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This article uses longitudinal data from approximately 2,000 low-income families participating in the national
evaluation of the Comprehensive Child Development Program to examine the associations between preschool
children’s living arrangements and their cognitive achievement and emotional adjustment. The analysis
distinguishes families in which children live only with their mothers from children who live in biological
father, blended, and multigenerational households. Linkages are examined separately for White, Black, and
Latino children. Fixed effects regression techniques reveal few significant associations between living
arrangements and child development. These findings suggest that substantial diversity exists in the
developmental contexts among children living in the same family structure. Policies seeking to change the
living arrangements of low-income children may do little to improve child well-being.

Young low-income children experience diverse living
arrangements. As is well known, the number of children born to unmarried mothers has increased dramatically in the past 20 years. Between 1980 and 2003, the
percentage of births to unmarried women rose from
18% to 35% (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics, 2005). Further, these figures vary
widely by race/ethnicity: In 2003, 69% of births to Black
women were to unmarried mothers compared to 45%
of births to Hispanic women and 24% to White women.
Children born to unmarried mothers have been in
the public policy spotlight due, among other things, to
their high rates of poverty and welfare use. In 2003, the
poverty rate for children living with only their mother
was nearly five times that for children living in
married-couple families (42% vs. 9% [Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, 2005]). In
response, the current federal administration is spending $150 million annually for healthy marriage promotion and fatherhood programs (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2006).
Such government initiatives not only assume that
marriage is a marker for childhood disadvantage, but
they also assume that the fact that parents did not
marry is the underlying cause of their offspring’s

problems. Distinguishing these two possibilities empirically is difficult. Various aspects of disadvantage shape
both living arrangements and child outcomes, and
those factors confound the effect of the former on the
latter. Policy decisions depend on causal inferences—
public policies aim to change aspects of the child’s
developmental environment in order to cause changes
in key outcomes. Yet, few developmental studies have
focused on whether any observed ‘‘effects’’ of living
arrangements can plausibly be characterized as causal
(but see Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002).
The purpose of the present study was to compare
the development of children living with only their
mothers (henceforth ‘‘mother-only’’ household) with
children in other arrangements using statistical techniques that produce regression coefficients that are
more likely to capture the effect of living arrangements on child outcomes than conventional regression models. We attend not only to the variety of
living arrangements among children living with their
mother but not their father but also to variation in
associations of living arrangements with developmental outcomes separately for children of different
racial and ethnic backgrounds.
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Considerable research documents that children growing up with two biological married parents have access
to greater economic, social, and psychological resources (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). Thus, perhaps not
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surprisingly, research often has shown that not growing
up in this type of household is associated with negative
consequences for children. Much early work in this area
compared children in mother-only households to those
in biological married-parent households and found
relatively poorer outcomes among the former across
a range of outcomes (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).
Dunifon and Kowaleski-Jones (2002), however, showed
that living in a mother-only household was associated
with lower levels of well-being for White children but
not Black children.
The literature on child well-being in blended
families (i.e., one biological and one nonbiological
parent) provides generally consistent evidence that
these children also do not fare as well as those living
with two biological married parents; rather, children
in blended families have outcomes similar to those in
mother-only households (Brown, 2004; Deleire &
Kalil, 2002; Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002; Fortney, Booth, Zhang, Humphrey, & Wiseman, 1998;
Ganong & Coleman, 2004; Hofferth & Anderson, 2003;
Nelson, Clark, & Acs, 2001; Osborne, McLanahan,
& Brooks-Gunn, 2003), although again, in some
studies, this appears to be less true for Black
children than for White or Latino children (Hall
et al., 2001; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Nelson
et al., 2001). Researchers have found few differences
between children in married versus unmarried
blended families (Brown, 2004; Nelson et al., 2001).
The empirical evidence assessing child development in multigenerational households is somewhat
mixed. Young Black children in multigenerational
households have better school conduct and higher
grades in reading relative to Black children who live
in mother-only households (Entwisle & Alexander,
1996; Thompson, 1992). Similarly, teenage children
who ever lived in a multigenerational household
during childhood exhibit higher educational attainment than do their counterparts in mother-only
households (Aquilino, 1996; Ricciuti, 2004). However,
in studies of very young mothers, some (Conrad et al.,
1998; Leadbeater & Bishop, 1994) find positive effects
on child development and others (East & Felice, 1996;
Unger & Cooley, 1992) find negative effects on the
same outcomes. Under certain circumstances, multigenerational arrangements are associated with poorer
parenting behaviors in the home (Chase-Lansdale,
Brooks-Gunn, & Zamsky, 1994).
Theoretical Pathways Linking Living Arrangements and
Child Development
Researchers have not reached a consensus as to
why and how living arrangements might matter. Four

