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The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage: The Influence 
of Childbirth and Divorce on the Income and Poverty Risk  
of Single Mothers

Susan Harkness

ABSTRACT This study exam ines how moth er hood earn ings pen al ties in com bi na tion 
with the cost of part ner absence affect sin gle moth ers’ eco nomic well-being. Using 
longitudinaldatafromthePanelStudyofIncomeDynamicsfor1990–2015andfixed- 
effectsmodelswithindividual-specificslopesrevealsthatwhenneedsarecontrolled
for, the tran si tion to par ent hood is as strongly linked to reduced fam ily income as part-
ner absence is. I con sider dif fer ent routes to sin gle moth er hood and pre dict that income 
penaltieswilldifferforwomenenteringsinglemotherhoodatafirstchild’sbirthand
forwomenwhoweremarriedatfirstchildbirthbutlaterseparated.Ishowthatpre-
vi ously mar ried moth ers face larger income pen al ties than those who were sin gle at 
firstchildbirthbecausetheyseelargerdeclinesintheirearningsfollowingchildbirth.
The results illus trate how mar riage and par ent hood, along side part ner absence, shape 
theeconomicprospectsofsingle-motherfamilies.Thesefindingshighlighttheimpor-
tance of reduc ing gen der inequalities in the labor mar ket to improve sin gle moth ers’ 
eco nomic well-being.

KEYWORDS Motherhood pay pen al ties • Separation • Single moth ers • Income •  
Life course anal y sis

Introduction

Motherhood is asso ci ated with large employ ment and earn ings pen al ties (Harkness 
and Waldfogel 2003; Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. 2019), affect ing the incomes of all  
fam i lies with chil dren (Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel 2007). However, such pen al ties 
are likely to be par tic u larly dam ag ing for sin gle moth ers, for whom reduced earn ings 
are cou pled with the absence of a male bread win ning part ner and pov erty risk is high 
(Moullin and Harkness 2021). Single fathers, by con trast, are much less likely to be 
liv ing in pov erty because they do not face the same labor mar ket pen al ties to par ent-
hood (Moullin and Harkness 2021; Nieuwenhuis and Maldando 2018). For the 1 in 4 
chil dren grow ing up in sin gle-mother fam i lies in the United States, reduced income 
is asso ci ated with a series of neg a tive out comes, includ ing emo tional prob lems and 
reduced edu ca tional attain ment (Reardon 2011; Thomson et al. 1994).
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2 S. Harkness

The weak labor mar ket attach ment among all  moth ers and the asso ci ated reduc tion 
in their earn ings poten tial (Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. 2019) are one rea son sin gle 
moth ers may be eco nom i cally dis ad van taged. Other expla na tions are the absence of 
a male part ner’s earn ings and greater eco nomic needs stem ming from caring for chil-
dren (Sørensen 1994). Numerous stud ies have exam ined how part ner absence affects 
the incomes and pov erty risk among all  sin gle moth ers (e.g., Brady et al. 2017; Page 
and Stevens 2004) and among those becom ing sin gle moth ers as a result of sep a ra tion 
(e.g., Tach and Eads 2015). Far less atten tion has been paid to moth er hood earn ings 
and employ ment pen al ties as a source of sin gle moth ers’ dis ad van tage. Yet, research 
has found thatmaternal employment influences singlemothers’poverty risk,with
their chil dren less likely to be poor in countries with high rates of mater nal employ-
ment (Esping-Andersen 2014).

In this arti cle, I exam ine how par ent hood affects fam i lies’ eco nomic well-being, 
with par tic u lar atten tion given to those who become sin gle moth ers. To bet ter under-
stand sin gle moth ers’ eco nomic dis ad van tage, I exam ine how changes in female earn-
ingsfollowingafirstbirthinteractwiththeabsenceofapartner’sincometoaffect
their incomes. I then go beyond con sid er ing indi vid ual-level out comes (earn ings) 
to explore house hold-level out comes (income), show ing how reduc tions in mater-
nal earn ings fol low ing par ent hood affect fam ily income and assessing the impli ca-
tions for sin gle moth ers. I allow for the pos si bil ity that labor mar ket pen al ties to 
motherhoodvarybymaritalstatusatthetimeofthefirstbirth;forexample,married
moth ers may be more likely to reduce their par tic i pa tion in the labor mar ket or their 
hoursofworkthanunmarried(singleorcohabiting)mothersatthetimeoffirstbirth
(Loughran and Zissimopoulos 2009). As I show, dif fer ences in these pen al ties affect 
sin gle moth ers’ eco nomic well-being.

Family change may invoke pri vate responses that may help medi ate income losses. 
For exam ple, within cou ples, men may work more to com pen sate for reduc tions in 
their part ners’ earn ings; child sup port pay ments may com pen sate for the absence of a 
male part ner; and other fam ily mem bers, espe cially grand par ents, may pro vide help. 
Changes in the tax and wel fare sys tem also com pen sate fam i lies as their incomes and 
needs change. I show how these mech a nisms mod er ate the losses in income asso ci-
ated with par ent hood and part ner absence and assess their con tri bu tion to the total 
income pen alty to sin gle moth er hood.

To address these issues, I lever age long-run ning panel data from the Panel Study 
ofIncomeDynamics(PSID)andfixed-effectsmodelswithindividualslopes(FEIS),
allowing me to iso late the effects of par ent hood and sep a ra tion on income and pov-
erty risk. The inclu sion of FEIS is impor tant because although sin gle moth ers have 
sub stan tially lower incomes and face a higher risk of pov erty than moth ers with part-
ners, the extent to which sin gle moth er hood con trib utes to low income and pov erty is 
the sub ject of con sid er able debate. Before they have chil dren, women who go on to 
becomesinglemothersarealreadydisadvantaged;atthetimeofthefirstbirth,they
are (on aver age) youn ger, less edu cated, and less likely to be employed, and they have 
lower incomes than those who marry (Kiernan et al. 2020). Cross-sec tional esti ma-
tes can account for some of these dif fer ences, but crit i cal unob serv able dif fer ences 
remain (Page and Stevens 2004). By using lon gi tu di nal data and fol low ing women 
over a long period, I reduce poten tially impor tant sources of bias that may occur in 
cross-sec tional esti ma tes as a result of the cor re la tion of the inde pen dent var i ables in 
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3The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

themodelswithunmeasuredindividual-specificeffects.Moreover,decisionsabout
hav ing a child and get ting mar ried or divorced are likely to be affected by indi vid u als’ 
earn ings or income tra jec to ries (see, e.g., Ludwig and Brüderl 2018). To account for 
time-invari ant het ero ge ne ity and het ero ge neous slopes, the mod els include indi vid ual 
fixedeffectsandindividualslopes.

Overall, I show that moth er hood earn ings pen al ties are a major con trib u tor to the 
lower incomes and increased risk of pov erty of sin gle-mother fam i lies in the United 
States. In line with other stud ies (Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. 2019), I find that
moth er hood is asso ci ated with large earn ings declines. Linking changes in indi vid ual 
earningstochangesinfamilyincome,IthenshowthatafterIcontrolforneeds,first
births are as strongly asso ci ated with reduced income as part ner absence is. Much of 
the past research has looked at how part ner absence, rather than moth er hood-related 
earn ings losses, affects income. A major con tri bu tion of this study, then, is looking 
beyond fam ily struc ture and high light ing the impor tance of moth er hood earn ings 
pen al ties for explaining sin gle moth ers’ dis ad van tage and illus trat ing how these pen-
al ties vary with pre-moth er hood mar i tal sta tus.

