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Income Sources Across Childhood in Families  
With Nonresident Fathers

Paula Fomby, Hope Harvey, and Kelly Musick

ABSTRACT Unpartnered moth ers rely on for mal and infor mal income sources to sup
port their cores i dent minor chil dren. Building on work focus ing on selec tive pop u la
tions and shorter time hori zons, we describe the fam ily income sources on which U.S. 
women and their minor chil dren rely for up to 17 years fol low ing an unpartnered birth 
or union dis so lu tion (Panel Study of Income Dynamics 2001–2017; N = 12,369 per son
year records from 3,148 chil dren). Using rich descrip tion and fixed-effect mod els, we 
treat fam ily income as dynamic, map ping change in the share and amount of fam ily 
income from mul ti ple sources as chil dren age and women gain employ ment expe ri ence; 
enter new unions; expe ri ence changes in eli gi bil ity for pub lic sup port pro grams; and 
receive con tri bu tions from kin, friends, and other house hold mem bers. A patch work 
of income sources is the norm through out child hood, with moth ers’ earn ings nearly 
uni ver sal but insuf fi cient as a sole source of fam ily income. Maternal repartnering 
increases fam ily income through new part ner earn ings but is accom pa nied by offsetting 
reduc tions in other income sources, par tic u larly from out side the house hold. In the con
text of weak insti tu tional sup port for U.S. fam i lies, fam i lies with non res i dent fathers 
rely on a com plex mix of income sources to make ends meet.

KEYWORDS Family income • Income trans fers • Father non res i dence • Unpartnered 
par ent hood

Introduction

Unpartnered moth ers rely on for mal and infor mal income sources to sup port their 
cores i dent minor chil dren (Edin and Lein 1997; Edin and Shaefer 2015; Hays 2003). 
In their care ful account ing of lowskilled unpartnered moth ers’ house hold econ o mies 
before U.S. wel fare reform, Edin and Lein (1997) dem on strated that few women 
could meet their monthly expenses with income from earn ings or wel fare alone; the 
major ity also relied on fathers’ for mal or infor mal child sup port pay ments and con
tri bu tions from roman tic part ners, friends, and fam ily. Even as con tem po rary women 
have accu mu lated more labor force expe ri ence and higher earn ings than women 
of ear lier gen er a tions, sep a ra tion and divorce con tinue to trig ger an increased reli
ance on pub lic and pri vate safety nets dur ing the year fol low ing union dis so lu tion,  

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/dem
ography/article-pdf/60/1/41/1803495/41fom

by.pdf by guest on 10 April 2024

https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-10424403
https://doi.org/10.1215/00703370-10424403


42 P. Fomby et al.

par tic u larly for moth ers end ing cohabiting unions (Tach and Eads 2015). Maintaining 
this patch work of sup port requires sub stan tial mater nal resources and is often insuf fi-
cient to pro vide eco nomic secu rity (Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015).

Unpartnered moth ers’ eco nomic vul ner a bil ity extends to many chil dren: across 
all  ages, approx i ma tely 20% of chil dren live with an unpartnered mother, another 
10% live with their mother and a new part ner, and many more will have these expe-
ri ences dur ing child hood (Payne 2019). Child pov erty is more closely tied to fam ily 
struc ture in the United States than in other devel oped countries, a dis tinc tion largely 
attrib ut  able to national dif fer ences in gov ern men tal redis tri bu tion pol icy (Brady and 
Burroway 2012; Heuveline and Weinshenker 2008). The fam ily income pen alty asso
ci ated with unpartnered par ent hood is also borne more heavily by Black and His panic 
fam i lies than by White fam i lies (Williams and Baker 2021). The extent and unequal 
bur den of eco nomic vul ner a bil ity among unpartnered moth ers under scores the impor
tance of under stand ing their income dynam ics and strat e gies for mak ing ends meet.