theories prevail: economic deprivation, socialization,
stress, and community resources (Haurin, 1992;
McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). These theories typically have been used to explain developmental differences between children in mother-only households
and those in biological married-parent households.
The economic deprivation perspective argues that poverty and associated economic conditions explain
variation in child development across living arrangements. McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) found that
family economic resources account for about one half
of the differences in child developmental outcomes
between mother-only households and biological
married-parent households. The socialization perspective (also discussed in McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994)
suggests that two parents provide an optimal childrearing environment and that children benefit from
the presence of a male role model in a two-parent
home (see Kalil, DeLeire, Jayakody, & Chin, 2001 for
a discussion pertaining to low-income families).
Third, community and out-of-home resources, such as
the characteristics of the family’s neighborhood and
the child’s school or day care arrangements, may vary
across living arrangements and have an impact on
children’s development (McLanahan & Teitler, 1999).
Finally, the stress perspective emphasizes the effects of
transitions in living arrangements, which are hypothesized to disrupt relationships within and outside the
family as well. The accumulation of these changes is
posited to produce poor developmental outcomes
among children (Aquilino, 1996; Wu, 1996). All four
of these mechanisms point to the advantages of living
in a married-parent household.
Demographic Differences in Living Arrangements Across
Race/Ethnic Groups
Demographers have long recognized the diversity
of children’s living arrangements, but developmental
studies have been slower to incorporate these distinctions. This diversity is especially important for
understanding racial and ethnic variation in the
prevalence and impact of low-income children’s
living arrangements. In particular, living apart from
one’s biological father in a married-parent household
often means rather different living arrangements for
ethnic minority compared to White children.
In 2002, 12% of White children, 15% of Latino
children, and 36% of Black children lived in
a mother-only household (Wherry & Finegold,
2004). In contrast, 69% of White children, 55% of
Latino children, and 27% of Black children lived with
two married biological parents; an additional 2% of
White children, 7% of Latino children, and 3% of
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Black children lived with two biological parents who
were not married to each other (Wherry & Finegold,
2004, see also Kreider & Fields, 2005, for similar
estimates). In 2001, only 2% of White children lived
with only their mother and a grandparent compared
to 5% of Latino children and 7% of Black children
(Kreider & Fields, 2005). Remarriage following
a divorce is more common for White parents than
for Black parents (Glascoe, Foster, & Wolraich, 1997);
blended families can also be formed when mothers
marry for the first time following a nonmarital birth,
although this too is less likely for Black and Latino
children born to unmarried mothers than for their
White counterparts (Bzostek, Carlson, & McLanahan,
2007).
The Social and Economic Meanings of Living
Arrangements Across Race/Ethnic Groups
Differences in the prevalence of different living
arrangements across race and ethnic groups provide
one reason to expect that their linkages to child
development outcomes might also differ. In other
words, if certain family forms are substantially more
common in one group than in others, one might
expect that their social meaning in families’ lives
may also differ. Latinos, for example, have a long
history of consensual or informal unions (Lichter &
Qian, 2004) and have, in broad terms, been described
as having a familistic cultural orientation (Baca Zinn,
1994; Battle, 2002; Oropesa & Landale, 2004). Familism encompasses values supporting marriage and
fertility as well as maintaining relationships with
nuclear and extended families and is generally
viewed as protective (Baca Zinn, 1994; Oropesa &
Landale, 2004; Raley, Durden, & Wildsmith, 2004).
Some studies suggest that Latinos are more likely than
Blacks or Whites to consider cohabitation as an
acceptable childrearing context (Smock, 2000).
The social meaning of different living arrangements to families of different race and ethnic backgrounds is also likely influenced by the range of risk
and protective factors that correlate with particular
living arrangements and that also differ across
groups. Key factors including employment, economic
circumstances, family processes, and neighborhood
location may dampen or amplify the effects of different living arrangements on children’s development.
In general, White single mothers fare better economically than their non-White counterparts. Given
that employment is the most important source of
income for most Americans, differences in employment opportunities could produce differences in
family income, which may in turn produce differ-
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ences in child well-being (Duncan & Brooks-Gunn,
1997). The employment rate for White single mothers
in the year 2000 was 75% compared to 70% for Black
single mothers and 64% for Latina single mothers
(Sherman, Fremstad, & Parrott, 2004). In turn, the
median family income of White single mothers
($30,062) in 2000 was substantially greater than that
of Black ($20,975) and Latino ($21,599) single mothers;
Black and Latino families headed by single mothers
are also about twice as likely to be poor as their White
counterparts (Joint Center for Political and Economic
Studies 2004). Finally, there are striking race/ethnic
differences in net worth and financial assets, even in
the lowest income bracket. Shapiro (2004) reported
that in the bottom income quintile, Whites have
median net financial assets of $7,400, whereas Blacks’
median net assets in this income group total only
$100.
Low income, especially deep and sustained
poverty, has been shown to depress children’s development on a range of indicators (Duncan & BrooksGunn, 1997; McLoyd, 1998), and family wealth and
assets are important buffers against the ill effects of
job loss, unemployment, and income instability (Foster & Kalil, 2005). Assessing these economic differences, one might expect that Black and Latino
children living in mother-only households would be
at greater risk than their White counterparts, given the
deep economic disadvantages they face, and thus that
these children would have the most to gain (especially
in terms of escaping from poverty) if they were to live
with two parents or caregivers.
However, complicating matters is the fact that
marriage confers fewer economic benefits to Black
and Latina women. Twenty-one percent of Latino
children in married-parent families lived in poverty
in 2003 compared to 11% of Black children and 5% of
White children in married-parent families (Federal
Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics,
2005). Thus, Black and Latino children may benefit
less from marriage if economic conditions are a prime
predictor of child development. Research also suggests that Black and Latina mothers in blended or
extended households receive fewer economic benefits
from this arrangement compared to their White
counterparts (Manning & Smock, 1997).
Economic inputs are not the only important ones
into child development, however. The presence of
a biological father or another caregiver may be
important for the socialization that it provides (Kalil
et al., 2001; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994). Here again,
though, which living arrangement for children in
different race/ethnic groups will yield the biggest
impact is not entirely clear. Parenting occurs within
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and interacts with cultural and social contexts; there is
thus ample reason to think that socialization practices
will differ across White, Black, and Latino families,
even among those in the same living arrangement
(Garcia-Coll et al., 1996; Hofferth, 2003; Hofferth &
Anderson, 2003). Hofferth reported that compared to
White fathers in two-parent families with young
children, Black children’s fathers exhibit less warmth
and engagement but more monitoring, whereas
Latino fathers monitor their children less than do
White fathers. Compared to Whites, Black and Latino
fathers exhibit more ‘‘responsibility’’ for childrearing,
characterized by the amount of care they take for the
child’s welfare. These differences are in part a function
of between-group differences in economic circumstances, neighborhood factors, and cultural factors,
such as fathering and gender role attitudes.
The higher prevalence of multigenerational households among Latino and Black children has been
discussed extensively in prior work with respect to
a cultural emphasis on kinship ties as well as
a response to economic hardship among ethnic
minority families (Billingsley, 1992; Goldscheider &
Bures, 2003; Raley, 1995; Raley et al., 2004; Stack &
Burton, 1993; Wollack, Bolt, Cohen, & Lee, 2002).
Historically, Black grandmothers have been an integral part of the family system and have functioned in
an interactive role (Chatters, Taylor, & Jackson, 1985).
Researchers have discussed a variety of beneficial
influences of multigenerational arrangements, especially for early childbearers in Black families (see also
Burton, 1996; Geronimus, Korenman, & Hillemeier,
1994; Stack & Burton, 1993). In contrast, Hawkins and
Eggebeen (1991) described research conceptualizing
the three-generation White family as aberrant—
neither expected nor preferred by its members due
to its violation of White family norms of independence. Thus, one might expect multigenerational
arrangements to confer benefits (relative to motheronly living arrangements) for Black and Latino children but not for Whites. Indeed, drawing on national
longitudinal data, Deleire and Kalil (2002) reported
that low-income Black eighth graders living in a multigenerational household had developmental outcomes equal to or superior to those of their
counterparts living with married parents. This finding suggests that in some low-income families,
a grandparent may be an equally or even more
effective second caregiver than a spouse.
Finally, theoretical models of living arrangements
and child well-being discuss the importance of community and neighborhood contexts (McLanahan &
Sandefur, 1994). Compared to White families, minority families experience more disadvantaged neigh-

borhood environments along such dimensions as
exposure to violence and community resources (Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder, & Sameroff, 1996), both
of which are associated with children’s development
(Aisenberg, 2001; Gorman-Smith & Tolan, 1998;
Jargowsky, 1997). Thus, if the key reason that children
in mother-only households fare more poorly than
their counterparts with two caregivers is due to the
lack of a father or another adult to protect or shield
children from dangers in their social environments,
then Black and Latino children again, may have more
to gain (relative to White children) from the presence
of such a person, given that they live in the riskiest
and least safe neighborhoods.
Measuring the Causal Effects of Living Arrangements
A key issue spanning these different perspectives
is the problem of identifying the causal effect of living
arrangements. The question facing policymakers is
how children would fare if their living arrangements
could somehow be changed. The effect of living
arrangements per se is likely confounded with that
of other factors, that is, those that led the adults
involved to form different relationships in the first
place. Some have posited that parents who cannot
make and maintain a commitment to a spouse also
may have a hard time developing and maintaining
a strong attachment to their children (Mayer, 1997).
Often drugs, alcohol, and emotional problems result
in unstable relationships between partners, and these
factors also affect relationships with children (Edin &
Kefalas, 2004). The present study controls for a wide
range of observable characteristics to address selection bias. Yet, no list of covariates, however extensive,
is likely to control for all potential confounding
factors, many of which are difficult to measure. For
that reason, we use fixed effects estimation as a means
of capturing these factors; this technique is described
in greater detail in the next section.