Previous Research

Parenthood, Marital Status, Earnings, and Family Income

Labor force par tic i pa tion may help women buffer the worst eco nomic con se quences 
of sin gle moth er hood, includ ing the risk of pov erty (Gornick and Jäntti 2010). Yet, 
the lit er a ture also shows that moth er hood sub stan tially affects women’s employ ment 
and earn ings (Budig and England 2001; Budig et al. 2012). Research on moth er-
hood pen al ties in the labor mar ket sug gests that women in the United States expe ri-
encea“large,immediateandpersistentdropinearningsafterthebirthoftheirfirst
child,” whereas men’s earn ings are largely unaf fected (Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. 
2019:123). This earn ings decline results from women’s reduced labor force par tic i pa-
tion,workhours,andwagerates(forsimilarfindingsonU.S.women’slaborsupply
declines, see Kuziemko et al. 2020). Kleven, Landais, and Søgaard (2019) assessed 
how fac tors such as occu pa tional choice and grand par ent employ ment con trib ute to 
moth er hood-related earn ings gaps in Denmark, but they did not exam ine var i a tions 
bymaritalstatus.Theinfluenceoffatherhoodonwagesislessclear;somestudies
have found that father hood is asso ci ated with higher hourly wages (Glauber 2008, 
2018; Lundberg and Rose 2000), but oth ers sug gest that selec tion plays an impor tant 
role (Ludwig and Brüderl 2018). Still other stud ies sug gest that father hood pre mi ums 
depend on fam ily cir cum stances: mar ried men receive pos i tive wage pre mi ums, but 
these pre mi ums van ish when men’s wives work full-time (Killewald 2013). Despite 
lim ited evi dence for father hood wage pre mi ums, father hood is asso ci ated with sig-
nificantincreasesinworkhours(PercheskiandWildeman2008) and annual earn ings 
(Hodges and Budig 2010).

In this arti cle, I move beyond con sid er ing indi vid ual-level out comes (earn ings) to exam-
ine fam ily-level out comes (income and poverty), which is impor tant because past research 
focusedontheinfluenceofpartnerabsence—ratherthanmotherhood-relatedearnings 
losses—onincomeandpovertyrisks.Despitethematureliteratureonhowmotherhood
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4 S. Harkness

affects  employ ment and earn ings, only a hand ful of stud ies have exam ined par ent hood 
effects on house hold income. Looking across countries, Todd and Sullivan (2002) assessed 
the rela tion ship between chil dren, fam ily earn ings, and income. They found that the rel a tive 
incomes of fam i lies with chil dren are low est in countries where chil dren are asso ci ated with 
the larg est declines in house hold earn ings and, in par tic u lar, moth ers’ earn ings (see also 
Bronchetti and Sullivan 2004). Taking a sim i lar approach, Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel 
(2007) showed that dif fer ences between moth ers’ and nonmothers’ earn ings are impor tant 
driv ers of dif fer ences in income between fam i lies with and with out chil dren. One lim i ta tion 
of these stud ies is that because they use cross-sec tional data, they could not directly explore 
the rela tion ship between changes in mater nal earn ings fol low ing child birth and fam ily 
income. Nor could they assess how changes in earn ings asso ci ated with par ent hood affect 
theincomesofsinglemothers—agroupforwhomselectionissuesareparticularlyimpor-
tant. Using lon gi tu di nal data and fol low ing women over a sub stan tial period allows me to 
directly address these issues.

I also explore whether the eco nomic con se quences of sin gle moth er hood dif fer for 
womenwhowereunmarriedatthetimeoftheirfirstbirthandthosewhoweremarried
atfirstbirthbutlaterseparated.Thereareseveralreasonstoexpectwomen’spartner-
shipstatusatfirstbirthtoaffecttheirsubsequentemploymentandearnings.Among
mar ried cou ples, tra di tional mod els of the house hold pre dict that to reap gains from 
mar riage, hus bands typ i cally spe cial ize in paid work and wives spe cial ize in unpaid 
house hold work (Becker 1981). Specialization may also be driven by cul tural norms. 
For exam ple, notions of the ideal mother empha size “inten sive moth er hood,” which 
should be “child-cen tered, expert-guided, emo tion ally absorb ing, labor-inten sive, and 
financiallyexpensive”(Hays1996:54). These ide als are prev a lent across the socio-
eco nomic spec trum (Edin and Kefalas 2011; Macdonald 2009; Milkie et al. 2015) but 
are par tic u larly prev a lent among mar ried moth ers and the most edu cated (Altintas 
2016). By con trast, women who are sin gle upon becom ing moth ers are likely to have 
fewer income sources to draw on and will there fore, cete ris pari bus, be more likely 
to work and have greater employ ment con ti nu ity than mar ried moth ers.

The design of the tax and wel fare sys tem also drives dif fer ences in sin gle and 
marriedmothers’employment.Forlow-incomefamiliesintheUnitedStates,finan-
cial sup port has become increas ingly con di tional on employ ment, encour ag ing sin gle 
motherstowork(MoffittandGarlow2018). The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) 
leads to fur ther dif fer ences: the credit encour ages unmar ried moth ers’ employ ment 
but disincentivizes mar ried moth ers from paid work because it is based on fam ily 
income,whichdiscouragessecondearners—almostalwayswomen—fromworking
(Eissa and Hoynes 2004; Neumark and Shirley 2017). Overall, all  else being equal, 
motherswhoweremarriedatfirstbirtharethereforemorelikelytoreducetheirwork-
ing hours or leave employ ment than moth ers who were sin gle.

Although women may increase their labor mar ket par tic i pa tion fol low ing divorce 
or sep a ra tion (Özcan and Breen 2012; Tamborini et al. 2015), lost work expe ri ence 
is likely to have a long-last ing impact on their earn ings. Human cap i tal the ory sug-
gests that work expe ri ence losses are asso ci ated with lower pro duc tiv ity and wages, 
and numer ous stud ies have shown that moth er hood earn ings pen al ties are sub stan tially 
reduced when dif fer ences in work expe ri ence are accounted for (England et al. 2016; 
Wilde et al. 2010). Over and above work expe ri ence losses, employ ment dis con ti nu ity 
is fur ther asso ci ated with reduced earn ings (Lundberg and Rose 2000; Waldfogel 1997).
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5The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

Divorce and sep a ra tion also affect labor sup ply deci sions. For moth ers, the loss 
of a part ner’s income is expected to increase both par tic i pa tion and work hours. 
However, the extent to which labor sup ply increases after divorce or separation also 
dependsonpersonal circumstances—including theopportunity cost ofpaidwork,
whichwillbeinfluencedbychildren’sagesandwomen’searningspotential—aswell
as labor mar ket con di tions and insti tu tional arrange ments (van Damme and Uunk 
2009). Moreover, women may increase their labor sup ply in the years before sep a ra-
tion in antic i pa tion of divorce (Özcan and Breen 2012).

