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Overview

 Recent public policy initiatives have encouraged low-income parents to marry as a way to 
become economically stable. But, the data tell a more complex story. Marriage does not guar-
antee economic security. Not only do the majority of children in single-parent families have 
parents who were previously married, more than one in four children with married parents is 
low income.    

 Even when married, some demographic groups are particularly likely to be low income, 
which is defined as earning less than twice the poverty level—the minimum necessary to 
meet families’ most basic needs.1 Among Latinos, more than half of children with married 
parents are low income.2 In rural and suburban areas, the majority of low-income children 
have married parents. Despite high levels of employment, many married parents remain low 
income. Among children with low-income married parents, a full 95 percent have at least 
one parent who is employed, and 41 percent have two employed parents.3

More than One in Four Children with Married Parents Is Low Income

 Although children with single parents are more likely to be low income (66 percent), more 
than one in four children living with married parents4 is low income, and almost one in 10 
is poor. The percent of children with married parents who are low income and poor declined 
until 2000, but has since risen (see Figure 1).  

Divorce Main Reason for Single Parenthood

 Most children (58 percent) in single-parent families have parents who were previously married,5 
and this percentage has remained fairly stable for much of the last decade. Among children 
living in single-parent families, the percent with never-married parents rose from 36 percent 
in 1993 to 41 percent in 1996, but since then has remained fairly constant. This mirrors na-
tional nonmarital birth rates, which rose until the mid-1990s and then leveled off.6  

Figure 1: Percent of children with married parents who are low income or poor
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Economic Insecurity Common Among Some Married-Parent Families

 Within some demographic groups, children of married parents are at particularly high risk 
of low income. More than half (56 percent) of Latino children with married parents are low 
income—a much higher percentage than other racial and ethnic groups (see Figure 2). This 
is due, in large part, to the proportion of Latino parents who are recent immigrants. Recent 
immigrants tend to have low incomes, regardless of employment status or family structure.7 

 In suburban and rural areas, the majority of low-income children live with married parents. 
Only in urban areas do most low-income children live with single parents (see Figure 3).      

Figure 2: Percent of children with married parents who are low income, by race/ethnicity, 2003
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Figure 3: Percent of low-income children living with married parents, by residential area, 2003
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Employment Levels Very High 

 Ninety-five percent of children with low-income, married parents have at least one employed 
parent, and 73 percent have at least one parent who is employed full-time, year-round.8 Close 
to half (41 percent) of children with low-income, married parents have two working parents.  

 Children with employed, low-income, married parents may experience more economic inse-
curity than children with higher-income, married parents because of the types of jobs their 
parents hold. These parents are more than twice as likely as higher-income, married parents 
(26 percent versus 11 percent) to hold jobs in the service industry,9 which tend to be lower 
paid and less likely to offer benefits, such as health insurance or paid vacation time, than jobs 
in other industries.10 

 The primary reasons for unemployment among the few married parents who are not working 
are illness and disability (36 percent), followed by caring for family (32 percent).11 (See Fig-
ure 5.)

 Children with low-income, married parents have parents with lower educational attainment 
than those with higher-earning parents. Fewer than half (45 percent) of children with low- 
income, married parents have a parent with at least some college education, compared to  
82 percent of children in higher-income, married parent families (see Figure 6). Not only are 

Figure 5: Reasons for unemployment among married parents, 2003
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Figure 4: Parental employment among children of low-income, married parents, 2003
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parents with higher educational attainment more likely to have children who obtain more 
education themselves, higher education is one of the strongest predictors of securing a high-
paying, stable job.12  

More Residential Instability

 Children with low-income, married parents experience greater residential instability than do 
children with higher-earning, married parents. Moving frequently is associated with family 
turbulence and difficulties in school.13 Children with low-income, married parents are almost 
80 percent more likely than children of higher-income, married parents to have moved in the 
previous year (16 percent versus 9 percent).  

 Similarly, children with low-income married parents are about 60 percent less likely to live in 
owner-occupied homes compared to children with higher-income, married parents (55 per-
cent versus 88 percent). Homeownership gives a measure of economic security to families by 
providing a means to build wealth, an asset during economic crisis, and tax breaks not avail-
able to renters.  

Public Health Insurance and Food Stamp Use Rising 

 Close to half of children with low-income, married parents receive public health insurance.14 
Public health insurance coverage has risen dramatically among children with low-income, 
married parents, rising from just over 30 percent in 2000 to almost 45 percent in 2003.15 
This timing coincides with decreasing availability of employer-based coverage.16 In the late 
1990s, SCHIP expanded and states eased Medicaid eligibility requirements for married-par-
ent families, suggesting that these programs are filling an important and growing need of 
families headed by married parents. Receipt of food stamps and TANF dropped sharply in 
the 1990s among these families, likely because of the expanding economy and welfare reform 
(see Figure 7). However, since 2000, the use of food stamps has begun to rise.  

Figure 6: Parental education for children with married parents, by income level, 2003
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Policy Implications

 Given that more than one in four children with married parents is low income and that 
almost 60 percent of children in single-parent families have previously married parents, pro-
moting marriage alone will not eliminate economic insecurity among America’s families. The 
majority of low-income, married-parent families include at least one parent who is employed 
full-time, year-round and almost half (41 percent) include two employed parents. Since low-
income parents are more likely to have low-paying service jobs, increasing the minimum 
wage will increase earnings.  Programs that increase working families’ incomes, such as the 
federal Earned Income Tax Credit, further boost wages to help parents support their families 
through employment. Low-income parents’ job opportunities may be limited by their lower 
education levels. Reversing the recent trend toward tax subsidies for education, which favor 
higher-income families, over traditional subsidized loans and grants17 could make education 
more accessible to low-income families.  

 Because illness and disability are the most common reasons for lack of employment among 
low-income, married parents, safety nets, such as Social Security Disability Insurance,18 dis-
ability protection for individuals who qualify through the Social Security system, and Supple-
mental Security Income, a means-tested disability program, remain an important source of 
support for families with disabled parents.

 In recent years, the percent of children covered by their parents’ employer-based health insur-
ance has fallen. The sharp increase in receipt of public health insurance suggests that increas-
ing access to Medicaid and SCHIP filled an important and growing need of low-income 
families headed by married parents.  States can continue to ensure that more children of 
low-income, married parents receive the supports they need by easing the Medicaid eligibility 
requirements for married parents to match the requirements for single-parent families.19 

 In sum, policymakers should not assume that the financial and health insurance needs of 
children will be met simply because their parents are married.

Figure 7: Public benefits utilization among children of low-income, married parents
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