Method
The Comprehensive Child Development Project
Data for these analyses were collected as part of
a large, multisite study of low-income women and
their children. These data were collected to evaluate
the Comprehensive Child Development Project
(CCDP), a multicomponent intervention begun in
1990 and designed to reduce the likelihood that
children from low-income families are caught in
a cycle of poverty (St.Pierre, Layzer, Goodson, &
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Bernstein, 1997). The goals of the intervention were to
improve child outcomes, including cognitive development, socioemotional and behavioral functioning,
and birth outcomes for newborn children. The intervention also sought to improve a mother’s ability to
contribute to the overall development of her child and
to achieve economic self-sufficiency. At the time of
recruitment (1990), 44% of households in the sample
had a total income under $5,000 and 85% had a total
income under $10,000. Thirty-five percent of the
mothers in the sample were teenagers when they first
gave birth and 51% had not graduated from high
school at the time of recruitment (St.Pierre et al., 1997).
Within this general framework, 21 participating
sites developed a web of services that reflected the
availability of services in the community as well as the
needs of participating mothers. (The sites were Albuquerque, Baltimore, Boston, Brattleboro, Brooklyn,
Denver, Fort Totten, Fort Worth, Glenwood City,
Grand Rapids, Kansas City, Las Cruces, Lexington,
Little Rock, Logan, Marshalltown, Nashville, Phoenix, Pittsburgh, San Antonio, Seattle, Venice, and
Washington, DC.) Case managers served as the hub
of service delivery at all sites; yet, sites varied in
whether case managers or a separate specialist provided the early childhood education component of
the intervention. The U.S. DHHS took a number of
steps to ensure that the program was high in quality,
such as providing technical assistance. Using a variety
of mechanisms, including site visits and compliance
reports, DHHS monitored sites to ensure that no sites
strayed very far from the intervention’s principles.
The evaluation suggested that the overall impact of
the intervention was modest and short-lived; the
program had no meaningful impacts on mothers’
economic self-sufficiency or parenting skills, on
household composition, or on the cognitive or socioemotional development of participating children
(St.Pierre et al., 1997).
The data collected as part of that study represent
a rich source of data on poor women and children. In
particular, the data included include women in a variety of communities and include more than 100
different outcome measures for mothers and focal
children. As a result, the study provides a valuable
opportunity to examine the link between living arrangements and child outcomes in economically
disadvantaged households.
Recruitment and Data Collection
A total of 4,410 families were recruited for a longitudinal study in 1990. To be eligible for the study,
a family must have been poor, have included a preg-
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nant woman or child under age 1, and have agreed to
participate in the study for 5 years (St.Pierre et al.,
1997). Families began receiving services in 1990, and
data collection for the study began in 1991 and
continued through 1996. Thirty-nine percent of participating mothers were recruited for the study before
their baby was born. Among the remaining families,
the participating child was roughly 5 months old at
the time of recruitment.
Data collection for the study focused on the mother
and the target child (though some additional information was collected on other children in the household as well as the child’s father and the mother’s
partner). Interviews were conducted in the participant’s language; 91% of the interviewers were conducted in English, with Spanish accounting for the
vast majority of the remaining interviews. Interviews
generally occurred on an annual basis in the family’s
home and continued through 1996.
Study interviews were conducted annually and
were timed according to the child’s second, third,
fourth, and fifth birthdays. Because a fair number of
children had turned 2 by the time data collection
began, age 2 data are available for only 60% of the
sample. Study retention was fairly good, especially
given the low socioeconomic status of participating
families. Roughly 75% of study families participated
in the age 5 interview.
At the time of recruitment into the evaluation, 25%
of mothers were married and an additional 6% unmarried and living with a partner. Fifty-eight percent of
mothers were unmarried and not living with a partner
and about 11% separated, widowed, or divorced
(St.Pierre et al., 1997). Because the study began after
the intervention started and because some participating children had not been born yet, complete interview
data are not available at baseline. A limited range of
information involving family demographics is available, and this is presented in Table 1, which describes
our working sample at the first interview. This sample
of roughly 2,000 children and their mothers represents
a subset of the original and complete sample. We
eliminated several groups, including a very small
number (3%) of children who were no longer living
with their mothers by the time of the first interview and
those for whom key child outcome data were not
collected. In the analyses described below, the sample
sizes vary somewhat across analyses and outcome
measures. At some of the latter waves, for example,
some study children had aged out of the age range for
which a given measure was appropriate.
It is important to note that 95% of sample families
contribute to analyses of at least one outcome in three
or four waves of data collection. The average was 3.55
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Table 1
Description of Sample at First Interview
Black

Demographics
Child age (months)
Maternal age (years)
Children in household
Adults in household
Socioeconomic status
Mother employed
Family income ($1,000)
Parental socialization
Sees father
Feels close to mother
Spends time with mother
Mother expects child to drop out
Mother’s mental health
Depressive symptoms
Mastery
Out-of-home contexts
Neighborhood safety
Day care arrangements
Center based
Relative
Nonrelative
Mother is primary caregiver

Latino

White

M or %

SD

M or %

SD

M or %

SD

24.9
24.77
2.6
1.81

1
5.89
1.09
0.95

25.28
27.12
2.7
2.15

1.18
6.1
1.08
0.98

24.91
26.31
2.29
1.97

0.96
5.81
1.02
0.74

26%
9.2

—
9

27%
10.03

—
6.95

40%
12.06

—
8.83

75%
91%
2.98%
16%

—
—
1.22
—

82%
85%
3.16
32%

—
—
1.15
—

80%
87%
2.95
13%

—
—
1.18
—

45.27
20.76

12.44
3.53

44.39
19.66

43.05
20.45

13.81
4.52

2.29

1.15

2.73

3.04

1.26

30%
23%
7%
40%

—
—
—
—

waves. Among individuals lacking a single wave of
data, 78% of the cases were missing the age 2 data as
discussed above. Our analyses below rely on the
properties of fixed effects estimation to ensure that
our results are not distorted by selective attrition. In
particular, by conditioning on all time-invariant characteristics, fixed effect extends the reach of the missingat-random assumption to include all time-invariant
characteristics. As a result, it is more likely that the data
are missing at random and the missing data mechanism ignorable. The increased robustness of fixed
effects estimation to alternative forms of attrition
may represent another reason why the random and
fixed effects estimation differ (Foster & Bickman, 1996;
Little & Rubin, 2002; Verbeek & Nijman, 1992).
(Multiple imputation procedures using observed
measures of time-invariant characteristics would
cover a more limited range of missing data mechanisms, but one might include other time-varying
covariates in an imputation scheme. In the case at
hand, the most likely candidates would be the other
outcome measures; for example, we might include
the change in the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL)
scores to impute missing Peabody Picture Vocabu-