Partner Absence

The absence of a male part ner has long been viewed as a pri mary cause of sin gle-
motherpoverty.Partnershiptypicallyhaseconomicbenefits:bypoolingincomeand
exploiting econ o mies of scale, cou ples can improve their stan dard of liv ing. Con-
versely, a sin gle adult must com mand more than half the income of those in cou ples 
to achieve the same stan dard of liv ing (Sørensen 1994). Children also affect income 
needs. Because moth ers typ i cally retain cus tody of chil dren fol low ing a sep a ra tion, 
dif fer ences in fam ily size play an impor tant role in asymmetries in the effect of a sep-
a ra tion on moth ers’ and fathers’ incomes (DiPrete and McManus 2000). Yet it is the 
absence of a male part ner that is par tic u larly dam ag ing to sin gle moth ers’ incomes; 
because women earn less than men and because this dif fer ence wid ens sub stan tially 
when they have chil dren (Budig et al. 2012; Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. 2019), 
women aremuch less able to support their families financially. However, fathers
who are absent may also have lower earn ings poten tial than those who were mar-
riedwhenafirstchildisbornandremainmarried.Researchhasshownthatmarriage
is strongly cor re lated with socio eco nomic sta tus (Kalmijn 2013), whereas the risk 
of divorce and sep a ra tion is height ened by eco nomic adver sity, includ ing job loss 
andfinancialstress(AmatoandJames2010; Eliason 2012; Poortman 2005). More-
over, weak eco nomic oppor tu ni ties for low-skilled men are linked to a grow ing share 
of births out of wed lock and to the post pone ment of mar riage (Gib son-Davis 2009;  
Oppenheimer 1994), which may imply poor earn ings poten tial of the pro spec tive 
part ners of women who are unmar ried at the time of birth.

Althoughabsentfathersmaycontinuetosupporttheirchildrenfinancially,these
paymentsarerarelysufficienttooffsettheabsenceofamalepartner’searnings(Grall
2016). Given the con trac tual obli ga tions of mar riage, moth ers who are divorced are 
more likely than never-mar ried moth ers to receive child sup port; fur ther, the pay-
ments they receive are likely to be higher because pre vi ously mar ried fathers are 
more likely to be employed and have higher incomes than unmar ried fathers (Lerman 
2010; Sariscsany et al. 2019).

Welfare and Tax

Changes in fam ily struc ture and house hold earn ings trig ger responses in the tax and 
wel fare sys tem, which can help mit i gate losses in income (DiPrete and McManus  
2000). For all  fam i lies, the pro gres sive nature of the tax sys tem pro vi des some 
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6 S. Harkness

com pen sa tion for changes in income and fam ily needs. For those with low to mid-
dle incomes,means-tested financial assistance is delivered through the EITC and
Child Tax Credit (CTC); for those with low incomes, cash assis tance is pro vided 
by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). Spending on EITC and CTC 
(intro duced in 1997) has expanded con sid er ably since the late 1990s (for a detailed 
review, see Nichols and Rothstein 2016). TANF’s intro duc tion in 1997, as a replace-
ment for Aid to Families with Dependent Children, was asso ci ated with a decline 
in wel fare case loads and the redi rec tion of pay ments away from the low est-income 
families toward those in the labor force (Moffitt2008;MoffittandGarlow2018). 
Since the 2000s, real spend ing on TANF has fur ther declined, with the safety net for 
low-income fam i lies shifting away from pro vid ing direct cash sup port and toward a 
sys tem of refund able tax cred its and in-kind sup port for food through the Supplemen-
tal Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (Hardy et al. 2018).

Overall, the tax and wel fare sys tem is expected to redis trib ute income to fam i lies 
with chil dren. The effect on the dis tri bu tion of income, how ever, is unclear: eli gi-
bil ity for sup port through the tax credit sys tem extends to those with rel a tively high 
incomes,butmanyofthosewiththelowestincomes—includingsinglemothers—are
inel i gi ble for cash-based wel fare receipt. My focus is on income, but other forms of 
wel fare assis tance (e.g., food stamps, hous ing assis tance, and Med ic aid) go dis pro-
portionately to low-incomesingle-mother families (Moffitt andGarlow2018) and 
have impor tant dis tri bu tional effects (Wimer et al. 2016).

Empirical Issues in Estimating Parenthood and Partnership Penalties and Premiums

The extent to which the dra matic gaps in the incomes and pov erty risks of sin gle-
mother and cou ple fam i lies result from the absence of a male bread win ner is the 
sub ject of a large body of research. Using cross-sec tional data, research ers have 
exam ined how income and pov erty rates would change if sin gle moth ers were to 
marry (Sigle-Rushton and McLanahan 2002; Thomas and Sawhill 2002). More 
recently, stud ies have esti mated sin gle-mother pov erty pen al ties by com par ing sin-
gle and partnered moth ers’ pov erty risk (Brady et al. 2017; Rothwell and McEwen 
2017). Invariably, these stud ies found that after dif fer ences in observ able char ac ter is-
tics (e.g., edu ca tion) are accounted for, sin gle moth ers have lower incomes and higher 
povertyrisksthanmothersincouples.Thesefindingsdonot,however,accountfor
unob served dif fer ences between partnered and sin gle women, nor do they dif fer en-
tiatebetweenmotherswhowereunmarriedatfirstbirthandthosewhoseparatedin
the years fol low ing child birth. This lim i ta tion is impor tant: stud ies have shown that 
sin gle moth ers dif fer from moth ers in cou ples in unob serv able ways, and thus cross-
sec tional esti ma tes of the costs of part ner absence are sub stan tially larger than those 
obtained after con trol ling for preexisting dif fer ences using FE (Page and Stevens 
2004).

Although FE esti ma tes can help elim i nate poten tially large sources of bias pres-
ent in cross-sec tional esti ma tes, addi tional sources of bias may remain. In par tic u lar, 
marriageandfertilitydecisionsmaybeinfluencedbyeconomicopportunities.Those
who marry or have chil dren are more likely to be on an upward earn ings or income 
tra jec tory (see, e.g., Killewald and Lundberg 2017; Ludwig and Brüderl 2018). 
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7The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

Moreover, whose earn ings are grow ing may also mat ter. Women may be more likely 
to have chil dren when their earn ings pros pects are weak (because the oppor tu nity cost 
of child birth will be lower) but their part ners’ earn ings are grow ing (DiPrete 2002; 
Ludwig and Brüderl 2018). Conversely, divorce, sep a ra tion, or hav ing a child while 
sin gle may be a response to poor or dete ri o rat ing eco nomic pros pects (Cools et al. 
2017; Killewald and Lundberg 2017). Some stud ies have con sid ered this pos si bil ity 
by allowing for indi vid ual dif fer ences in the rate of income or earnings growth, but 
otherstudiesmayhaveoverestimatedthefinancialconsequencesofpartnerabsence.
In my empir i cal anal y sis, I account for dif fer ences in lev els and rates of growth of 
income by using FEIS.

Preexistingtrendsinearningsgrowthmaythemselvesreflectgenderdifferences
in expec ta tions about paid work and care (Combet and Oesch 2019). If, for exam-
ple, income growth changes fol low ing mar riage in antic i pa tion of becom ing a par-
ent, including individual-specific slopes may understate the association between
child birth and income. This is a poten tially impor tant con sid er ation because stud-
ies have shown that mar riage, which is often a pre cur sor to child birth, is asso ci ated 
with greater house hold spe cial i za tion and reduced female earn ings (Loughran and  
Zissimopoulos 2009; Musick et al. 2020).Ifso,theinclusionofindividualslopes—if
theyareaffectedbytheexpectationoffutureearningsdeclines—willunderestimate
moth er hood pen al ties. I there fore com pare the results from the FEIS mod els with 
thoseobtainedwhenonlyindividual-specificFE,withoutslopes,areincluded.

Methods

Data

I use data from the 1990–2015 Panel Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID), which 
was conducted annu ally from 1968 to 1996 and bien ni ally there af ter. The PSID gath-
ers data on all  indi vid u als resid ing in house holds and fol lows these indi vid u als over 
time. Demographic data and indi vid u als’ fer til ity his to ries are taken from the orig-
inalPSIDdatafiles.IncomedatacomefromtheCross-NationalEquivalenceFiles
(CNEF), which pro vide income mea sures derived from the PSID, includ ing pre- and 
postgovernment house hold income, esti ma tes of annual taxes paid by respon dents, 
and house hold com po si tion var i ables needed (Burkhauser et al. 2000); the CNEF 
uses the National Bureau of Economic Research’s TAXSIM model to esti mate fed-
eral and state income taxes. I merge this infor ma tion with data from the orig i nal PSID 
files.ThePSIDsampleincludesoversamplesoflow-income,Latino,andimmigrant
fam i lies; the pro vided sam ple weights adjust the data to be nation ally rep re sen ta tive.

