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INTRODUCTION

Social Class and Family Patterns
in the United States

Marcia J. Carlson and Paula England

The latter half of the twentieth century witnessed dramatic changes that
increased the diversity and complexity of U.S. families. The longstanding
link between marriage and childbearing weakened. Today, adults are likely
to spend time living with more than one partner in marital and/or cohabit-
ing unions, and children often experience several changes in which adults
live with them. More and more children spend years living apart from one
of their biological parents—typically the father. Over the last quarter of
the twentieth century, we also saw a tremendous increase in U.S. economic
inequality, whether measured with respect to wage rates, earnings, or fam-
ily incomes (Gottschalk and Danziger 2005). Inequality rose in the 1980s,
slowed somewhat in the 1990s during the economic expansion, then con-
tinued to rise as we entered the twenty-first century. Recent cross-national
comparisons show that the United States has by far the highest level of fam-
ily income inequality among all industrialized OECD countries; in 2000, a
high-income American (at the ninetieth percentile of the income distribu-
tion) had roughly five and one-half times the family income of a low-income
American (at the tenth percentile), even after adjusting for taxes, transfers,
and family size (Brandolini and Smeeding 2006).

Family patterns have not only changed; they have also become more
unequal by education and other measures of social class. Highly educated
individuals are now more likely to marry (Goldstein and Kenney 2001);
less-educated couples have always been more likely to divorce; but the gap
between the two has grown (S. Martin 2006). Being born to unmarried
parents is also tied to social class: while there has been very little increase in
nonmarital childbearing among highly educated women since 1970, there
has been a substantial increase among women in the bottom two-thirds of
the distribution (Ellwood and Jencks 2004). Mothers giving birth outside

We sincerely appreciate the thoughtful comments of two anonymous reviewers
about this and all chapters in the volume.
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2 Social Class and Family Patterns

of marriage typically have a high school education or less, whereas mothers
giving birth within marriage typically have at least some college education.
In turn, there are growing gaps in the experiences of children by their par-
ents’ socioeconomic status (McLanahan 2004), and such differences in fam-
ily structure appear to be important factors in increasing American inequal-
ity over the past forty years, both within and across generations (M. Martin
2006; McLanahan 2004; McLanahan and Percheskj 2008).
This book is focused on changing family life in the context of grow-
ing socioeconomic inequality in the United States, Each chapter highlights
a unique aspect of family behavior with a particular connection to socio-
economic (sometimes called class) inequality. Some chapters explore con-
trasts between those with low and high sociceconomic status (often mea-
sured by education), while other chapters focus on what’s happening within
one particular socioeconomic group. It is important to note that while race/
ethnicity and class are certainly correlated, we focus here on family patterns
that vary by socioeconomic Status—a topic that has received less explicit
attention in past research. Qur view is that in the changing America of the
past half-century, social class has become an increasingly important locus of
differentiation in the life course with respect to union formation and disso-
lution, fertility, and parenting behaviors. While race differences likely com-
pound (and interact with) class differences, there appears to be increasing
similarity within class (especially educational groups)—regardless of race—
in how individuals experience family life in the United States. It js this topic
on which the volume is focused, Before briefly summarizing each chapter,
we first provide a brief review of key areas of change in families that have

occurred over the past half-century, and we highlight patterns that suggest
growing differentials by socioeconomic status.

MARRIAGE, DIVORCE, REMARRIAGE, AND
STEPFAMILIES

At the core of changes in family life over the past half-century are shifts
in the nature of unjon formation and marital behavior. Marriage has be-
come less central to the life course both because Americans are marrying
later (with a small percentage not marrying at all) and divorcing more of-
ten (Cherlin 2009). The freedom to leave unhappy relationships might be
counted as a victory for adults, but the same cannot be said for children.
Although problems of causal inference plague this literature, the best evi-
dence suggests that, on average, children fare best when they grow up living
with both of their biological parents, assuming that the parental relationship