16%
22%
9%
53%

12.7
3.4
1.12
—
—
—
—

24%
22%
12%
42%

—
—
—
—

lary Test (PPVT) data. The effect of doing so is likely
small because (1) the correlation across measures is
small and (2) most nonresponse at a given wave was
unit nonresponse.)
The interviews covered a range of topics. Mothers
reported on their own economic self-sufficiency
(employment, public assistance, and preparation for
employment) as well as their own feelings, behaviors,
and attitudes that might affect their child’s development. The latter included their psychological wellbeing, attitudes toward parenting, the characteristics
of their home as a context for development, and
parent – child interaction.
A variety of age-appropriate measures was
included concerning the child’s growth and development. These involved parental reports of the child’s
behavior and well-being as well as direct, age-appropriate assessments by trained assessors. Our analyses
focus on three measures of child development. We
selected these measures based on widespread use in
research on child development as well as on the fact
that they were collected in multiple interviews, thus
permitting the use of the fixed effects regression
techniques.
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The first of these outcomes is the CBCL (Achenbach,
1978; Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1979; Edelbrock &
Achenbach, 1980, 1984), a parent report of more than
100 emotional and behavioral problems. The measure
generates a total score as well as two broadband
scores representing internalizing and externalizing
problems. The study used two versions of the CBCL:
those for ages 2 – 3 and for ages 4 – 18. Complementing the CBCL is a second measure, the Adaptive Social
Behavior Inventory (ASBI) (Greenfield, Iruka, & Munis, 2004; Greenfield, Wasserstein, Gold, & Jorden,
1997). Developed for the Infant Health and Development Project, the ASBI captures adaptive or prosocial
behavior for high-risk 3-year-olds. The measure generates a total score and three subscales—express,
comply, and disrupt. This measure was administered
when the children were at ages 3 and 4 (a shortened
version was administered at age 2 as well). The third
child measure is the PPVT (Dunn & Brooks, 1960;
Gage & Naumann, 1965; Norris, Hottel, & Brooks,
1960; Rice & Brown, 1967), a measure of verbal ability
and literacy-related skills. This measure was collected at ages 3, 4, and 5. The test consists of 175
vocabulary items that children match to the appropriate picture.
Living Arrangements
At each interview, respondents also completed
a household roster and answered a question about
the presence or absence of the child’s biological father
in the household. Using this information, we classified
families into one of four types at each interview:
mother only (38% at the first interview), mother and
biological father (33%), blended (i.e., mother with male
partner who is not the child’s biological father [15%]),
and multigenerational (i.e., single mother living with
child’s grandmother [14%]). Race-/ethnicity-specific
breakdowns for these groups are provided in the
Results. Ideally, we would have differentiated these
groups further by separating biological father families
and blended families into married and unmarried
households, following Brown (2004). Given the sample
sizes, however, doing so was not possible. However,
nearly 90% of mothers living with the child’s biological
father reported that the couple was married. To preserve sample size, we retain the small number of
unmarried biological parent families in this group.
Seventy-three percent of the mothers in the blended
families reported that she and the man were married.
Thus, this group combines married and unmarried
blended families (recall that previous studies have
shown minimal differences in child well-being
between the two [Brown, 2004]).
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The analyses also control for two other dimensions
of household composition—the number of children
and adults in the household and the maternal and
child age.
Mediators
The interview data also provide information on
a variety of family characteristics that can be used to
explain the potential linkages between living arrangements and child development, following the theoretical framework laid out above: economic conditions,
including family income and maternal employment;
parental socialization, including maternal well-being,
parental involvement, and mothers’ educational aspirations; and out-of-home environments, including
measures of neighborhood quality and children’s care
arrangements.
Socioeconomic conditions are assessed with two
variables: whether the mothers were working at the
time of the interview (coded ‘‘1’’ if yes) and family
income (rescaled into thousands of dollars). The
parental socialization measures include three items
assessing parental involvement: whether the child
sees his or her father (dummy coded as yes/no),
whether the mother feels ‘‘very close’’ to her child (as
reported by the mother; dummy code as yes/no), and
how much time the child spends with the mother each
day (coded in six categories ranging from none to
more than 2 hours), as well as a single-item measure of
mothers’ educational expectations for her child
(coded ‘‘1’’ if the mother does not expect the child to
complete high school).
Maternal mental health is assessed with two measures. Maternal depression is measured using the
20-item Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression (CES-D) scale (Orme, Reis, & Herz, 1986; Roberts
& Vernon, 1983); maternal mastery is measured using
the 7-item Pearlin and Schooler Mastery Scale (Pearlin
& Schooler, 1978). Higher levels on the CES-D scale
indicate a higher prevalence of depressive symptoms,
whereas higher scores on the Mastery Scale indicate
a greater sense that one’s life is under one’s own
control rather than determined by fate. A score of 16
or above on the CES-D scale is commonly used as an
indicator of clinical depression; 42% of mothers in
both the CCDP and the control group had average
scores of 16 or higher (St.Pierre et al., 1997).
Out-of-home environments are assessed with
mothers’ ratings of the quality of their neighborhood
as a place to raise children on a scale from 1 (poor) to 5
(excellent) and also their reports of the usual source of
child care while mothers are working, looking for
work, or are in school. We used that information to
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classify children in one of four primary care categories: the mother herself (the reference group), centerbased child care, other relative, or other nonrelative.
Statistical Model
As discussed above, a central issue surrounding
the association between living arrangements and
child outcomes involves separating the effect of living
arrangements from that of confounding factors. Our
strategy involves fixed effects estimation. This technique is commonly used in economics (Wooldridge,
2002) and is increasingly used in developmental
science. This method has been used to examine
a variety of topics, including teenage childbearing
and its effects on child outcomes (Hoffman, 2007;
Hoffman, Foster, & Furstenberg, 1993), maternal
employment, and child well-being (Dunifon &
Kowaleski-Jones, 2002) as well as studies of schoolage children’s living arrangements (Dunifon & Kowaleski-Jones, 2002).
Fixed effects estimation involves comparing
changes in a relevant outcome across groups of
children experiencing changes in the explanatory
variable of interest (living arrangements, in this case).
By comparing the same child at different points in
time, the model holds constant or adjusts for all child
and family characteristics that are stable over time. As
a result, all time-invariant confounding factors are
controlled for, whether they are measured or not.
We can represent this model with the following
equation:
Yi;t 5 bXi;t þ li þ ei;t ;
ð1Þ
where ei,t indicates observation from time period t for
child i. Y is the outcome of interest, and X represents
the set or the vector of explanatory variables. b
represents the effect of the latter on the former. The
distinguishing feature of the model is li. It represents
child and family characteristics that are constant over
time. Time-varying unexplained variation is represented by e. This model makes no assumptions about
the distribution of these child-specific terms. They can
be normally distributed (or not) and can be correlated
with key explanatory variables, such as living arrangements.
Several key features distinguish this model. First and
foremost, Equation 1 still specifies a ‘‘levels’’ model—it
models child outcomes at a point in time as a function of
family living arrangements at that time. The longitudinal nature of the data matters to the extent that it
provides repeated measures of levels of outcomes and
living arrangements. Second, the fixed effects model
cannot be used to examine the effect of characteristics

that are stable over time (such as race/ethnicity). In the
estimation stage, characteristics that do not change over
time drop out of the model. As a result, we can estimate
the effect of living arrangements only because living
arrangements change over time.
Finally, note that the model does not control for all
potentially confounding factors that do change over
time. As a result, the effects of living arrangements are
potentially confounded with changes in the factors
not included in the model. Our analyses do, however,
include key time-varying potential predictors of
children’s well-being, such as maternal depression.
An alternative to the fixed effects model is the
standard random effects (or random intercept) model.
In particular, that model represents a more restrictive
form of the model described above: The random
effects model assumes that the child-specific terms
are normally distributed and uncorrelated with the
other variables in the model. If these assumptions are
true, the resulting parameter estimates will be more
precisely estimated (or efficient). However, if they are
not, then the estimates will be incorrect (or biased),
even in large samples. A key question, therefore, is
whether the fixed and random effects estimates differ
statistically. One can test the null hypothesis that the
estimates are the same using the Hausman test. If one
rejects that hypothesis, one should rely on the fixed
effects estimates.