Individualwomenaretheunitofanalysis.Givenmyinterestintheinfluenceof
moth er hood and part ner ship on eco nomic out comes, the sam ple includes all  indi-
vidualsfirstobservedwhentheywereofchildbearingage(whichIassumetobe40
or youn ger) but who had not yet become par ents. Respondents are followed dur ing 
their work ing ages (19–59), yield ing a total of 49,465 obser va tions. Because I am 
inter ested in labor mar ket out comes, I exclude full-time stu dents from the sam ple 
(3,241 obser va tions). I also exclude those with miss ing income infor ma tion (222 
obser va tions). As is com mon in the lit er a ture, I exclude per son-year obser va tions of 
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8 S. Harkness

indi vid u als liv ing in house holds with income in the top or bot tom per cen tile of the 
house hold income dis tri bu tion (across all  indi vid u als in the PSID) to avoid prob lems 
of top cod ing and to exclude neg a tive or zero incomes (1,590 obser va tions). Because 
informationcollectedinthePSIDisforthepreviousfinancialyear,incomedatafor
new moth ers may be overestimated; the data will include infor ma tion from before the 
firstbirth.Intheregressionmodels,Ithereforeexcludeobservationsfortheyearwhen
womenarefirstobservedasnewmothers(2,045observations).Finally,becauseIam
inter ested in income changes, I fur ther restrict the sam ple to indi vid u als observed 
three or more times across waves, exclud ing 3,160 obser va tions; this restric tion also 
reflects aminimumdata requirement for themodels used, as described later.The
resulting sam ple is 39,207 obser va tions and 5,165 indi vid u als.

All women who meet the pre ced ing cri te ria are included in the sam ple, regard-
less of their sta tus within the house hold; I include those who are house hold heads, 
spouses, and other extended house hold mem bers. I apply cross-sec tional and lon gi tu-
di nal weights, as appro pri ate. In robust ness checks, I test the sen si tiv ity of the results 
to weighting and to alter na tive sam pling inclu sion restric tions. Table A1 (online 
appendix)displaysinformationonsamplecharacteristics.Atfirstchildbirth,women
who were sin gle were youn ger, less edu cated, and more likely to live with their par-
ents than women who were mar ried.

Outcome Variables

To under stand how moth er hood and the dis so lu tion of part ner ships affect house hold 
income,Ifirstexaminehowearningsofwomenandanypartnerchangeandhowthey
vary with changes in other sources of house hold income. I then con sider effects on 
incomeandpovertyrisk.Iexaminethreetypesofincomesources.Thefirstislabor
income, which I break down into labor income of the woman, her part ner (= 0 if no 
part ner is pres ent), and all  other house hold mem bers. Labor income includes gross 
earn ings from employ ment and income from self-employ ment. The sec ond source 
is house hold non la bor income, which I sep a rate into income from pri vate trans fers 
(includ ing child sup port pay ments, ali mony, and other pri vate income trans fers) and 
income from pen sions and invest ment income. The third source of income is house-
holdtaxesandtransfers,whicharethesumofallstatebenefitsminustaxesandpen-
sion con tri bu tions.

I report two aggre gate mea sures of house hold eco nomic well-being: income and 
thepoverty rate. Income isdefinedasdisposable income,adjusted for familysize
using the square root scale and nor mal ized for a fam ily of four (multiplying by 4 / s , 
where s isthenumberofindividualsinthehousehold).Householdsaredefinedas
beingpooriftheirdisposableincomefallsbelowtheofficialCensusBureauthreshold
of income needs, a needs-adjusted mea sure of income reported for each house hold in 
the PSID (see Grieger et al. 2008).Allmeasuresareannual,deflatedto2015prices,
and reported in U.S. dol lars.

As in other stud ies decomposing income changes into their com po nent parts 
(Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. 2019; Page and Stevens 2004; Todd and Sullivan 
2002), I spec ify the depen dent var i ables in lev els rather than logs. Doing so allows 
me to retain obser va tions tak ing a value of zero. Further, because income com po nents 
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9The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

are addi tive when reported in lev els but not when logged, using lev els allows me to 
exam ine how dif fer ent sources of income con trib ute to over all change. I con vert the 
lev els into nor mal ized effects by divid ing income and its com po nents by aver age 
annual equivalized dis pos able income. The resulting esti ma tes should there fore be 
interpreted as shares of aver age income. Robustness tests using logged income are 
reported in the online appen dix.

Explanatory Variables: Childbirth and Partnership Status

To exam ine how the tran si tion to par ent hood affects income, I con struct dummy var-
iables for having a first birthwhilemarried orwhile single using information on
whetherwomenbecamefirst-timeparentssince theprevious interview(andhada
youn gest child age 2 or youn ger) and on mar i tal sta tus at the time of the inter view. A 
small num ber of women were mar ried at the time of birth but sep a rated by the time of 
inter view (33 indi vid u als), and some moth ers were cohabiting at the time of birth but 
marriedsoonafter(49mothers).Asiscommonintheliterature,Idefinenewmoth-
ers who were cohabiting with a part ner as sin gle moth ers. In the work ing sam ple, 
approx i ma tely 1 in 10 sin gle moth ers had a cohabiting part ner. Separation is coded 1 
ifwomendivorcedorseparatedinsubsequentyears.Isumthecoefficientsonchild-
birth and sep a ra tion to give a total sin gle-mother income pen alty. Models include a 
dummy var i able if sin gle moth ers marry or remarry. This shows the degree to which 
repartnering off sets falls in income asso ci ated with sin gle moth er hood. I con trol for 
being sin gle with out chil dren, the omit ted cat e gory being mar ried women with out 
chil dren.

Additional Controls

Other con trols are dummy var i ables for liv ing with par ents, liv ing with other adults, 
the num ber of addi tional chil dren born, a qua dratic in age, and a set of dummy var i-
ables for the year of obser va tion. My use of panel data and FEIS obvi ates the need to 
controlforfixedcharacteristics,suchasraceoreducation,becausethesecharacteris-
tics are absorbed in the FE.

Methods and Empirical Specification

My approach fol lows the lit er a ture esti mat ing the joint effect of moth er hood and 
part ner ship on wages and employ ment using FE mod els (Harkness 2016; Loughran 
and Zissimopoulos 2009). As discussed ear lier, to avoid con fus ing the asso ci a tion 
of child birth and sep a ra tion with preexisting income trends, I allow for indi vid ual- 
specificslopesaswellasindividualFE(RüttenauerandLudwig2020). The esti mated 
equa tion takes the fol low ing form:

 Yit = Ditα +X itβ + µ i + tδi + γ t + uit .
 (1)
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10 S. Harkness

The depen dent var i ables are denoted as Yit, where Y is the out come of inter est for 
indi vid ual i at time t. The matrix Dit is a set of demo graphic con trols, which includes 
dummy var i ables for hav ing a child while married, for having a child while single, for 
sep a ra tion, for mar ry ing or remarrying after child birth, and for being sin gle (unpart-
neredorcohabiting)withoutchildren.Thecoefficientsonfirstbirthandseparation
describe predicted changes in eco nomic out comes rel a tive to being mar ried with out 
chil dren. Xitisthesetofadditionalcontrolsdescribedearlier.Individual-specificFE,
µ i , account for time-invari ant unob served het ero ge ne ity; δiisanindividual-specific
slope effect; γt rep re sents year effects, which allow for var i a tions over time; and uit 
is an error term. Panel-robust stan dard errors are reported. Summing the regres sion 
coefficients across the different components of income gives the total association
changes in the explan a tory var i ables with pre tax or post tax income (before account-
ing for changes in fam ily size). All mod els are esti mated using the Stata pack age 
xtfeis (Ludwig 2019). Note that the base used to nor mal ize income does not affect the 
coefficients’signorsignificance,althoughtheirmagnitudeisdependentonthescale
(Bronchetti and Sullivan 2004).