is not too conflictual {McLanahan and Sandefur 1994, Sigle-Rushton and
McLanahan 2004).
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b isti lear family unit, as Fur-
ile divorce marks the end of an existing n’uc . . i
I;‘Zil : an Cherlin noted (1991), from a child’s pe.rspectlve, .mantal dis
Stclﬂtiof also typically marks the beginning of a series of family ch?nge.s.
po arent (typically the father) moves out of the household, resulting u;
an‘f?cantly reduced father-child interaction (Furstenberg, Morgan, an
Sliglr'uon 1987; Seltzer 1991), and in time, it is likely that-on.c or botl.l par;r;)ts
A'lllsremarry :)r cohabit with a new partner. Stepfamily life is comphcﬁltc h.lg
v:e lack of clear norms about how the stepparent should relatt.e to the ;1; :
:Chcrlin 1978), and not surprisingly, since stcpparent}sl 'Tgme into ;ec :h o
i deeply about the child, even when
later, they often do not care as ply
t:/cathi best of intentions. Perhaps this is why McLanahan ancii Sand;ﬁi
(1994) found that children whose mothers divorce am':l nirnarry ot no \ ;at
divorce and are stably single, suggesting
ter than those whose mothers : gle, suggesting that
i fathers just about cancel eac )0
the costs and benefits from step _ fher ous, on
is li hat on the effects of divorc
. Of course, this literature too, like t . .
3"1‘?‘;8 T)esct with q:1estions of whether effects of remarriage on children are
:u’sal or due to the selectivity of individuals who will le(?[CEla;;i )rezlta:'}:z
i ; d Spanier .
- Bumpass 1989; Furstenberg an ! 4). Ac th
g — i £f hildren’s kinship
i i has important effects on ¢
least, changing marital partners e effects on children' kifship
ks (Furstenberg 1990). Indeed, even the elderly e f
rl:x::vh?; tic(s if they divorced earlier in the life cycle, because new step-kin do
1997).
lly replace the contacts lost (Wachter ) o .
o f:nzthell)' change across cohorts is that unmarried col}abltanon has an;en
as a precursor to—or possible substitute for—legal marriage, su::ih thatltoh :1);'
i ded by cohabitation, and nearly
over 60 percent of marriages are prece : s
en have cohabited at some point by their :
:rflc?lll..: ;gz)o- Smock 2000). Cohabitation is common bot}ll1 before mz:‘)rlxlzie
ive d Sweet 1995). Further, many -
and after divorce (Bumpass, Raley, an e ohat
i i he couple while they are g
iting households include children born to t - cou : .
ltt:g](?thtf:r or that are the product of one partner’s prior relationship (Kennedy

and Bumpass 2008).

NONMARITAL AND TEEN CHILDBEARING

Concurrent with the changes in marriage practiceslha: beena sha;p ;lncl:)rlt;:}sl:
i i i i In 1940, only 4 percent of a
in childbearing outside of marriage. s o0 of el births
i i ile i 09 (the latest year for whic
d outside of marriage, while in 20 . :
::::\Zilac;)lc) fully 41 percent of all births occurred ohlitmﬁezgg ér)xa{;;}alg:
i arti 2010; Ventura and Bachrac .
(Hamilton, Martin, and Venture} ; Ve ch 2000). While
iti i i United States has typically
“traditional” family formation in the : . ollc :
lineaarlcourse—ﬁrst dating, then marriage, then childbearing—the rise in non
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mari{al childbearing (along with concomitant changes in union formation)
has yneldefl a range of complex and diverse family arrangements, which are
strongly differentiated by socioeconomic status (Mincy and Pouncy 1999).

unmarried women are unintended, and most unintended pregnancies are
not voluptarily terminated: 78 percent of pregnancies among never-married
women in 1994 were unintended (Henshaw 1998), and four of every ten
bregnancies among unmarried women i 1995 ended in abortion (Ventura
and Bachrach 2000). Further, while in the 1950s and 1560s, 52 to 60 percent
of first births conceived before marriage were resolved by z: “shotgun” mar-
riage before the birth, this was the case for only 23 percent of premaritall

conceived first births in the period 1990-94 (Bachy 1999). g

:Smock 2000), tl%is does not mean that children born into these couples com;
Into a stable union; such unjons are highly unstable, much more so in the

only a minority of unmarried couples (including cohabitors) will subse-
quently marry—17 percent by five years after the child’s birth (Carlson and
McLanahan 2010; Carlson, McLanahan, and England 2004). As Sara Mec-
Lahanax'l’s chapter in this volume shows, among those cohabiting at the
nonmarital birth of a child, 48 percent broke up within five years, 26 percent
got married, and 26 percent continued to cohabit. ,