Results
Sample Description
Table 1 presents the characteristics of the sample.
Descriptive data are provided separately for the three
racial and ethnic groups. In addition, consistent with
our empirical model, the unit of observation for the
table is the wave—individuals contributing multiple
waves of data are included in the tables multiple times
(tables calculated at the individual level resemble
those presented here). The variation in sample size
across rows reflects low levels of items missing. The
standard errors for the parameter estimates are corrected to allow for the interdependence among observations for the same individual.
For many of the child and family characteristics,
the three racial and ethnic groups are quite similar.
For example, average age of the women was similar as
were characteristics of their mental health. All three
groups have an average total income less than
$15,000/year.
Nonetheless, although smaller than what one would
see in nationally representative data for the groups,
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significant differences separate the three groups. Even
in this low-income sample, average income for Whites
is 30% greater than that for the other two groups. At
least to some extent, this difference reflects differences
in employment. Thirty-four percent of the Black mothers and 32% of Latina mothers were working compared
to 46% of the White mothers.
Other striking differences include perceived neighborhood safety. Both Latina and Black mothers judged
their neighborhood to be less safe than did White
mothers. Child-care arrangements also differed
across the groups. Latina mothers (51%) were less
dependent on out-of-home settings such as child-care
centers and relatives than were White (60%) and Black
(58%) mothers.
Perhaps most striking were the differences across
groups in expectations for their children’s long-term
education. In this regard, Latina mothers differed
especially from the other two groups; they were twice
as likely to expect their child not to complete high
school as were Black and White mothers (12% and
10%, respectively).

Living Arrangements
Table 2 presents the distribution of living arrangements across waves and by race/ethnicity. Mother
only was the dominant family structure among Black
families (54%), whereas biological father present was
most prevalent for Latino and White families (51% and
44%, respectively). Multigenerational households
were more common among Black families (15%) than
among Latinos (9%) or Whites (6%). In this sample,
blended families were more common among Whites
(24%) than among Blacks (17%) or Latinos (11%). Thus,
the variation in living arrangements across the three
race/ethnic groups in this low-income sample correspond to those apparent in nationally representative
data (e.g., Wherry & Finegold, 2004).
The panels of Table 2 reveal that the distribution of
families across types was fairly stable over time. One
can see, however, that some categories suffered net
losses of families over time. For example, the percentage of multigenerational families fell substantially
across waves (from 21% to 12%). For both Whites and
Latinos, a notable change involved the increase in the
percentage of blended families. Although lower than
for Whites, the percentage of such families among
Latinos more than doubled, from 5% to 13%. This
relative stability, however, hides considerable dynamics at the family level. Between the first and second
waves, 29% of the overall sample changed categories.
Among the more common patterns were grand-
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Table 2
Living Arrangements Over Time and by Race/Ethnicity

Black
Total number
Biological father household (%)
Blended (%)
Multigenerational (%)
Mother only (%)
Latino
Total number
Biological father household (%)
Blended (%)
Multigenerational (%)
Mother only (%)
White
Total number
Biological father household (%)
Blended (%)
Multigenerational (%)
Mother only (%)

Wave
1

Wave
2

Wave
3

Wave
4

848
14
15
21
50

1,181
14
16
16
54

1,186
12
20
13
54

1,265
14
18
12
56

572
55
5
12
27

783
51
11
10
27

797
50
12
8
30

831
50
13
6
31

606
53
17
8
23

775
45
23
6
26

745
42
26
5
26

808
39
29
5
26

mothers leaving the homes and being ‘‘replaced’’ by
other men.
Child Development Outcomes
Table 3 summarizes the mean scores of the four
child outcome variables across the four waves for each
racial/ethnic group. In general, the scores improved
for all four measures over time (in the case of the two
CBCL measures, improvement corresponds to reductions in the score). These trends reflect two forces. First,
the scores on the given measure may rise or fall over
time for all children due to development. In addition,
the children in this study may improve over time
relative to their peers. Because the CBCL is age
normed, improvements in that measure represent the
second of these only. For that reason, the improvements in the CBCL scores are somewhat smaller (in
percentage terms) than for the other two measures.
These patterns hold for all racial and ethnic groups.
Living Arrangements and Children’s Internalizing
Problems
Table 4 presents the results of our first set of
multivariate regression analyses. For each outcome
and racial/ethnic group, we present two sets of
estimates. The first (Model 1) includes only the three
living arrangement dummy variables (the reference
group is mother-only households) and the child’s age
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Table 3
Outcomes Over Time and by Race/Ethnicity
Wave 1

Black
Externalizing behavior
Internalizing behavior
Prosocial behavior
Receptive vocabulary
Latino
Externalizing behavior
Internalizing behavior
Prosocial behavior
Receptive vocabulary
White
Externalizing behavior
Internalizing behavior
Prosocial behavior
Receptive vocabulary

Wave 2

Wave 3

Wave 4

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

M

SD

57.19
57.24
20.36
24.90

9.02
10.05
3.51
1

54.21
56.39
32.34
38.10

10.80
11.36
6.22
2.75

53.74
48.82
33.43
49.87

10.54
10.10
5.96
2.20

50.83
46.41
32.60
63.49

11.51
10.56
8.02
3.19

54.96
55.70
21.49
25.27

9.48
11.08
3.94
1.17

53.14
55.43
33.76
37.94

10.16
11.32
6.43
2.51

52.71
49.50
33.96
49.57

10.64
10.04
6.41
1.80

50.90
48.91
41
62.72

11.57
10.87
—
2.25

54.89
53.70
21.96
24.91

9.19
9.38
3.85
0.96

54.06
54.84
34.67
38.17

10
10.25
5.92
2.58

55.20
48.89
35.63
49.96

10.58
9.69
6.19
2.01

52.81
48.24
30
63.62

11.55
10.24
13.89
3.44

as regressors. These estimates reveal the total effect of
family structure.
For the second set of analyses (Model 2), a wide
array of covariates are added—these were included to
better distinguish the effect of living arrangements
from other family and child characteristics that might
covary with them as well as those that could mediate
any linkages between living arrangements and child
well-being. The effects of these other variables on
child outcomes are also of interest. Taken together,
comparisons of Models 1 and 2 allow one to assess
whether and how the effect of living arrangements on
child outcomes is mediated.
We began by considering whether we can reject the
assumptions on which random effects estimation rest.
The null hypothesis that the child-specific effects
were normally distributed and uncorrelated with
the other variables in the model was rejected in every
case for Latino and Black families. These results
suggest that conventional analyses based on ordinary
least squares regression may be misleading—living
arrangements apparently are correlated with unobserved factors that influence child outcomes. For
Whites, we were unable to reject the null hypothesis
that the assumptions of random effects estimation fit
the data. However, to maintain consistency across the
three groups, we still report the fixed effect estimates
for Whites (the random effect estimates are available
upon request). This finding also highlights the importance of running separate models by racial and
ethnic groups.