To under stand why the earn ings of moth ers and fathers change, I esti mate the 
impact of the tran si tion to par ent hood on women and their part ners’ employ ment and 
annual work ing hours. I use the same mod els as described ear lier, but I use FE mod-
els with out indi vid ual slopes because changes in employ ment and hours of work are 
bounded.Ialsoconductseveralrobustnesschecksonthemodelspecification.First,
I com pare the main results with those using logged income for income. Second, to 
allow for the pos si bil ity that income may recover or decline fur ther in the years fol-
low ing birth or sep a ra tion, I com pare the esti ma tes with those from mod els includ ing 
avariableindicatingthenumberofyearssincefirstbirthandforthetimesincesepa-
ra tion. Finally, to assess poten tial dif fer ences by race, I run sep a rate mod els for Black 
women and White women.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Before exam in ing the mod els, I illus trate var i a tion in my sam ple’s income and its 
com po si tion between women who are mar ried and women who are sin gle, as well as 
between women with and those with out chil dren (Table 1). On aver age, after I adjust 
for needs, sin gle moth ers’ equivalized incomes are approx i ma tely half those of mar-
ried women with chil dren, and pov erty rates are 26% and 3%, respec tively. Maternal 
earningsarealsolowerforsinglewomenandmakeupafarmoresignificantshare
of income. The earn ings of other house hold mem bers are a fur ther impor tant source 
of sin gle moth ers’ income because (as I describe later) these moth ers are par tic u larly 
likely to coreside with par ents. By con trast, pri vate trans fers, mostly com posed of 
child main te nance and ali mony, rep re sent a small income share for sin gle moth ers. 
Finally, taxes and trans fers have lit tle net impact on sin gle moth ers’ incomes but 
reduce the incomes of mar ried moth ers and women with out chil dren. Differences 
intheincomesofsingleandmarriedmotherspartlyreflectdifferencesinmothers’
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12 S. Harkness

char ac ter is tics. Table A1 (online appen dix) reports the char ac ter is tics of the sam ple 
onwhichthemodelsarerunandrevealsanexpectedsetoffindings:atfirstbirth,sin-
gle moth ers were, on aver age, less edu cated, youn ger, less likely to be homeowners, 
and more likely to live with their par ents than mar ried moth ers.

Earnings Penalties to Parenthood and Other Income Changes

The results from the model are reported in Table 2,withcoefficientsexpressedas
apercentageofaverage income.Thecoefficientson thedummyvariablesforfirst
births and sep a ra tion describe predicted changes in eco nomic out comes rel a tive to 
being mar ried with out chil dren.

Mothers’ Earnings

Thefirst columnofTable 2 shows the effects of child birth and sep a ra tion on the 
earnings ofwomenwhoweremarried andwomenwhowere single at first birth.
Thecoefficientsonchildbirth(toppanel)showthatmarriedmothers’earningswere
−0.257 lower, equiv a lent to a 26% reduc tion in aver age income. Those who were 
singlesawsmallerdeclines,at11%.Differences in thesizeof thecoefficientsare
statisticallysignificant.ThesefindingsaresimilartothoseofBronchettiandSullivan
(2004), who found that mar ried moth ers with chil dren youn ger than 6 had lower 
earn ings, with a 15% reduc tion if they had one child and a 28% reduc tion if they had 
three chil dren, and that sin gle moth ers had slightly smaller earn ings pen al ties. More 
recently, Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. (2019) reported that 31% of U.S. women in the 
UnitedStatesexperiencedalong-runearningspenaltytohavingchildren;thisfigure
is expressed as a share of predicted earn ings rather than income.

The sec ond panel shows changes in women’s earn ings fol low ing sep a ra tion. Previ-
ously mar ried moth ers saw an aver age increase of 12% (as a share of aver age income) 
uponseparation—afindinginlinewithTamborinietal.’s(2015) results show ing that 
divorce was asso ci ated with a 10% increase in earn ings in the early 1990s. None-
theless,theincreaseIfoundwasnotsufficienttooffsetearningsdeclinesassociated
with child birth. Moreover, over all, pre vi ously mar ried sin gle moth ers faced larger 
earn ings pen al ties than women unmar ried at birth, and this dif fer ence was sta tis ti-
callysignificant.

Fathers’ Earnings and Other Sources of Private Income

The sec ond col umn of Table 2 shows changes in spouses’ earn ings fol low ing child-
birth and sep a ra tion, reveal ing a 10% increase in spouses’ earn ings fol low ing  
child birth. Previous stud ies have sim i larly found child birth to encour age spe cial i-
za tion within mar riage (Juhn and McCue 2016, 2017; Loughran and Zissimopou-
los 2009), with fathers’ higher earn ings offsetting moth er hood earn ings pen al ties 
(Bronchetti and Sullivan 2004). The coefficient on divorce or separation (second
panel) shows that the absence of a male part ner’s earn ings was asso ci ated with a 
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15The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

78% decline in income. As expected, the absence of a mar ried part ner had a smaller 
impactontheincomesofmotherswhowereunmarriedatfirstbirth—afindinginline
withpriorresearchshowingpartnerabsencetohaveagreaterinfluenceonincome
for moth ers who sep a rate from a part ner than for those not liv ing with a part ner at the 
time of birth (Page and Stevens 2004).

The third col umn of Table 2 shows changes in other house hold mem bers’ earn ings, 
which account for a par tic u larly impor tant source of income for new moth ers who are 
unmarried.Theinfluenceofchildbirthandseparationonincomefromprivatetransfers
(ali mony, child sup port, and other trans fers between house holds) is shown in col umn 
4.Previouslymarriedmothersweremore likely to retainfinancial support from their
ex-part ners fol low ing sep a ra tion, with private transfers account ing for a 7% change in 
income. In com par i son, women who had a child while unmar ried received much less 
sup port, at just 2% of aver age income. Prior research sim i larly found that child sup port is 
insufficienttooffsetthefinancialconsequencesofseparation(Grall2016) and that those 
who were not pre vi ously mar ried are less likely to receive child sup port or receive only 
small awards (Nepomnyaschy et al. 2012; Radey and Padilla 2009). Finally, changes in 
pensionandassetincome(column5)hadlittleinfluenceonincome.

Tax and Welfare

Changes in taxesandbenefitsmoderated theassociationof childbirth and separa-
tion with income (Table 2,column6).Formotherswhoweremarriedatfirstbirth,
changesintaxesandbenefitswereassociatedwitha5%increaseinincomefollowing
afirstbirthanda20%increaseafterdivorce.Forunmarriedmothers,theequivalent
increasewas17%followingafirstbirth.

Standards of Living and Poverty Risks

Changes in dis pos able income (Table 2, col umn 7) are found by sum ming the coef-
ficients incolumns1–6.Toseehowfamilies’standardsof livingchange,we then
need to adjust for house hold size. Moving from dis pos able income to equivalized 
income illus trates how changes in needs affect eco nomic well-being. These results 
are reported in Table 3.

