two had received help
on an outpatient basis from a mental health professional. Com-
parison of the noncustodial mothers with the three groups of
custodial mothers on the three depression measures reveals that
they differ most from the nonmaltreating mothers.

Drinking and drug problems. It is with respect to these two
problems that the noncustodial mothers differ the most from the
remaining abusive and neglectful mothers. "Having periods of
drinking for a couple of days and not being able to sober up"
was characteristic of 63% of the noncustodial mothers, as op-
posed to 24% of the neglectful and 15% of the abusive mothers.
Using hard drugs (cocaine, PCP, heroin, or LSD) for two or more
weeks was characteristic of 25% of the noncustodial mothers
compared to 11% of the neglectful and 6% of the abusive moth-
ers. Three of the five (60%) women with drinking problems and
both of the women with drug problems had received some sort
of formal help from a mental health professional. Unfortunately,
this help seemed to have little impact on their serious substance
abuse problems.

Future childbearing plans. Just as the noncustodial mothers
differed from the custodial mothers with respect to alcohol and
drug problems, they also differed with respect to their future
childbearing plans. Despite the many serious child care prob-
lems experienced by these women and the very high incidence
of behavioral, physical, and emotional problems characteristic
of their children, all six of the women who were not sterile
(either because of tubal ligation or hysterectomy) wanted to have
at least one more child. All six answered "yes" to the question,
"Looking to the future, do you intend to have another baby at
some time" (National Center for Health Statistics, 1982). Five
wanted one more child and one wanted two more children. So,
while 100% of the noncustodial mothers who could have another
child wanted another child, only 43% of the neglectful (n = 67),
54% of the abusive (n = 59), and 57% of the control mothers
(n = 202) wanted another child.
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And, not only did the six women want more children, all six
had a steady boyfriend and all except one were trying to get
pregnant by that boyfriend during the two week period prior
to the interview. In response to the question, "Did you use any
method of birth control the last time you had intercourse?"
(National Center for Health Statistics, 1982) all five answered
"no."

The descriptive statistics provide some information about
these eight low-income, noncustodial mothers; however, due to
the size of the study group, the picture is an abbreviated one.
To fill in this picture, we dose with a detailed description of
Roberta, a mother who is typical of the eight women who form
the basis of this study.

The story of Roberta. Roberta is a 32-year-old, never-mar-
ried, mother of three children. All three are living with relatives:
John, age 14, and Mary, age 12, live with one family while
Brenda, age 3, lives with another. Roberta was first reported to
child protective services during 1975 for severe neglect of John
and Mary. Since the time of this report, daily care and custody
of these two children has been provided by their maternal aunt.
During 1982, Roberta was reported to child protective services
for failure to make appropriate child care arrangements for Brenda,
a complaint very similar to the one that had lost her custody of
John and Mary. Several days prior to the complaint, she had
been found guilty of shoplifting and required to serve 9 days
in city jail. Rather than make appropriate arrangements for the
care of Brenda (two years old at the time), she left Brenda with
her current boyfriend, Bobby, a known heroin addict. Bobby
contacted a friend of Roberta's who not only came and got Brenda
but reported the problem to child protective services.

Problems with depression, drinking, and drugs have re-
peatedly punctuated Roberta's life. She was positive for all three
depression measures: (a) depressed after the birth of each of her
three children even though the first two were planned concep-
tions, (b) felt sad, blue, and depressed for at least two consec-
utive weeks during the six months preceding the interview, and
(c) moderately depressed on the day of the interview, according
to her Beck Depression Inventory score. And, as if the problems
with depression were not enough, Roberta also had long-stand-
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ing problems with substance abuse. As recent as six months
prior to the interview she had periods of drinking for a couple
of days or more without sobering up and of "shooting herself
with heroin." The case record narratives describe heroin and
alcohol addiction problems dating back as far as 1975-the year
when she was first reported for child neglect.

Despite the long-standing mental health problems, the re-
peated encounters with child protective services for child ne-
glect, and the loss of custody of all her children, Roberta not
only planned to have two more children before she reached 35,
she was working on getting pregnant. At last intercourse (the
night before the interview), neither she nor Bobby had used any
method of birth control. During the year preceding the inter-
view, they used birth control about half the time.