Our anal y sis of unpartnered moth ers’ income dynam ics speaks to two strands of 
research on eco nomic vul ner a bil ity. Most prox i ma tely, we build on research describ-
ing cross-sec tional or short-term pro files of unpartnered moth ers’ var ied income 
sources (Edin and Lein 1997; Stanczyk 2020; Tach and Eads 2015) to illus trate long
term fam ily income changes fol low ing an unpartnered birth or union dis so lu tion. Our 
work also advances research show ing that unpartnered par ent hood is only one among 
many risk fac tors for pov erty (Brady et al. 2017). Our frame work is adapt able to 
pop u la tions confronting risk fac tors such as unem ploy ment, poor health, or trun cated 
edu ca tional attain ment to artic u late how indi vid u als and fam i lies respond to eco
nomic inse cu rity (Brady et al. 2017). Further, it can be used to describe var i a tion in 
indi vid u als’ responses to a par tic u lar risk, such as unpartnered par ent hood, depending 
on whether the expected eco nomic pen al ties to that risk are greater or lower because 
of fac tors like struc tural rac ism (Cross et al. 2022), gen der inequal ity, and cul tural 
norms about who is deserv ing of sup port (Moffitt 2015).

Our approach offers three main con tri bu tions. First, it treats fam ily income as 
dynamic, high light ing changes in the share and amount of income from mul ti ple sources 
as chil dren age and women gain employ ment expe ri ence, enter new unions, and become 
(in)eli gi ble for social wel fare pro grams. Second, we empha size the income con tri bu
tions from fam ily, friends, and other house hold mem bers that com ple ment unpartnered 
moth ers’ income from earn ings, child sup port, and pub lic trans fer income, which are 
more often the focus of schol ar ship on unpartneredpar ent house hold econ o mies. Third, 
we illus trate how life course events alter income tra jec to ries by con sid er ing mater nal 
repartnering. We describe how establishing a new union affects total fam ily income and 
the share and amount from dif fer ent income sources. Our anal y sis shows that a patch
work of income sources is the norm through out childrearing years, with moth ers’ earn
ings a nearly uni ver sal com po nent but insuf fi cient as a sole source of fam ily income. It 
also high lights how mater nal repartnering increases fam ily income through new part ner 
earn ings, a gain that is par tially off set by reduc tions in other income sources.

We treat minor chil dren as the unit of anal y sis and describe changes in annual 
total fam ily income and income sources from the time of either a mother’s unpart
nered birth or sep a ra tion or divorce until chil dren reach age 17. Centering our anal
y sis on a focal child allows us to exam ine how moth ers pro vide for their chil dren  
finan cially and how their strat e gies inter sect with fam ily con text and child age. We 
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use unpartnered mother to describe moth ers’ union sta tus at the out set of the obser
va tion period and attend to moth ers’ repartnering over time. We con sider six types of 
fam ily income: mother’s earn ings, child sup port from a non res i dent father, earn ings 
from a mother’s new cohabiting part ner or spouse, pub lic meanstested trans fers to 
the mother or her cur rent spouse or part ner, gifts or loans from fam ily or friends, and 
income from house hold mem bers other than a new spouse or part ner. Descriptive 
ana ly ses and fixed-effect mod el ing are applied to data from the 2001–2017 bien nial 
waves of the U.S. Panel Study of Income Dynamics.

Background

Children liv ing with unpartnered moth ers expe ri ence greater eco nomic precarity rel a-
tive to peers with twopar ent fam i lies or unpartnered fathers. Various indi ca tors point 
in this direc tion, some refer ring spe cifi  cally to unpartnered moth ers and oth ers to 
unmar ried (includ ing cohabiting) moth ers. For exam ple, in 2019, 36.5% of minor 
chil dren liv ing with an unmar ried female house holder were in pov erty, com pared 
with 6.4% of chil dren liv ing with mar ried house hold ers and 16.3% of chil dren with 
an unmar ried male house holder (Semega et al. 2020). Children born to unmar ried 
moth ers are also more likely than peers born into mar ried-par ent house holds to expe-
ri ence chronic pov erty, with nearly 75% of chil dren born to an unmar ried mother 
between 1968 and 1998 expe ri enc ing at least three years of fam ily pov erty before age 
10, com pared with 16% of chil dren born to mar ried par ents (Asiamah 2021). Chil
dren with unpartnered moth ers are dis pro por tion ately likely to expe ri ence income 
vol a til ity, and this vol a til ity has been grow ing (Western et al. 2016).