The top panel of each column reports the significance of the three living arrangements dummy variables—these correspond to the difference between
each group and the mother-only families. The lower
panel of the table also reports joint significance of the
three dummy variables; this corresponds to a test of
the overall significance of variation across the living
arrangement categories (this test involved a likelihood
ratio test with three degrees of freedom).
Only for Black families is the variation across living
arrangements significant (p 5 .05) and only prior to
the addition of any covariates. All the effects are very
small in practical terms, corresponding to 0.5 – 1.5
point differences in the baseline score (an effect size
smaller than 0.05). More importantly, the effects of
other predictors dwarf that of living arrangements;
particularly powerful are maternal expectations for
the child completing high school. This effect is strong
and significant for Black mothers. For two of the three
groups (Blacks and Whites), mothers’ depressive
symptoms are also an important predictor of children’s internalizing problems.
Living Arrangements and Children’s Externalizing
Problems
Table 5 shows that the effect of living arrangements
on externalizing problems was significant among
Black children, even after covariates are included
(p 5 .04). Black children living in a blended family
had more externalizing problems than children living
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Table 4
Living Arrangements and Children’s Internalizing Behavior Problems by Race
Black

Living arrangements, b (SE)
Biological father
Blended
Multigenerational
Other demographics, b (SE)
Child age
Maternal age
Children in household
Adults in household
Socioeconomic status, b (SE)
Mother employed
Family income ($1,000)
Parental socialization, b (SE)
Sees father
Feels close to mother
Spends time with mother
Mother expects child to drop out
Mother’s mental health, b (SE)
Depressive symptoms
Mastery
Out-of-home contexts, b (SE)
Neighborhood safety
Day care arrangements, b (SE)
Center-based child care
Relative child care
Nonrelative child care
R2
Joint significance of living
arrangements
Hausaman test
Number of waves
Number of individuals

Latino

White

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

0.36 (0.65)
0.74
1.46 (0.58)

0.09 (0.85)
1.51 (0.87)
0.45 (0.87)

1.24 (0.71)
0.54 (0.79)
1.48 (0.94)

0.82 (0.97)
0.04 (1.12)
0.46 (1.44)

0.61 (0.71)
0.52 (0.66)
1.29 (1.01)

0.87 (0.96)
1.08 (0.92)
2.39 (1.53)

0.32 (0.01)**

0.29 (0.02)
0.30 (0.25)
0.25 (0.35)
0.30 (0.37)

0.21 (0.01)**

0.22 (0.03)**
0.06 (0.30)
0.90 (0.52)
0.25 (0.40)

0.19 (0.01)**

0.22 (0.03)**
0.27 (0.32)
0.50 (0.49)
0.14 (0.47)

0.64 (0.51)
0.05 (0.03)

0.18 (0.65)
0.05 (0.04)

0.65 (0.56)
0.73 (0.64)
0.48 (0.16)**
2.44 (0.61)**

0.34 (0.84)
1.06 (0.58)
0.41 (0.19)*
1 (0.55)

0.27 (0.88)
0.47 (0.71)
0.20 (0.21)
1.17 (0.91)

1.53 (0.25)**
0.02 (0.26)

0.39 (0.29)
0.70 (0.35)*

1.50 (0.28)**
0.36 (0.31)

0.20 (0.20)

0.26 (0.25)

0.09 (0.22)

0.29
0.05

0.22 (0.49)
1.11 (0.58)
1.35 (0.92)
0.32
0.28

0.50 (0.64)
1.10 (0.69)
0.11 (1)
0.15
0.83

0.01
4,388
1,265

3,337
1,171

0.14
0.22
0.05
2,930
831

2,352
810

0.62 (0.56)
0.06 (0.03)*

0.13
0.57
0.06
2,878
808

0.74 (0.64)
0.58 (0.68)
1.92 (0.82)*
0.16
0.41

2,296
761

*p , .05. **p , .01.

with only their mother. Although the presence of a
grandmother is associated with greater externalizing
problems (Model 1), the effect vanishes once we account
for the other covariates. The other significant living
arrangement coefficient indicated lower levels of externalizing problems for White children living with their
biological fathers versus only their mothers. This effect
was modest in practical terms, corresponding to an
effect size less than 0.15 and was no longer statistically
significant once the additional controls were added.
As in the model for internalizing problems, child’s
age was negatively related to externalizing problems,
indicating that as children grew older, externalizing
problems diminished. Again, we see that maternal
educational expectations and depressive symptoms
strongly predict child behavior problems for White
and Black children.

Living Arrangements and Children’s Prosocial Behavior
The relationship between living arrangements
and prosocial behavior is especially weak (Table 6).
The only coefficient that is statistically significant
involves the coefficient on multigenerational households for Latinos. When covariates are added, the
effect is cut in half and is no longer statistically
significant.

Living Arrangements and Children’s Verbal- and
Literacy-Related Skills
For none of the three groups was the overall
variation in PPVT scores across living arrangements
significant, although for Black and Latino children,
some of the group-wise comparisons were significant
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Table 5
Living Arrangements and Children’s Externalizing Behavior Problems by Race
Black
Model 1

Latino
Model 2

Model 1

White
Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Living arrangements, b (SE)
Biological father
0.78 (0.63)
0.67 (0.83)
0.44 (0.67)
0.02 (0.88)
1.60 (0.68)* 1.72 (0.91)
Blended
1.38 (0.53)**
1.78 (0.85)* 0.02 (0.73)
1.15 (1.03)
1.07 (0.63)
0.79 (0.87)
Multigenerational
1.75 (0.56)**
0.77 (0.85)
1.54 (0.88)
0.98 (1.32)
1.78 (0.97)
1.37 (1.44)
Other demographics, b (SE)
Child age
0.15 (0.01)** 0.11 (0.02)** 0.10 (0.010)** 0.06 (0.03)* 0.05 (0.01)** 0.06 (0.03)
Maternal age
0.33 (0.24)
0.10 (0.28)
0.16 (0.31)
Children in household
0.53 (0.34)
0.08 (0.48)
0.17 (0.46)
Adults in household
0.43 (0.36)
0.21 (0.37)
0.15 (0.45)
Socioeconomic status, b (SE)
Mother employed
0.85 (0.50)
1.54 (0.60)**
0.19 (0.53)
Family income ($1,000)
0.01 (0.03)
0.01 (0.03)
0
(0.03)
Parental socialization, b (SE)
Sees father
0.39 (0.55)
1.45 (0.77)
0.09 (0.83)
Feels close to mother
0.35 (0.62)
0.80 (0.53)
0.90 (0.67)
Spends time with mother
0.45 (0.16)**
0.03 (0.17)
0.14 (0.20)
Mother expects child to drop out
2.05 (0.59)**
1.27 (0.51)*
2.14 (0.86)*
Mother’s mental health, b (SE)
Depressive symptoms
1.48 (0.24)**
0.41 (0.27)
1.59 (0.27)**
Mastery
0.19 (0.25)
0.20 (0.32)
0.04 (0.30)
Out-of-home contexts, b (SE)
Neighborhood safety
0.30 (0.19)
0.12 (0.22)
0.04 (0.21)
Day care arrangements, b (SE)
Center-based child care
0.11 (0.48)
0.01 (0.58)
0.70 (0.61)
Relative child care
1.73 (0.56)**
0.86 (0.63)
0.16 (0.64)
Nonrelative child care
1.29 (0.90)
1.17 (0.91)
0.87 (0.78)
R2
0.09
0.13
0.04
0.05
0.01
0.05
Joint significance of living arrangements
0
0.04
0.30
0.60
0.06
0.29
Hausaman test
0.04
0
0.17
Number of waves
4,388
3,337
2,930
2,352
2,878
2,296
Number of individuals
1,265
1,171
831
810
808
761
*p , .05. **p , .01.