Teen childbearing has been a particular cause for social concern because
of the greater economic disadvantage among—and welfare uge by—teenage
mothers. Nonmarital birth rates for teenagers (age 15 to 19) rose steadily be-

b7
b
|
f
o

T3 1

. e e p e e

Carlson and England M

women; 94 percent of births to 15-17-year-olds, and 84 percent of births
to 18-19-year-olds, occurred outside of marriage, compared to 62 percent
of births to women in their early twenties and 34 percent to women in their
late twenties (Hamilton, Martin, and Ventura 2010). Moreover, births to
unmarried teens account for about half of all first nonmarital births (Moore
1995). Many women who have a teen nonmarital birth go on to have a sec-
ond nonmarital birth (often by a different partner). Thus teen childbearing
remains an important aspect of nonmarital childbearing and family forma-
tion among unmarried parents.
Teen childbearing has been linked to a higher risk of negative outcomes
for children, including socio-behavioral and cognitive problems in early/
middle childhood, as well as delinquency, dropping out of high school, and
early childbearing in adolescence and early adulthood (Brown and Eisenberg
1995; Geronimus and Korenman 1992; Hoffman, Foster, and Furstenberg
1993; Haveman, Wolfe and Peterson 1997; Klepinger, Lundberg, and Plot-
nick 1995, 1999; Levine, Pollack, and Comfort 2001; Moore, Morrison
and Greene 1997; Maynard 1997). Further, there is a greater likelihood
of divorce if/when teen mothers marry (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, and
Morgan 1987). At the same time, Furstenberg observed a cohort of teen
mothers in Baltimore for several decades and found that estimates of the
“consequences” of teen childbearing have been exaggerated because they do
not account for preexisting characteristics correlated with both teen mother-
hood and disadvantageous outcomes—especially low socioeconomic status
and opportunities (Furstenberg 2003). These findings are consonant with a
growing body of econometric studies that adjust for unobserved differences
(e.g., using sibling or community-level fixed effects) and find that estimates
of the effects of having a teen birth are diminished—though in many cases
not eliminated (Fletcher and Wolfe 2008; Geronimus and Korenman 1992;
Hoffman, Foster, and Furstenberg 1993; Rosenzweig and Wolpin 1995).

MULTI-PARTNERED FERTILITY

At the intersection of the trends in marriage and fertility is the reality that a
non-trivial and rising fraction of adults have (or will have) biological chil-
dren by more than one partner, a pattern sometimes referred to as “multi-
partnered fertility” (and abbreviated as MPF) {(Furstenberg and King 1999).
Several recent studies have found that a sizable fraction of individuals in
various specific demographic groups have children by more than one part-
ner, including low-income teenage mothers in Baltimore {Furstenberg and
King 1999), a national sample of adult men (Guzzo and Furstenberg 2007a),
adolescent and early adult women (Guzzo and Furstenberg 2007b), unwed
parents in large U.S. cities (Carlson and Furstenberg 2006; Mincy 2002),



ol¢c

6 Social Class and Family Patterns

and mothers receiving welfare in the Midwest (Jayakody and Seefeldt 2006;
Meyer, Cancian, and Cook 2005 ).
Multi-partnered fertility is more likely to occur among unmarried gnd
low-SES (socioeconomic status) parents. For example, estimates from a re-
cent birth cohort study of urban parents suggest that for three-fifths of un-
married couples who had a child together in the late 1990s, eith
or the father (or both) already had a previous child by another
time of their common child’s birth; the same was true for less than a quarter
of married couples (Carlson and Furstenberg 2006); also, MPF is more com-
mon among racial/ethnic minorities and men who have a history of incar-
ceration. In a representative sample of American men,
3544 had children by two or more partners, and successive cohorts appear
to be transitioning to multi-partnered fertility at even higher rates, suggesting
that the overall prevalence js rising (Guzzo and Furstenberg 2007a).
Multi-partnered fertility has important implications for children’s well-
being because it affects the organization of family life and kinship networks.
When parents are called upon to provide resources to children in more thag
one household—or to children of different biological relatedness within the
same household—the resulting complexities may compromise the quantity
or quality of parental investment that children receive. This is because when
parents (typically fathers) live apart from their children, they contribute
fewer financial resources than when they live with them (Weiss and Willis
1985), and there are higher transaction costs of arranging to spend time with
children. Also, evolutionary theory suggests that biological parents will in-
vest more in children than unrelated social parents because the former have

an evolutionary interest in ensuring the success of these children {(Emlen

1997). Further, as described in the stepfamily literature, the divergent bio-

logical ties to children resulting from multi-partnered fertility (with repart-
nering) obfuscate parental roles and weaken the social capital within the
family unit {Furstenberg and Cherlin 1991). Given that multi-partnered fer-
tility occurs disproportionately among low-income and minority subgroups,
this phenomenon may also contribute to social and economic inequality
over time, or exacerbate the negative effects of growing up in economically
disadvantaged families (Duncan and Brooks-Gunn 1997).