Various fac tors con trib ute to the lower and less sta ble fam ily income of fam i lies 
headed by unpartnered women. Given the United States’ employ mentbased safety 
net, dif fer ences in earned income play an espe cially impor tant role (Moffitt 2015; 
Western et al. 2016). Women con tinue to earn less than men, largely owing to moth
er hood (Kleven et al. 2019; Kochhar 2020). Unpartnered moth ers may be par tic u
larly sus cep ti ble to low wages given that they are youn ger and have less edu ca tion 
than partnered moth ers (McLanahan 2004). Yet, 40% of U.S. chil dren are supported 
solely or pri mar ily by their moth ers’ earn ings (Wang et al. 2013), and more than 70% 
of Amer i can moth ers will be the pri mary or sole fam ily income earner at some point 
dur ing the first 18 years of moth er hood (Glass et al. 2021).

Unpartnered moth ers can not rely on the riskpooling avail  able to partnered moth
ers with a sec ond poten tial earner in the house hold (Oppenheimer 1997). Instead, to 
buffer against pov erty and income vol a til ity, they rely on var i ous income sources to 
sup ple ment earned income, includ ing child sup port, pub lic trans fers, pri vate trans fers 
from friends and fam ily liv ing else where, and shared econ o mies in mul ti fam ily and 
extended house holds. Maintaining these var ied income sources is inten sive and bur-
den some; it requires moth ers to expend time, energy, cop ing skills, and social cap i tal 
on rec i proc ity net works of kin, friends, and for mer part ners (Domínguez and Watkins 
2003; Edin and Lein 1997; Hays 2003); to pur sue missed or lapsed trans fers; and to 
remain aware of and in com pli ance with eli gi bil ity require ments across a vari ety of 
pub lic trans fer pro grams (Handler and Hasenfeld 2007; Paik 2021). Next, we review 
how each of these sources con trib utes to fam ily income.
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Child Support

Approximately 20% of U.S. chil dren are in the for mal child sup port sys tem (Office 
of Child Support Enforcement 2021; Ruggles et al. 2021). Among receiv ing fam i lies, 
child sup port from non cus to dial par ents rep re sents approx i ma tely 12% of cus to dial 
par ents’ per sonal income over all; among lowincome cus to dial par ents, it con trib utes 
more than half of fam ily income (Grall 2020). But the frac tion of cus to dial moth ers 
with for mal child sup port agree ments declined over the last two decades, from 64% 
in 1994 to approx i ma tely 50% by 2018 (Grall 2020). This drop is partly attrib ut 
able to lowincome par ents’ declin ing par tic i pa tion in the Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) pro gram, which requires par tic i pa tion in the child sup port 
enforce ment sys tem. Custodial and non cus to dial par ents also express res er va tions 
about poten tial puni tive sanc tions on par ents who are in arrears on for mal sup port, 
and some opt for infor mal child sup port instead (Edin et al. 2019; Schroeder 2016; 
Waller and Plotnick 2001). Even among cus to dial par ents with for mal child sup port 
orders, less than half receive full pay ment reg u larly, and the share who report no 
receipt increased from 24.2% to 30.2% from 1993 to 2017 (Grall 2020).

Informal trans fers par tially com pen sate for low for mal child sup port pay ments 
and include cash and trans fers that are harder to mon e tize, such as gifts and inkind 
sup port (Grall 2020; Waller et al. 2018). Unlike for mal child sup port, infor mal trans
fers from fathers are less reg u lar and taper off as chil dren grow (Nepomnyaschy and 
Garfinkel 2010; Sariscsany et al. 2019). They also vary more by father involve ment 
(Garasky et al. 2010; Nepomnyaschy 2007), par ent rela tion ship qual ity (Edin and 
Nelson 2013), and par ents’ new rela tion ship for ma tion com pared with for mal sup
port (Berger et al. 2012; BronteTinkew et al. 2009; Tach et al. 2010). Thus, infor mal 
sup port may be a par tic u larly dynamic com po nent of over all child sup port dur ing 
child hood.