Once I account for changes in needs fol low ing child birth (given that chil dren 
increase income needs but mar ried moth ers’ dis pos able income does not change 
following childbirth), I find a strong negative association between childbirth and
income. First births were asso ci ated with a 41% reduc tion in income for mar ried 
women. Few stud ies are directly com pa ra ble. In a some what sim i lar study, though, 
Sigle-Rushton and Waldfogel (2007) found that for mid dle-edu cated women, hav-
ing two chil dren was asso ci ated with a 28% lower accu mu lated income over early 
adult hood. Divorce leads to large dis pos able income losses, which are mod er ated 
by reduced income needs. For women in our sam ple, divorce was asso ci ated with 
a 27%decline in equivalized income—an effect of similarmagnitude to changes
reported in other stud ies. For exam ple, DiPrete and McManus (2000) reported a 26% 
decline in income fol low ing divorce for U.S. women in the 1990s. Using more recent 
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16 S. Harkness

data, Hauser et al. (2018) and de Vaus et al. (2017) found declines of 25% and 30%, 
respec tively.

Myresultssuggestthatafirstbirthanddivorcehaveasimilareffectonmarried
women’sincome:thecoefficientonchildbirthislargerthanthatonseparation,butthe
differenceinthesizeofthecoefficientsisnotstatisticallysignificant.Overall,these
pen al ties com bine to pro duce a total sin gle-mother income pen alty of 68% for pre vi-
ously mar ried moth ers. For unmar ried moth ers, the sin gle-mother pen alty is smaller: 
child birth is asso ci ated with a 50% reduc tion in income. Differences between pre vi-
ouslymarriedandsinglemothersarestatisticallysignificantatthe95%level.

The last out come I exam ine is pov erty (Table 3,column2).Afirstbirthincreased
mar ried women’s risk of pov erty by 2 per cent age points, and sep a ra tion increased 

Table 3 The asso ci a tion of moth er hood and sep a ra tion with equivalized income and pov erty: Fixed- 
effectmodelswithindividual-specificslopes

Equivalized 
Disposable Income Poverty

First Birth
 Married −0.410** 0.018*
 (0.032) (0.008)
 Single −0.504** †† 0.107** ††

(0.057) (0.027)
Separation
 Divorce/sep a ra tion −0.272** 0.043*

(0.048) (0.019)
Remarriage
 Marry or remarry 0.128** −0.057**

(0.040) (0.021)
Other
 Coreside with par ents 0.545** −0.051**
 (0.036) (0.012)
 Coreside with oth ers 0.056 −0.022

(0.062) (0.037)
Total Effect of Single Motherhood
 Marriedatfirstbirth −0.682** 0.061**
 (0.058) (0.021)
 Singleatfirstbirth −0.504** †† 0.107** ††

 (0.057) (0.027)
Sample Size (unweighted) 39,207

Notes: Equivalized dis pos able income is nor mal ized with respect to mean equivalized income for a fam ily 
offour.Thecoefficientsinthefirstcolumnareinterpretedasthepercentagechangeinthedependentvari-
able as a pro por tion of mean equivalized income. Poverty is a dummy var i able for equivalized income fall-
ingbelowtheCensusBureauthresholdofminimumincomeneeds.Singlewomenaredefinedaswomen
who are unpartnered or cohabiting. The total effect of sin gle moth er hood is found by sum ming the coef-
ficientsonbirthanddivorce/separationforthosewhoaremarriedorseparated.Controlsareincludedfor
age and age squared, sin gle and hav ing no chil dren, and cohabiting hav ing no chil dren (the base is mar ried 
couplewithnochildren).Observationsfortheyearoffirstbirthareexcluded.Standarderrorsareshown
in paren the ses. Longitudinal weights are applied.

*p < .05; **p < .01
††Thedifferencebetweenthecoefficientsforsingleandmarriedmothersisstatisticallysignificant.
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17The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

it by another 4 per cent age points, for an over all sin gle-mother pov erty pen alty of 6 
per cent age points for pre vi ously mar ried moth ers. As predicted, the pov erty pen alty 
asso ci ated with becom ing a sin gle mother was higher, at 11 per cent age points. Using 
cross-sec tional data, Brady et al. (2017) found a sin gle-mother pov erty pen alty of 
14% in the United States. However, using lon gi tu di nal data allowed me to account for 
preexisting dif fer ences in the risk of pov erty. Thus, given the impor tance of selec tion 
into sin gle moth er hood, my esti ma tes are lower, as expected.

Private Responses: Coresidence and Repartnering

Table 3 also shows the effects of remarriage and coresiding with par ents or other 
adults on eco nomic out comes. Mothers who remarry saw a small decline (of 6%) 
in their own earn ings, con sis tent with Tamborini et al.’s (2015)findingthatremar-
riageattenuatestheinfluenceofdivorceonearnings.However,anewpartner’searn-
ings off set declines in women’s earn ings, and after I adjust for changes in income 
needs, incomeoverall rises by13%.Nonetheless, thesegainswere insufficient to
off set the cost of divorce or separation. Similarly, Page and Stevens (2004) showed 
that although remarriage helped restore income to its prior lev els, divorced women’s 
income never reached that of con tin u ously mar ried par ents, whose income con tin ued 
to grow. The earn ings of other adult house hold mem bers may also respond to the 
arrival of chil dren. For exam ple, grand par ents may increase their labor force par-
ticipationwhentheirdaughtersbecomesinglemothersandmovehome.Ifindsome
indi ca tion that the earn ings of other house hold mem bers (who were not the child’s 
parents)increasedinresponsetothebirthofafirstchild(Table 2, col umn 3).

Thecoefficientsonthevariablesliv ing with par ents and liv ing with other adults 
show the effect of liv ing arrange ments on income. Living with other adults, par tic u-
larly women’s par ents, increases income because of the pres ence of other earn ers in 
thehousehold.Ifindthatlivingwithparentshadagreaterinfluenceonfamilyincome
than remarriage; it was asso ci ated with a 55% increase in income. Coresiding with 
adults other than par ents, how ever, did lit tle to increase income or reduce pov erty 
risk.Thesefindingssupporttheconclusionsfromresearchemphasizingtheimpor-
tance of house hold dou bling up and mul ti gen er a tional coresidence for sin gle moth-
ers’ incomes (Pilkauskas, 2012; Pilkauskas et al. 2014).

Explaining Changes in Mothers’ and Fathers’ Earnings: Employment and Hours

To under stand changes in earn ings, I exam ine the asso ci a tion of child birth and sep a ra tion 
with employ ment and work ing hours (Table 4). Employment rates were 9 per cent age 
points lower, and annual work hours were 352 hours lower, among unmar ried moth ers at 
firstbirthcomparedwithmarriedmothers.Formarriedwomen,motherhoodwasasso-
ci ated with an 18-per cent age-point reduc tion in employ ment and a 719-hour decline in 
annualworkhours.Marriedmen’sannualhoursdidnotsignificantlyincrease.

Among mar ried cou ples only, I assess how dif fer ences in labor mar ket tra jec to ries 
of new moth ers and fathers con trib uted to changes in income com po si tion. As a share 
of dis pos able income (before adjusting for needs), mar ried moth ers’ earn ings fell by 

CORRECTED PROOFS

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/doi/10.1215/00703370-10065784/1611862/10065784.pdf by guest on 19 July 2022



18 S. Harkness

21 per cent age points. This decline in earn ings shares is of a sim i lar mag ni tude to that 
reported by Musick et al. (2020). Finally, Table 4 shows that increased labor sup ply 
helped drive the change I found in mater nal earn ings asso ci ated with divorce: employ-
ment increased by 13 per cent age points, and annual work time increased by 396 hours.