er the mother
partner at the

16 percent of men age

FATHER INVOLVEMENT AND THE ROLE OF MEN
IN FAMILY LIFE

Although the father’s role in fa
financial contributions (ie.,
in childrearing in numerous

mily life has historically been defined by
“breadwinning”), fathers today are involved

ways. Contemporary fathering may include
providing economic support; nurturing and caregiving; engaging in leisure
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it idi ild’s mother with financial, emotional,
and pla)f aCtivmesit?ri‘gfi?ii;h;;rh;lldgiidance and disciplin.e; ensuri.ng Fhe
or practce Suﬁgz c’ol:mecting the child to his extended family; and lmkmg
salety 'Of e ,unity members and resources (Cabrera et a.l. 2000; Lalmk
the chil v Fc;gmet al. 2000; Marsiglio and Day 1997; Palkovitz 2002; P ;c
200% Ma]‘:siig 1i 200.4). Although the “new” father ro!e has t?ften been hlS-
o re t to higher-SES fathers, ethnographic studies report that
cussed wich fesP: (1: w-income fathers describe their roles in terms similar to
unv:l,el;i a:xarr?ed and middle-class fathers, even though they. face ;n9u9c2i.1
thos:e‘:s:con);nﬁc constraints {Furstenberg, Sherwood, and Sullivan ;
rea . N .
?amm, e anﬁ Bl:: :)l'?af(l)fvi,-i\rjlvill;z ?Egg'le)rs are much more like.ly to tllwe
Yoo r;tlailrr}::hildren and thus to be less involved than t.heu' hig cr:
apart Ko tt;r arts. This dichotomy in fathering by SES, Wthl: Fux:st:end
" Co‘md xp;d id.enti.fied as the “good dad-bad dad complex, eme;ge
e li i the gendered division of household labor (Fursten ekrlg
e ﬁlo live with their children’s mother were freed from the
-~ " m:lllla:vthey would be the primary breadwinnelt, they also li)t:cam:
e panic te in family life more fully—and many did. l‘3ut at the sar}1-
che ¥ pal:FlClpa;aecame more optional and detached from cfhlldbearmg, giv
i :a;::)iiefreedom to eschew family responsibiﬁties t:;ll:u'ely,s 21fzctih\:rc1;r:;3
ot ing relationships. Thus, a ‘ :
?TE:EZ:: erz)il:i'tcfl?l:tla?;trz}l,el,e:;lygthe most committed and financially
a .
Stablzsm::t::oec;sriiz i::t;zcc:; l;.uggests that children w?o 1itve azsazcsfzﬁirlri
on a range of outcom
e fathviE:tho:;tl)fiziggz‘iz:: :)Izluents (Mt.:gLana!Jan and Sandefur
oo Whoh?lr;::nufn single-parent families are often deprived o.f twlo g;zs)
1?94)' Cces from their fathers—economic (money) and Fcla.nona St(ances
Thomsor H n, and McLanahan 1994). The economic circum o
e an;lo ’uantified: female-headed families with related 'chx Oge;;
e b'e moslt8eis v};:la significantly higher poverty rate (;’;9 percent in I\II)_ )
o i d . le families with children (8 percent in 2009) (De dava
o Do -Coug Smith 2010), and living in extreme poverty has a éerse
oo Pmaol:’ilzndevelopment and well-being (Duncan and Brooks- u:
T997: e Kalil, and Ziol-Guest 2008). Yet it is important to recogni :
et Duncanl’ 'Zns, of family structure with economic well-being arehno
o _Tom" a:.lntirely) causal, though recent evidence suggests ;h;; t c::
;:e(szzsriincZu(;rl effect of marriage on familly incor'nz l(:Sasv;f::i natr;l meﬁgon
i in si ¢ ilies also receiv entio
e Cl}lldr‘;“ , S:;ﬂ:;)};:rtcl:;ﬁ::;zss. Nonresident fatf}ers see their ch;ll;
an ez:stl:ftzns:kf;i resident fathers, and lack of interaction decreases t
ren
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likelihood that a father and child wi
1l i i
1991, Shapine sy aher anc oo .w1 develop a close relationship (Seltzer
While the benefits of nonresident f:
athers’ economic ¢ tributi
;Jggx; -dltzx:onstrated by research (Amato and Gilbreth 131919'1’::;;:1[:“16
When, P ircj)gxaapr;cit Bfa:e 131971), ;hlz benefits of their relationai involvemeil;
rom their children are less clear. |, f: i
frequency of contact betwee identi s and the b o
n nonresidential fathers and their chj
not demonstrate that ild i ‘has benefocen do
greater father-child interaction h ici
for children and adolescents (C o ond P el efece
rockett, Eggebeen, and Hawki ;
;t9t:;‘l‘:;t=:rg1,91;/f;1)r)g21'1:_11,.1 and Allison 1987; Hawkins and Egg:.lbv‘::lecrlln811999913’Ifilxllr~
a, - This lack of effects of father-chi is e
of the child’s race, gender, mother’s educ:tri:rllnld sl st aess