Public Support

We con sider con tri bu tions to fam ily income from four pub lic trans fer pro grams: 
TANF, Supplemental Security Income (SSI), the cash value of ben e fits from the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, for merly food stamps), and the 
Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). TANF recip i ents are sub ject to a life time five-
year limit on receipt of fed eral TANF dol lars, although states may use their funds 
to aug ment this limit. Most recip i ents are unpartnered moth ers with minor chil dren. 
Time lim its, low ben e fit lev els, and sanc tions for recip i ents who vio late work and 
com pli ance require ments con trib uted to a steady decline in TANF case loads from a 
peak of approx i ma tely two thirds of poor fam i lies with chil dren in the mid-1990s to 
a pla teau in the mid2010s of roughly one quar ter of poor fam i lies (Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities 2021a). We expect that TANF con trib utes an increas ingly small 
share of fam ily income over the fam ily life course.

SSI is avail  able to severely dis abled indi vid u als who have very low fam ily income 
and assets. The pro gram serves a small share of fam i lies with chil dren, includ ing 
approx i ma tely 2% of chil dren and work ing-age adults, the major ity of whom have no 
other income source. Unlike TANF, SSI has no time lim its, but ben e fits are reduced 
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45Income Sources in Families With Nonresident Fathers

when recip i ents report even small amounts of income or assets (Center on Budget 
and Policy Priorities 2021b). Thus, fam ily income eli gi bil ity is likely to fluc tu ate over 
time among those fam i lies with any other income source.

SNAP reaches sub stan tially more fam i lies than TANF and SSI, serv ing 42 mil
lion peo ple and approx i ma tely 84% of eli gi ble house holds in 2017 (USDA Food and 
Nutrition Service 2019). The pro gram is par tic u larly impor tant for fam i lies headed 
by unpartnered moth ers (Shaefer and Gutierrez 2013). More than 40% of pro gram 
expen di tures are directed to chil dren aged 6 or youn ger, and use pat terns are het-
ero ge neous. A recent study of SNAP recip i ents in Virginia documented that SNAP 
enroll ment decreased each year after a child’s birth and that the ear li est enrollees 
were also the most per sis tent (Heflin et al. 2020). Relative to TANF, SNAP uptake is 
more sen si tive to eco nomic shocks, such as the Great Recession or the COVID19 
pan demic. Thus, for many chil dren with unpartnered moth ers, SNAP may be short 
term or epi sodic rather than a per ma nent fea ture of fam ily income.

The EITC is admin is tered through the tax sys tem and is tied directly to employ-
ment. Low to mod er ateincome work ers with qual i fy ing chil dren are eli gi ble with 
some restric tions. The refund able credit accrues from the first reported earned dol lar, 
rises to a max i mum before being phased out at higher income lev els, and is typ-
i cally paid in a lump sum with indi vid u als’ annual tax refunds. Over the last two 
decades, the EITC has emerged as the most impor tant source of pub lic sup port for 
many low-income fam i lies (Moffitt 2015).

Informal Transfers From Kin and Friends

In monthly income accounts, infor mal trans fers from kin and friends rep re sent a fre
quent but proportionally small share of fam ily income in sin glepar ent house holds. 
Halpern-Meekin et al. (2015) reported that among lower income work ing fam i lies in 
2007, pri vate cash trans fers to unpartnered-par ent house holds con trib uted approx i-
ma tely $130 per month, or roughly 7% of total monthly income. Income from kin 
and friends sim i larly con trib uted, on aver age, 5% to 7% of monthly income to unpart
nered low-income moth ers in the early 1990s, with approx i ma tely half of women 
receiv ing such income (Edin and Lein 1997). Among unmar ried moth ers whose chil
dren were born in large U.S. cit ies shortly after wel fare reform, nearly two thirds 
reported receiv ing income sup port from friends and fam ily dur ing their child’s first 
year (Teitler et al. 2004).

Although fam i lies headed by unpartnered par ents—par tic u larly lowincome 
 fam i lies—clearly receive income trans fers from their pri vate social net works, it 
is less clear whether such trans fers are rou tine. Research on per ceived social sup
port has con sid ered whether indi vid u als have fam ily or friends who would pro vide 
money in an emer gency or to sup port a sub stan tial invest ment, such as a rent deposit 
(Harknett 2006; Harknett and Knab 2007; Harknett and Hartnett 2011). The implicit 
expec ta tion in this lit er a ture is that pri vate trans fers occur in response to occa sional 
emer gent needs rather than as a strat egy undergirding long-term finan cial sta bil ity. 
Thus, infor mal social net work trans fers may be an irreg u lar but crit i cal com po nent of 
fam ily income, and the like li hood of receiv ing such occa sional income may change 
over the life course.
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Other Household Members’ Income