Robustness Checks

Sample Selection and Sample Weights

Ifirstevaluatetheimpactofalternativesampleexclusionrestrictions:(1)including
stu dents and (2) restricting the sam ple to those older than 22. The results for income 
and pov erty, shown in Table A2 (online appen dix), are robust to the alter na tive sam-
ple restric tions.

Next, I eval u ate the effect of the inclu sion of sam ple weights. The results pre-
sented ear lier are based on mod els tak ing account of attri tion by using the PSID- 
pro vided lon gi tu di nal weights. Including these weights, though, reduces sam ple sizes 
and increases stan dard errors. Thus, stud ies using lon gi tu di nal data to exam ine the 
influenceoffamilychangesonearnings(Kleven,Landais,Poschetal.2019; Ludwig 
and Brüderl 2018) or income (Jenkins 2008) fre quently pres ent unweighted results. I 
thereforealsorunthemodelswithoutweightsandfindtheresultstobesimilar.

Table 4 Fixed-effects model of changes in employ ment and work ing hours of moth ers and fathers and 
changes in earn ings shares

Married Couples

Women (all  women) Male Partners All Married Couples

Employed
Annual 
Hours Employed

Annual 
Hours

Male 
Earnings 

Share

Female 
Earnings 

Share

First Birth
 Married −0.180** −719** −0.021** 18 0.170** −0.207**
 (0.011) (25) (0.008) (24) (0.012) (0.011)
 Single −0.091** −352** −0.549** −1,231** — —

(0.020) 43 (0.019) (48)
Separation
 Divorce/sep a ra tion 0.134** 396** −0.658** −1,501** — —
 (0.018) (41) (0.017) (43)
Sample Size (unweighted) 39,207 18,861

Notes: For all  women, male part ners include hus bands and cohabiting part ners; for women who are unpart-
nered, part ners’ employ ment sta tus and hours are coded as zero. The total effect of sin gle moth er hood is 
foundbysummingthecoefficientsonbirthanddivorce/separationforthosewhoaremarriedorseparated.
Female and male earn ings shares are expressed as a pro por tion of dis pos able income (before adjusting for 
needs), and mod els are run on mar ried cou ples only. Controls are included for age and age squared, sin gle 
and hav ing no chil dren, and cohabiting hav ing no chil dren (the base is mar ried cou ple with no chil dren). 
Standarderrorsareshowninparentheses.Observationsintheyearoffirstbirthareexcluded.

**p < .01
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19The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

Model Specification

Tocheck thevalidityof the results to alternative specifications, I conduct several
robust ness tests. First, the reported mod els account for preexisting trends in income 
andearnings,andthesetrendsmaythemselvesreflectgenderdifferencesinexpec-
ta tions about work and care, as discussed ear lier. If income growth changes fol low-
ingmarriageinanticipationofbecomingaparent,thenincludingindividual-specific
slopes may under state the asso ci a tion between the tran si tion to par ent hood and 
income. I check for this pos si bil ity by com par ing my esti ma tes from FEIS mod els 
with those from mod els with only FE. I also com pare these esti ma tes with those 
based on cross-sec tional data but includ ing addi tional con trols for time-invari ant 
char ac ter is tics. Results for income and pov erty risk are shown in Table 5.

Formarriedmothers,thecoefficientsonchildbirthfromthecross-sectional,FE,
and FEIS mod els are sim i lar. Differences between the mod els are not sta tis ti cally 
significant,suggestingthatneitherdifferencesinunobservedcharacteristicsnordif-
fer ences in the rate of income growth before child birth explain changes in income. 
That the birth of a child, rather than prior trends, affects par ents’ earn ings is per haps 
unsurprisinggiventhefindingsfrompreviousstudies.Forexample,studyingmale
and female earn ings, Kleven, Landais, Posch et al. (2019) found large and per sis-
tent declines in female earn ings fol low ing child birth, while another study found that 
women systematically underestimate the influence of childbirth on their postbirth
labor sup ply (Kuziemko et al. 2020). The results for child birth to unmar ried moth ers, 
however,aresensitivetothemodelspecification;theinclusionofFEtoaccountfor
time-invari ant unob serv able char ac ter is tics leads to a con sid er able reduc tion in the 
esti mated asso ci a tion of child birth with income and pov erty risk (dif fer ences are sta-
tisticallysignificant),whereastheinclusionofFEISreducesthesizeoftheestimates
even fur ther. These results high light the impor tance of account ing for unob served 
heterogeneitywhenassessingtheinfluenceofunmarriedmotherhoodonincomeand
pov erty. For divorce, the inclu sion of FE also reduces the size of the esti ma tes sub-
stan tially, again illus trat ing the impor tance of account ing for unob served het ero ge-
ne ity. Differences between the FE and FEIS esti ma tes are harder to inter pret; the 
inclu sion of FEIS increases the size of the esti ma tes (although dif fer ences are not sta-
tisticallysignificant).Thisfindingsuggeststhatincomewasgrowingbeforedivorce
and may be a result of wives’ increas ing their labor sup ply and there fore house hold 
income in antic i pa tion of the divorce, con sis tent with Gregg et al.’s (2009)findings
for the United Kingdom. If so, the FEIS may under es ti mate the cost of divorce.

Income may recover or fur ther decline in the years fol low ing child birth or sep-
a ra tion. Moreover, the num ber of chil dren, and not the tran si tion to par ent hood per 
se, may affect income. To test these pos si bil i ties, I include con trols for time since 
first birth, time since divorce, and the number of additional children born (Table
A3, online appen dix). The results are sim i lar, although there is some indi ca tion that 
incomemaydeclinefurtherintheyearsafterafirstbirth.Ifindnoindicationofa
trend fol low ing sep a ra tion.

Finally, I com pare the results for income and pov erty risk with mod els in which 
incomeislogged.Becausetheunitsofmeasurementdiffer,thecoefficientsarenot
directly com pa ra ble. Nonetheless, the results in Table A4 (online appen dix) show that 
theestimatesandtheirsignificancearecomparable.
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20 S. Harkness

Differences by Race

Finally, the effects of child birth and sep a ra tion may dif fer by race. In Table A5 (online 
appen dix), I report the results sep a rately for Black women and White women. Black 
women typ i cally suf fer smaller pen al ties to moth er hood and sep a ra tion than White 
women, although birth and sep a ra tion are still neg a tively asso ci ated with income. 
Theseresultsareconsistentwithresearchshowingthattheindependentinfluenceof
father absence on chil dren’s out comes is smaller for those already fac ing socio eco-
nomic dis ad van tage (Cross 2020; Fomby and Cherlin 2007).