(Table 7). In particular, Black children living with
their biological father showed higher PPVT scores
than their counterparts in mother-only households.
This effect remained statistically significant once we
included the other covariates. Second, Latino children
living in a blended family showed higher PPVT scores
than their counterparts in mother-only households.
This effect was statistically significant whether the
other covariates are included or not. In either case, the
effect was modest in practical terms, corresponding to
an effect size less than 0.20.
Here, we also see the effect of maternal depressive
symptoms. Again, for Black and White (but not for
Latino) children, those whose mothers reported higher levels of depressive symptoms showed lower
PPVT scores.

In supplemental analyses, we analyzed other outcome measures, including the Kaufman Assessment
Battery for Children (Kaufman et al., 2005; Lichtenberger, Kaufman, & Bracken, 2000, 2004). The results
of those analyses are consistent with those presented
here and are available from the first author.

Discussion
In general, we find little evidence that living arrangements predict child well-being in a very low-income
sample, regardless of the child’s race or ethnicity. Of
course, it is impossible to prove the null hypothesis
that family structure has no effect. Nonetheless, for
none of our four outcomes was a joint test of all the
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Table 6
Living Arrangements and Children’s Prosocial Behavior by Race
Black
Model 1

Latino
Model 2

Model 1

White
Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Living arrangements, b (SE)
Biological father
0.57 (0.56)
0.30 (0.73)
0.51 (0.68)
0.25 (0.89)
0.41 (0.61)
1.40 (0.82)
Blended
0.49 (0.48)
0.17 (0.74)
1.35 (0.78)
1.01 (1.08)
0.43 (0.59)
0.22 (0.81)
Multigenerational
0.75 (0.51)
0.60 (0.78)
1.81 (0.89)*
0.93 (1.35)
1.31 (0.89)
1.45 (1.39)
Other demographics, b (SE)
Child age
0.49 (0.01)**
0.48 (0.02)**
0.47 (0.01)**
0.49 (0.03)**
0.52 (0.01)**
0.51 (0.03)**
Maternal age
0.07 (0.23)
0.39 (0.30)
0.06 (0.31)
Children in household
0.05 (0.30)
0.04 (0.49)
0.06 (0.43)
Adults in household
0.19 (0.32)
0.44 (0.37)
0.14 (0.40)
Socioeconomic status, b (SE)
Mother employed
0.15 (0.44)
0.16 (0.60)
1.26 (0.48)**
Family income ($1,000)
0.01 (0.03)
0.08 (0.03)*
0.03 (0.03)
Parental socialization, b (SE)
Sees father
0.20 (0.50)
1.22 (0.79)
0.89 (0.81)
Feels close to mother
2.66 (0.55)**
0.78 (0.56)
0.59 (0.61)
Spends time with mother
0.03 (0.14)
0.34 (0.17)
0.35 (0.18)
Mother expects child to drop out
0.24 (0.52)
0.94 (0.50)
0.11 (0.73)
Mother’s mental health, b (SE)
Depressive symptoms
0.32 (0.21)
0.31 (0.26)
0.09 (0.23)
Mastery
0.10 (0.23)
0.49 (0.31)
0.08 (0.26)
Out-of-home contexts, b (SE)
Neighborhood safety
0.26 (0.17)
0.49 (0.23)*
0.02 (0.16)
Day care arrangements, b (SE)
Center-based child care
0.32 (0.44)
0.09 (0.62)
0.05 (0.56)
Relative child care
0.23 (0.49)
0.30 (0.63)
0.39 (0.57)
Nonrelative child care
0.81 (0.76)
0.69 (0.91)
0.61 (0.66)
R2
0.56
0.56
0.48
0.50
0.61
0.60
Joint significance of living
0.17
0.77
0.17
0.78
0.52
0.29
arrangements
Hausaman test
0
0
0.14
Number of waves
3,138
2,449
2,102
1,770
2,081
1,707
Number of individuals
1,261
1,128
831
800
806
739
*p , .05. **p , .01.

living arrangement groups significant. The lack of
statistical significance is not driven by large standard
errors. The fixed effects estimates can be distinguished statistically from the random effect estimates;
furthermore, the former are small in practical terms.
An important contribution of the article is the use
of fixed effects estimation. For two of the three racial/
ethnic groups, we can reject the null hypothesis that
the time-invariant unobserved factors, li, are independent of living arrangements for all outcomes.
These findings suggest that the results of a standard
growth curve analysis (or random intercept model)
would be misleading. Somewhat surprisingly, for
Whites, we cannot reject the random effects model
for three of the four outcomes. One explanation for

this finding could be the smaller sample size for
Whites, but that subgroup is comparable in size to
the Latino subgroup. Another explanation is that the
sorting of women into different family structures
differs by race and ethnicity. If true, that finding
strongly supports estimating these models separately
for the three groups.
Why do we find so few of the expected relationships? One explanation could be poor measurement
of the outcomes. Such imprecision would not produce
biased point estimates but would inflate standard
errors. In these analyses, the point estimates are quite
small in practical terms. Furthermore, the measures
used here are among the best developmental science
has to offer and have been used in many studies. That
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Table 7
Living Arrangements and Children’s Vocabulary by Race
Black
Model 1

Latino
Model 2

Model 1

White
Model 2

Model 1

Model 2

Living arrangements, b (SE)
Biological father
1.43 (1.12)
3.15 (1.57)
0.03 (1.28)
1.13 (1.78)
0.22 (1.01) 1.56 (1.45)
Blended
0.32 (0.94)
0.71 (1.55)
3.45 (1.32)**
4.35 (1.99)*
0.07 (0.91) 1.84 (1.31)
Multigenerational
1.24 (1.06)
0.85 (1.60)
1.58 (1.65)
1.07 (2.73)
1.14 (1.42) 0.75 (2.25)
Other demographics, b (SE)
Child age
0.07 (0.02)** 0.18 (0.04)** 0.20 (0.02)** 0.26 (0.05)**
0.01 (0.02)
0.01 (0.05)
Maternal age
0.58 (0.40)
0.02 (0.49)
0.18 (0.45)
Children in household
0.33 (0.67)
0.48 (1.01)
0.62 (0.74)
Adults in household
0.47 (0.69)
0.27 (0.75)
0.72 (0.72)
Socioeconomic status, b (SE)
Mother employed
0.96 (0.93)
0.49 (1.20)
1.05 (0.77)
Family income ($1,000)
0.05 (0.06)
0.07 (0.06)
0.02 (0.04)
Parental socialization, b (SE)
Sees father
0.17 (0.99)
2.08 (1.46)
0.21 (1.34)
Feels close to mother
1.70 (1.16)
0.30 (1.03)
0.67 (0.97)
Spends time with mother
0.20 (0.28)
0.03 (0.32)
0.26 (0.29)
Mother expects child to drop out
0.15 (0.13)
1.86 (0.98)
0.27 (1.34)
Mother’s mental health, b (SE)
Depressive symptoms
1.60 (0.46)**
0.59 (0.52)
0.92 (0.39)*
Mastery
0.41 (0.47)
0.91 (0.65)
0.23 (0.45)
Out-of-home contexts, b (SE)
Neighborhood safety
0.16 (0.37)
0.08 (0.46)
0.14 (0.32)
Day care arrangements, b (SE)
Center-based child care
1.24 (0.87)
2.49 (1.11)*
0.93 (0.90)
Relative child care
0.04 (1.06)
0.91 (1.27)
1.27 (0.96)
Nonrelative child care
2.55 (1.80)
0.06 (1.94)
0.99 (1.16)
R2
0.01
0.04
0.05
0.09
0
0.02
Joint significance of living arrangements
0.31
0.15
0.05
0.17
0.85
0.51
Hausaman test
0.02
0
0.13
Number of waves
3,329
2,541
2,204
1,757
2,049
1,645
Number of individuals
1,234
1,114
819
781
777
722
*p , .05. **p , .01.