Discussion

The data describe these mothers as having more problems
than their counterparts either in the low-income population
(maltreators and controls) or in the noncustodial mother litera-
ture. The questions we sought answers to and their findings
point in many directions.

1. Overrepresentation of neglect as opposed to abuse among
the eight noncustodial mother situations directs attention to the
adequacy of services for intact neglectful families. Even though
neglectful mothers may suffer more frequently from mental health
problems (Freidrich, Tyler, et al., 1985; Zuravin, 1988), it is im-
portant to pose the question-are we providing sufficient ser-
vices, soon enough to these families? Conceivably, neglectful
situations do not receive services until the mother's mental health
problems have deteriorated to the point where they are virtually
intractable. According to Wolock and Horowitz (1984), "in spite
of data showing that neglect is no less severe than physical
abuse, there is some evidence that preoccupation with abuse
may have led the protective service worker to view neglect as
being of lesser severity, and, in the face of unmanageably high
caseloads, to be more likely to screen out neglect cases" (p. 537)
(also, see Selinske, 1984).

2. The fact that many of their children are not in formal
foster care raises the question of who is caring for these children.
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Are they in adequate placements with relatives or are they as
much at risk for maltreatment as they were when living with
their mothers? This takes us back to one of the possible adverse
consequences, mentioned earlier in the paper, of an increase in
the population of low-income, noncustodial mothers. We may
be seeing a growing number of unmonitored, unattached chil-
dren, ones that are shuffled from place to place after having been
maltreated by their mothers. Who know what happens to chil-
dren, who, for example, go with one relative, do not fit in there,
and then move on to another and another informal placement.
More than two-thirds of this group of 29 children could be in
this situation. Are these children at high risk for maltreatment?
Do these children constitute a large proportion of a rather newly
recognized American social problem, "runaway children and
teenagers?"

3. Most troubling of the facts learned about these eight
mothers is that the six who have not been sterilized want and
are trying to have more children. While middle class mothers
have also started families again after becoming noncustodial
(Greif & Pabst, 1988), it appears to occur in a small proportion
of cases. We could thus hypothesize that having a low income
and becoming noncustodial as a result of child protective service
intervention are linked to a desire to have more children in a
way that may not apply to middle-income noncustodial mothers.
Will history repeat itself for these mothers and their new chil-
dren? If so, short of mandatory sterilization, what is the solution?

There are at least three directions for future research on non-
custodial mothers. The first direction centers on differences be-
tween low- and middle-income noncustodial mothers. For
instance, "Are noncustodial low-income mothers compared to
noncustodial middle-income mothers (a) a less prevalent phe-
nomenon? (b) less likely to voluntarily relinquish custody of
their children than middle-income mothers? (c) more likely to
become noncustodial involuntarily because of intractable mental
health problems including depression and substance abuse?
(d) more likely to want more children and to try to have more
children once they become noncustodial? The second direction
centers on differences between low-income mothers who are
noncustodial and comparable mothers who have custody of some
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but not all of their children. Do these two groups of mothers
differ, and if so, how?

Does a mother lose some children on the way to losing all
of her children? And, if so, what could be done preventively to
reverse this cycle? And, finally, the third direction centers on
low-income fathers. When and under what circumstances do
they become custodians of their children (Greif & Zuravin, in
press)? How do those fathers who assume daily care and custody
of their children differ from those who do not?

Traditionally, foster care literature has focused on and doc-
umented the consequences for children of being in formal foster
family and group care placements. It has not, however, to the
best of our knowledge, addressed the issue of children who are
living in "informal foster care arrangements", i.e., the child who
lives with relatives. Given the current crisis in the formal foster
care system-not enough placements to meet demand-place-
ment of children with relatives is likely to increase. The conse-
quences of these placements need documentation. Is the
population of children in "informal foster care" growing? Are
children in "informal foster care" at increased risk for child mal-
treatment of all types? Do they constitute a large proportion of
the "runaway minor" problem?

We have attempted to show that more research on the low-
income, noncustodial mother is needed. The study of this pop-
ulation, which has been virtually ignored, can provide a key to
unlocking many fields of study relevant to social service policy
and social work practice.

References

Belsky, J. (1984). The determinants of parenting: A process model. Child De-
velopment, 55, 83-96.

Bolton, E, Laner, R., Gai, D. (1980). For better or worse: Foster parents and
foster children in an officially reported child maltreatment population.
Children and Youth Services Bulletin, 3(1-2), 37-53.