Discussion

This study pres ents new evi dence on income and pov erty pen al ties to sin gle moth-
er hood in the United States. Studies of such pen al ties have focused on the cost of 
part ner absence. Conceptualizing sin gle-mother pen al ties as resulting from pen-
al ties to moth er hood and part ner absence, I move beyond prior stud ies to pro vide 
a fuller account of the rea sons for sin gle moth ers’ dis ad van tage. Using 25 years 
of panel data, I show how labor mar ket pen al ties to moth er hood com bine with 
thecostofpartnerabsenceandchild-relatedincreasesinfinancialneedstoaffect

Table 5 The asso ci a tion of moth er hood and sep a ra tion with fam ily income com po nents: Cross-sec tional, 
individualfixedeffects(FE)andindividualfixedeffectswithslopes(FEIS)

Equivalized Disposable Income CPS Poverty

Cross-Sectional FE FEIS Cross-Sectional FE FEIS

First Birth
 Married −0.421** −0.430** −0.410** 0.023** 0.027** 0.018**
 (0.035) (0.019) (0.032) (0.006) (0.006) (0.008)
 Single −0.755** −0.609** −0.504** 0.168** 0.109** 0.107**

(0.036) (0.031) (0.057) (0.014) (0.016) (0.027)
Separation
 Divorce/ 

sep a ra tion −0.375** −0.237** −0.272** 0.082** 0.051** 0.043**
(0.038) (0.027) (0.048) (0.014) (0.013) (0.019)

Sample Size 
(unweighted)

39,207

Notes: Equivalized dis pos able income is nor mal ized income with respect to mean equivalized income for 
afamilyoffour,andtherelevantcoefficientsareinterpretedasthepercentagechangeinthedependent
variableasaproportionofmeanequivalizedincome.PovertyisdefinedusingtheCensusBureauincome
needsthreshold.Singlewomenaredefinedaswomenwhoareunpartneredorcohabiting.Thetotaleffect
ofsinglemotherhoodisfoundbysummingthecoefficientsonbirthanddivorce/separationforthosewho
are mar ried or sep a rated. Controls are included for age and age squared, sin gle and hav ing no chil dren, and 
cohabiting hav ing no chil dren (the base is mar ried cou ple with no chil dren). Observations for the year of 
firstbirthareexcluded.Cross-sectionalmodelsincludethesamecontrolsastheFEmodelspluscontrols
for edu ca tion (high, mid dle, and low) and race (Black, White, and other). Models are run on the same sam-
ples as the FEIS mod els in Table 2. Cross-sec tional and lon gi tu di nal weights are applied as appro pri ate.

**p < .01
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21The Accumulation of Economic Disadvantage

economicwell-being.MyfindingsshowthatintheUnitedStates,thetransition
to moth er hood has as large an impact on sin gle moth ers’ income as the absence 
of a mar ried part ner. For all  fam i lies, par ent hood is asso ci ated with reduced fam-
ily income because moth ers’ earn ings decline just as income needs grow. Among 
mar ried women, income com po si tion also changes with spe cial i za tion, mak ing 
fam i lies more reli ant on male earn ings after chil dren are born (Juhn and McCue 
2016, 2017; Loughran and Zissimopoulos 2009) and height en ing women’s eco-
nomic vul ner a bil ity in the event of a divorce or sep a ra tion. Although divorce is 
asso ci ated with increased mater nal earn ings (Tamborini et al. 2015), Ifindthat
earn ings do not recover to prebirth lev els and only par tially catch up with those of 
motherswhowereunmarriedatfirstbirth,whoseearningsshowedlesserdeclines
after child birth. One con se quence of these dif fer ences in earn ings pen al ties is that 
sin gle-moth er hood income pen al ties are larger for pre vi ously mar ried moth ers 
thanforwomenwhowerenotmarriedatfirstbirth.

Takentogether,thisstudy’sfindingsillustratetheimportanceofpriorlifecourse
events in deter min ing sin gle moth ers’ incomes. How women fare in the labor mar ket 
upon moth er hood (which is related to their mar i tal sta tus) has an impor tant bear ing 
on their eco nomic well-being if they become sin gle moth ers. Studies have shown that 
men who become sin gle par ents do not face the same pov erty pen al ties as women 
(Nieuwenhuis and Maldando 2018) because they do not suf fer the same labor mar ket 
pen al ties to par ent hood (Moullin and Harkness 2021). Consequently, the absence of 
a male bread win ner remains a major cause of sin gle moth ers’ low income (Sigle- 
Rushton and McLanahan 2002), with impor tant impli ca tions for wel fare pol icy. This 
notion is con sis tent with stud ies con clud ing that pol i cies enabling female employ-
ment, such as the pro vi sion of job-protected fam ily leave and sup port for child-
care, may be more effec tive in reduc ing pov erty and inequal ity than social trans fers 
(Förster and Verbist 2012; Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis 2015).

Although the pres ent study exploits high-qual ity lon gi tu di nal data, it has some 
lim i ta tions. First, while using panel data with FE and FEIS can help address sev eral 
selec tion prob lems asso ci ated with unob serv able time-invari ant char ac ter is tics, fer-
tilityandpartnershipdecisionsanddecisionsthatinfluenceearningsandincomeare
highly inter de pen dent. The esti ma tes presented in this study account for indi vid ual 
dif fer ences in income lev els and rates of income change, but endogeneity issues may 
remain. For example, unobservable time-variant characteristicsmay influence the
results. The esti ma tes are infor ma tive, allowing us to observe the rel a tive impor tance 
ofdifferentlifecourseeventsininfluencingsinglemothers’incomes.However,the
effects should not be interpreted as causal.

Second, in assessing eco nomic well-being, the ana ly ses include only mea sures 
ofincomeandnotnoncashbenefits,suchasSNAPorMedicaid,whicharetargeted
atlowerincomefamilies.Thevalueofthesebenefitstolow-incomefamiliesissub-
stan tial. For exam ple, Hoynes and Rothstein (2016) reported that the com bined value 
of SNAP and Med ic aid sub stan tially out weighs the value of EITC for fam i lies with 
incomesbelow$25,000.Theexclusionofnoncashbenefitsmaythusleadtoanover-
es ti ma tion of the cost of sin gle moth er hood and an under es ti ma tion of the redis trib u-
tive role of the state (see also Fox et al. 2015).

Third, although I fol low new moth ers for up to 25 years before and after 
the first birth, I do not examine the consequences of motherhood or single 
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moth er hood over a lon ger period. Nor can I exam ine very short-term income 
changes (e.g., over a few months), although evi dence sug gests that changes in 
incomeinthemonthsfollowingafirstbirthmaybelargeandleadtoconsiderable
eco nomic inse cu rity (Stanczyk 2016).

Fourth, small sam ple sizes pre vent me from exam in ing dif fer ences in moth ers’ 
experiencesby,forexample,education,ageatfirstbirth,orcohabitingstatus.Nor
can I explore changes across cohorts to see how new moth ers’ expe ri ences have 
changed over time. Finally, I can not mea sure fathers’ sup port with childcare within 
cou ples or in sin gle-mother fam i lies. Adjusting for fathers’ in-kind sup port is likely to 
increase the esti mated cost of part ner absence if fathers in cou ples are more involved 
in child-rearing than fathers who are not pres ent in the house hold.

Overall, this study high lights the impor tance of a life course approach to under-
stand ing sin gle-mother pen al ties. Looking beyond part ner ship dis so lu tion to 
understandhowearlierlifecourseeventsinfluencewomen’sincomeandearnings
poten tial pro vi des impor tant insights for pol icy and research. The results sug gest 
that improve ments in sin gle moth ers’ eco nomic posi tion will require pol i cies that 
focus on maintaining female employ ment and earn ings fol low ing child birth. Inter-
ventions such as wel fare-to-work pol i cies that focus on mov ing moth ers into work 
after they become sin gle par ents are likely to arrive too late. The results of this study 
also show that sin gle moth er hood is a lev eler: pre vi ously mar ried moth ers, who 
werefinanciallybetteroffbeforesinglemotherhood,seethelargestincomedeclines
upon becom ing sin gle par ents. These large declines occur partly because mar ried 
women become more eco nom i cally depen dent fol low ing child birth than unmar ried 
moth ers and sug gest that mar riage pro vi des lit tle pro tec tion against the eco nomic 
risksbroughtaboutbyfuturedivorce.■
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