Unpartnered moth ers may also rely on other house hold mem bers’ income. This 
income might include earn ings or trans fers from work ingage chil dren who remain in 
the house hold or from other kin, such as the mother’s par ents or adult sib lings with 
whom she and her chil dren coreside (Harvey et al. 2021; Pilkauskas et al. 2020). 
Coresidence with house hold mem bers other than one’s spouse or part ner and minor 
chil dren is a fre quent strat egy unpartnered moth ers use to reduce hous ing costs and 
share liv ing expenses (Mollborn et al. 2011; Pilkauskas 2012). However, coresidence 
does not nec es sar ily mean that house hold mem bers pool all  of their income for com
mon use (Eickmeyer et al. 2019). Our main ana ly ses include other house hold mem
bers’ income as a source of moth ers’ fam ily income, but results are orga nized to allow 
the reader to dis ag gre gate this com po nent from the total.

Maternal Repartnering

Women’s entry into new roman tic unions—mea sured here by entry into cohab i ta
tion or remarriage—may trig ger changes in the share and amount of fam ily income 
con trib uted from var i ous sources. A new part ner’s income will increase total fam ily 
income, all  else being equal. But the addi tion of this new income source may lead to 
reduced con tri bu tions from other sources. For exam ple, Berger et al. (2012) reported 
that moth ers’ tran si tions into new roman tic part ner ships are asso ci ated with declines 
in child sup port from non res i dent fathers. The addi tion of a cores i dent part ner or 
spouse may con trib ute to fam ily income inel i gi bil ity for meanstested income trans
fers. Women may also pull back on paid employ ment, and friends and fam ily may 
sim i larly reduce their sup port if a new part ner’s finan cial con tri bu tions lessen fam-
ily income needs. The endur ing expec ta tion of men as pri mary bread win ners might 
fur ther rein force reduc tions in pub lic trans fers, moth ers’ earn ings, and sup port from 
fam ily and friends (e.g., Townsend 2002). For exam ple, repartnering appears to trig-
ger a gen dered divi sion of house hold and mar ket labor, with women reduc ing their 
time in paid work and increas ing their time in unpaid house hold labor (Bianchi et al. 
2000; Sullivan et al. 2018).

Alternatively, repartnering may lead to complementarities in other income sources. 
Women’s earn ings may increase if they can work more hours or pur sue a higher 
pay ing job with a sec ond par ent fig ure in the house hold to pro vide childcare. A new 
part ner’s own net work of fam ily and friend rela tion ships also may pro vide a new 
source of infor mal trans fer income. Little empir i cal evi dence on these pro cesses is 
avail  able, and our under stand ing is lim ited.

Analysis Plan

Data and Sample

We use data from the 2001–2017 U.S. Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). The 
PSID, the world’s lon gestrun ning active house hold panel study, launched in 1968 
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with a sam ple of 4,802 fam i lies to study fam ily income change. The study has a gene
a log i cal design. Children born to or adopted by orig i nal PSID house hold ers become 
PSID respon dents them selves upon establishing their own house holds in adult hood. 
Immigrant refresh ers in 1997 and 2017 maintained the sam ple’s pop u la tion rep re sen
ta tive ness. (We exclude fam i lies in the 2017 immi grant refresher because no ret ro-
spec tive infor ma tion on fam ily income is avail  able prior to 2016.) The PSID includes 
an oversample of mostly Black fam i lies with low income (income at or below 200% 
of the fed eral pov erty level) in 1967. Interviews with a sin gle respon dent per fam
ily were conducted annu ally until 1997 and have been conducted every other year  
since then.

The PSID includes 10,764 chil dren born in 1986–2012 and observed in at least 
one sur vey wave between 2003 and 2017. Before sam ple exclu sions, 67% of chil dren 
had a cores i dent father at birth, and 33% had a non res i dent father. We exclude 783 
chil dren who were observed in only one wave, 393 chil dren with miss ing data on 
their mother’s or father’s cores i den tial sta tus, and 6,049 chil dren who did not meet 
the con di tion of liv ing with their bio log i cal mother and apart from their bio log i cal 
father in at least two waves. From this sam ple, we gen er ate a child-wave file that 
includes all  sur vey waves in which chil dren were liv ing with their bio log i cal mother 
and apart from their bio log i cal father (N = 14,396 childwaves). We lose addi tional 
cases owing to item-spe cific missingness on key var i ables,1 resulting in a final sam-
ple of 12,369 childwaves from 3,148 chil dren. Of these, 8,493 childwaves are from 
the 2,048 chil dren in our sam ple with out a cores i dent father at birth, and 3,876 child
waves are from the 1,100 chil dren who expe ri enced paren tal sep a ra tion. Each child 
con trib uted two to eight records, given the bien nial inter view sched ule.