Cassety, J. (1984). Child support: Emerging issues for practice. Social Case-
work, 65(2), 74-80.

Colletta, N. (1983). At risk for depression: A study of young mothers. The
Journal of Genetic Psychology, 142, 301-310.

Cook, T. & Campbell, D. (1979). Quasi-Experimentation: Design and analysis
for field settings. Chicago, IL: Rand McNally College Publishing Company.



Low-Income Mothers Without Custody

Fanshel, D. (March, 1976). Status changes of children in foster care: Final
results of the Columbia University Longitudinal Study. Child Welfare, 55,
168-174.

Finkelhor, D. (1985). Child sexual abuse: New theory and research. NY: Free
Press.

Fischer, J. & Cardea, J. (1981). Mothers living apart from their children: A
study in stress and coping. Alternative Lifestyles, 4(2), 218-227.

Friedrich, W., Tyler, J., & Clark, J. (1985). Personality and psychophysiol-
ogical variables in abusive, neglectful, and low-income control mothers.
The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 173(8), 449-460.

Greif, G. (1986). Mothers without custody and child support. Family Rela-
tions, 35(1), 87-93.

Greif, G. (1987). Mothers without custody. Social Work, 32(1), 11-16.
Greif, G. & Pabst, M. (1988). Mothers without custody. Lexington, MA: Lex-

ington Books.
Greif, G. & Zuravin, S. (forthcoming). Fathers: A placement resource for

abused and neglected children? Child Welfare.
Herrerias, C. (1984). Non-custodial mothers: A study of self-concept and

social interactions. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. School of Social
Work. University of Texas at Austin.

Longfellow, C., Zelkowitz, P., & Saunders, E. (1981). The quality of mother-
child relationships. In D. Belle (Ed.), Lives in Stress: Women and Depres-
sion (pp. 163-176). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications.

Nurco, D., Wegner, N., & Stephenson, P. (1982). Female narcotic addicts:
Changing profiles. Journal of Addiction and Health, 3(2), 62-105.

Parke, R. & Collmer, C. (1975). Child abuse: An interdisciplinary analysis.
In M. Hetherington (Ed.), Review of Child Development Research, Volume 5
(pp. 509-589). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Paskowicz, P. (1982). Absentee mothers. NY: Allenheld/Universe Books.
Polansky, N., Hally, C., & Polansky, N. F. (1975). Profile of neglect: A survey

of the state of knowledge of child neglect. Washington, DC: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office (DHEW Publication No. 620-167/2260).

Rzepnicki, T. (1987). Recidivism of foster children returned to their own
homes: A review of new directions for research. Social Service Review,
61(1), 56-70.

Selinske, J. (1984). Protecting CPS clients and workers. Public Welfare, 41(3),
30-35.

Susman, E., Trickett, P., lannotti, R., Hollenbeck, B., & Zahn-Waxler, C.
(1985). Child-rearing patterns in depressed, abusive, and normal moth-
ers. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 55(2), 237-251.

Weissman, M., Paykel, M., & Klerman, G. (1972). The depressed woman as
a mother. Social Psychiatry, 7, 98-108.

Wolfe, D. (1985). Child abusive parents: An empirical review and analysis.
Psychological Bulletin, 97(3), 462-282.

Wolock, I. & Horowitz, B. (1984). Child maltreatment as a social problem:
The neglect of neglect. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 54(4), 530-
543.



180 Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Zuravin S. (1987). Unplanned pregnancies, family planning problems, and
child maltreatment. Family Relations, 36(2), 135-139.

Zuravin, S. (1988). Child abuse, child neglect, and maternal depression: Are
they related? In National Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect
(Ed.), Child Neglect Monograph: Proceedings from a Symposium (pp. 20-
46). Washington, DC: National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect.

Zuravin, S. & Taylor, R. (1987). Child care adequacy and family planning
practices. Final report to the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, Public Health Service, Office of Population Affairs for Grant
FPR 000028-02-0.


	The Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare
	June 1989

	Low-Income Mothers Without Custody: Who Are They and Where Are Their Children?
	Susan Zuravin
	Geoffrey Greif
	Recommended Citation


	Low-Income Mothers Without Custody: Who Are They and Where Are Their Children?