other covariates predict these outcomes in expected
ways is reassuring. For example, maternal expectations of school failure strongly predict child outcomes as do maternal depressive symptoms.
Nevertheless, outcome measures collected through
other means (e.g., observer ratings) or other respondents (e.g., teachers) might reveal effects where none
are apparent here.
Another possibility involves confounding not accounted for by our covariates or by fixed effects
methods. For example, time-varying characteristics
may influence both living arrangements and child
outcomes. In this sample, living with a biological
father may be associated with other unmeasured
disadvantages. Perhaps, the father has entered or
reentered the household because he has lost his job.

Of course, this possibility is reversed from what one
typically suspects. Prior research is generally concerned that the advantages of living with one’s
biological father reflects other unobserved advantages (not disadvantages).
As noted above, another explanation for the
absence of effects involves the nature of the fixed
effects estimation. The effect of the living arrangement is identified by the association between changes
in the outcome and in the explanatory variables of
interest. If very few children experienced a change in
living arrangement, the measured effect of that living
arrangement would be identified by a few cases and
would be imprecisely estimated as a result. However,
a substantial number of children experience changes
in living arrangements over time (Table 2). For
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example, 1,019 children transitioned in or out of
a mother-only household during the study. Of those
in a mother-only family at a given wave, 21% had
moved into another family type by the next wave.
Likewise, if the outcome variables measure a trait
that changes little over time, then the change in the
outcome measure largely captures ephemeral variation. In that case, however, one would expect the
outcome to have little or no association with any
predictors. As noted, we do observe expected relationships.
Of course, another possibility is that living arrangements just do not matter much, at least for the very
low-income families like those included in this study.
Given that income differentials are hypothesized to
explain up to half of the difference in child well-being
in mother-only households versus two-parent households (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994), it is perhaps not
surprising to find a more limited role for living
arrangements in a sample with a very low and
restricted range of income. The lack of statistical
significance suggests that as much diversity exists
within low-income families of a given type as across
family types.
A final possibility is that living arrangements
matter more for older children versus younger children. The importance of having a second caregiver to
help monitor and supervise children’s behavior, for
example, could increase as children grow into adolescence and spend more time in the company of
peers. Having two parents also could be important as
children are making the transition to young adulthood, to the extent that such transitions have economic costs (i.e., the costs of postsecondary
education) that are less easily borne by single mothers
living alone.
Implications for Research
One interpretation of these findings is that
increased attention to selection reduces the apparent
(direct) effects of living arrangements. If future
research confirms this finding, will the study of living
arrangements and child outcomes be obsolete? We
believe the answer is no. However, a shift in perspective may be warranted, perhaps especially for the
study of low-income children’s living arrangements.
Research on racial differences in child outcomes is
intertwined with that on living arrangements, and the
former may offer a model for future research on the
latter.
In particular, it may help think of differences across
living arrangements as ‘‘disparities’’ of a sort. As with
good research on racial differences, researchers
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understand that the apparent main effects of race
and ethnicity often or even largely reflect the inability
of the researcher to fully capture the determinants of
child outcomes—they recognize that race per se plays
little role as a main effect but that it is a proxy for key
processes and inputs ignored or unmeasured. In that
sense, it serves as a context for everything that occurs
within the family, moderating the relationship
between all inputs and key child outcomes.
One could argue that the effect of living arrangements could be conceptualized in a similar manner. If
one believes that living arrangements are a proxy for
key developmental forces, such as the absence of
a male role model, then the answer is to measure
those processes and not to speculate about residual
differences among family types. Living arrangements
are very likely more than a single input into the
production of child outcomes—rather, they likely
represent a different production process entirely. That
process implies the availability of different inputs
(such as the time inputs of a father) as well as the link
between other inputs (such as time with a grandparent) and child outcomes.
Recent research on race and ethnicity emphasizes
the role of within-group differences, and such
research offers a second lesson for research on living
arrangements and child outcomes. As noted above,
the absence of large main effects in this low-income
sample suggests that variation within family types is
as great (or nearly so) as that across family types for
this population. In that case, the key research question
involves explaining that within-group variation. Conceptually, the question moves from ‘‘why do children
from single-parent families fare worse than other
children?’’, a question for which social science has
provided clear and compelling answers (e.g.,
McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994) to ‘‘what makes for
successful development among low-income children
within single-parent families?’’ and ‘‘are those factors
the same across family types and for children in
different race/ethnic groups?’’.
Implications for Public Policy
In light of these (non)findings, do living arrangement represent a promising means by which public
policy can improve the lives of low-income children?
The answer seems to be no. The direct effects of living
arrangements (on average) are modest at best. As
noted above, these analyses do not preclude family
structure effects for some subgroups (not considered
here) in some circumstances, but the overall effect of
living arrangements is smaller and less consistent
than that of other factors, such as maternal
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depression, a problem highly prevalent among lowincome mothers (Danziger et al., 2000).
Furthermore, even the effects captured here are
likely mediated by still other factors not included in
these analyses. Such mediation may explain the small
size of the effects observed. Even if living arrangements have a robust effect on a mediator (e.g., 0.40)
and the mediator has a robust effect on the developmental outcome (e.g., 0.40), the overall effect is still
rather small (0.16 5 0.40  0.40). It is unclear that the
mediation observed in a natural setting would occur if
living arrangements were changed via public policy.
Suppose, for example, that women who marry are
able to move to better neighborhoods, providing their
children with access to better schools. It is not clear
that encouraging poor women in poor neighborhoods
to marry will provide the same access.
The policy debate also is rather unclear as to
‘‘significant’’ for what purpose. Our results do not
invalidate the use of living arrangements as a means
of identifying at-risk children and youth. The key
distinction, however, is that living arrangements may
not be an effective target of intervention for very
low-income children. This distinction implies rather
different policies. The latter, for example, implies
policies that eliminate or discourage single-parent
families, the former, policies such as income support
that assist such families in raising their children. Our
results suggest that the second type of policy may be
more effective in improving the well-being of lowincome children and youth.
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