Measures

Our research ques tions require repeated mea sure ment of fam ily income disaggregated 
into var i ous sources with reg u lar peri od ic ity in a sam ple with robust lon gi tu di nal 
response rates. The PSID is well suited to these require ments. During the PSID inter
view, the respon dent (usu ally a house holder) reports on all  income sources in the 
prior cal en dar year. Income com po nent data are reported with rel a tively low item 
non re sponse rel a tive to other national sur veys, and PSID staff impute this infor ma
tion as needed (Duffy 2011). High wave-to-wave response rates (89% to 95% in 
sur vey years for the ana lytic sam ple) enable lon gi tu di nal ana ly ses over a long time 
hori zon rel a tive to con tem po ra ne ous national stud ies of fam ily income (Panel Study 
of Income Dynamics 2019).

We include six types of annual income: mother’s earned income, such as sal ary, 
wages, and tips; spouse’s/part ner’s earned income; any child sup port; meanstested 
cash and nearcash trans fers to the mother or her spouse/part ner, includ ing TANF, SSI 
(includ ing amounts the mother or part ner received for them selves and amounts they 
received on behalf of another recip i ent), SNAP, and EITC; finan cial help from friends 
or fam ily; and income from other house hold mem bers. The last cat e gory includes 

1 See sec tion A1 of the online appen dix for more infor ma tion on sam ple restric tions.
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income from oth ers in the fam ily unit, such as chil dren who have not yet moved out, 
as well as total income in other fam ily units that share the same house hold as a child 
and the child’s mother. We con vert income from each year to 2000 dol lars and top
code at the 99th per cen tile. With the excep tion of the EITC, this mea sure of fam ily 
income is pre tax and excludes unearned income sources (e.g., invest ment income), 
which are infre quent in our sam ple.

Survey respon dents report all  income sources except EITC for the cal en dar year 
before the inter view year. The EITC refund amount is esti mated on the basis of 
past-year earned income for the tax fil ing unit in the fam ily house hold using TAX
SIM (ver sion 32), a pub licly avail  able pro gram to cal cu late fed eral and state tax 
lia bil ity from indi vid uallevel data (https:  /  /users  .nber  .org  /∼taxsim  /taxsim32  /). We 
use the esti ma tion meth od ol ogy that Kimberlin et al. (2015) devel oped for use with 
the PSID. We include EITC refunds as trans fer income rather than as a com po nent 
of moth ers’ earn ings because tax fil ing units in the house hold may include other 
income earn ers.

We gen er ate a dummy var i able for paren tal union sta tus at birth, dif fer en ti
at ing chil dren whose par ents were not mar ried or cohabiting in the year of their 
birth from those whose par ents were mar ried or cohabiting but later sep a rated. 
Among the lat ter group, a sec ond indi ca tor fur ther dif fer en ti ates early and late 
sep a ra tions: those occur ring before child age 4 ver sus at age 4 or older (approx i-
ma tely the median age of sep a ra tion for sam ple chil dren with a res i dent father at 
birth). For the 51% of sam ple chil dren whose paren tal union sta tus at birth is not 
directly observed or from whom it can not be directly inferred through par ents’ mar
riage his to ries, we use infor ma tion pro vided in the PSID Family Composition File 
(Fomby 2020) about the first union observed after the child’s birth to assign union 
sta tus at birth. That is, if at the first obser va tion, the mother was liv ing in a cores-
i den tial roman tic rela tion ship that she entered before the child’s birth, we assume 
that the child’s par ents were together at the child’s birth. If she is in a cores i den tial 
roman tic rela tion ship that she entered after the child’s birth or if she is unpartnered, 
we assume that the child’s par ents were not together at the child’s birth. This strat
egy allows us to iden tify paren tal union sta tus for more than 99% of chil dren eli-
gi ble for our sam ple.