ett et al. 1993; King, 1994b; Simons et al. 1994; Amato and Rivera 1999,

LENGTHENING AND DIVERGENCE
IN THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD

hood— 2
h:‘:ig (l:;eillvci;lg home,lﬁrushmg school, starting work’ getting married, and
€n—are less predictable and more , i and
. prolonged, d is-
ordz?;id (Furstenberg, Rumbaut, and Settersten 2005 gp S)NEISC’ nd dis
Shapedeb f:;:zin; by v‘{hJch individuals enter adulthood are profoundly
onomic status—the focus of Ann

hap loeco ette Lareau and
1e:‘)’ces hchapter in this volume. Those raised in high-SES families typicl:lllnafril dil
Ome to enter a four-year college, and upon graduation will likelyygctsa

ob .
JOD, get an apartment, and begin to establish a career before “settling down”

m‘ltém'l a.nd connect youth to a career job
with limited college debt and connected to a high-paying job

i
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By confitrast, those from low-SES backgrounds may or may not finish
high school, and if they do finish and go on to college, they are more likely
to incur significant debt and to combine work and college-going, thereby
prolonging the amount of time they take to earn a degree (Turner 2006;
Dickert-Conlin and Rubenstein 2006). Further, those who do not graduate
from high school {or those who do not obtain a college degree within six
years of high school graduation) are more likely to have children before mar-
riage. Those without a college degree (and sometimes even without a high
school diploma) face a dismal labor market with limited job prospects and
often have no clear plan for leaving the parental home or assuming the other
characteristics of adulthood, such as getting a career job or a place of their
own. Indeed, early parenting without a partner makes it even harder to prog-
ress up the SES ladder today than twenty years ago. Trying to complete edu-
cation, pay bills, and find a job and a partner along the way—with a child to
raise—is much harder under conditions of a lengthening time to adulthood
and poor labor market prospects for the inexperienced and undereducated.

GROWING DIVERSITY IN FAMILY LIFE

Taken together, these changing patterns suggest growing diversity in the
experience of family life. They raise concerns about growing social and
economic stratification. Of course, the family has long been a mechanism
by which advantage—and disadvantage—is transferred across generations.
Higher-SES families have for many decades (if not longer) had lower fertility,
higher income, and more cognitive and network advantages to pass on to
children, and had lower divorce rates. What has changed is the magnitude
of the SES differences in income and family structure: SES differences in
income are greater today because earnings inequality has risen, along with
women’s employment and educational homogamy in marriage (Schwartz
and Mare 2005). More poor children have always grown up without their
fathers owing to higher rates of divorce and death, but today that is com-
pounded by higher levels of, and widening SES differentials, in nonmarital
births, combined with the fact that unmarried parents often break up within
a few years of the child’s birth. These differences by SES in the resources that
children receive is of concern in its own right in a society that values equality
of opportunity. At the same time, they raise questions about the future of the
next generation at the low end of the socioeconomic spectrum, to the extent
that childhood disadvantage creates barriers to individual human capital
development and long-term economic self-sufficiency. The chapters in this
volume highlight different aspects of how class inequality is linked to family
patterns, and in some cases, how these patterns are changing in the context

of an increasingly unequal America.
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