We cre ate a count of time spent with out a cores i dent father. For chil dren with out a 
cores i dent father at birth, this var i able is mea sured by child age assessed at the begin
ning of the cal en dar year for which the mother’s income is reported. For chil dren with 
a cores i dent father at birth, this var i able is mea sured by years between the par ents’ 
sep a ra tion and the begin ning of the cal en dar year for which the mother’s income 
is reported. In assessing years sep a rated for chil dren with mul ti ple observed father 
exits, we include only the period after the most recent exit. For most chil dren, we use 
the month and year of the father’s exit from the house hold to pre cisely mea sure the 
time since the par ents’ sep a ra tion. For those miss ing the father’s exit date, we assume 
that the father’s exit occurred at the mid point between the date of the last sur vey wave 
in which the father was observed cores i dent with the child and the date of the first 
wave in which the child is observed with out a cores i dent father.

To assess the impact of mother’s repartnering on the receipt of other types of 
income, we account for whether the mother is either mar ried or cohabiting with 
some one other than the child’s bio log i cal father and the focal child’s age at the start 
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of the mother’s repartnership.2 Our indi ca tor var i able includes three categories: not 
repartnered, the cur rent repartnership began early in the child’s life (before age 4), 
and the cur rent repartnership began later in the child’s life (at age 4 or older). We 
assess part ner ship sta tus in the wave before the year for which income is reported. 
For exam ple, in the con text of our fixed-effect mod els (described later), the mother’s 
repartnered sta tus at the 2015 inter view is used to esti mate how income in the cal en
dar year 2016 (reported at the 2017 inter view) devi ates from income aver aged over 
all  the childyears an indi vid ual child con trib utes to the anal y sis. If infor ma tion is not 
avail  able from the prior sur vey wave, we cre ate repartnership sta tus in a given year 
from reported movein and moveout dates of cur rent and for mer part ners.

Finally, we gen er ate a timevary ing indi ca tor of whether the focal child’s mother 
had addi tional chil dren fol low ing entry into the sam ple. This var i able cap tures any 
chil dren born to or adopted by the mother fol low ing the focal child’s birth or their 
bio log i cal par ents’ sep a ra tion. These chil dren are likely bio log i cally related to a new 
part ner and half-sib lings of the focal child. Table A1 in the online appen dix shows 
mean val ues for time spent with out a bio log i cal father and shares expe ri enc ing early 
and late paren tal sep a ra tions, early and late mater nal repartnerships, and new sib lings 
for our full sam ple and by mother’s union sta tus at birth.

Method

We begin with a descrip tive anal y sis of fam ily income sources strat i fied by mater-
nal union sta tus at birth. We pres ent uncon di tional aver age annual income from each 
source, income con di tional on receipt, and the share of chil dren’s fam i lies receiv ing 
each income source in each year after an unpartnered birth or union dis so lu tion. We 
then describe the cumu la tive share of chil dren in fam i lies receiv ing income from var
i ous sources—for exam ple, fam ily income only from the mother’s earn ings ver sus 
a com bi na tion of income sources. Descriptive ana ly ses are based on repeated cross 
sec tions representing the share of chil dren at each age or year since sep a ra tion in fam
i lies with a given income mix. The data are weighted to be rep re sen ta tive of fam i lies 
pres ent in the United States in 1997 (the year of the most recent immi grant refresher 
whose mem bers are included in the ana lytic sam ple), using the last observed lon gi tu
di nal indi vid uallevel weight for a child.

We next use within-child fixed-effects lin ear regres sion mod els to sum ma rize the 
mag ni tude and sta tis ti cal sig nifi  cance of changes in the amounts and pro por tions of 
total annual income from each source across child waves. We esti mate mod els pooled 
over moth ers’ union sta tus at birth with a lin ear spec i fi ca tion of time since a mother’s 
unpartnered birth or union dis so lu tion to track the dura tion of liv ing apart from a 
bio log i cal father.3 For chil dren born to partnered par ents, we inter act this dura tion 
var i able with our indi ca tor for early ver sus late paren tal sep a ra tion to account for 

2 Because of sam ple size lim i ta tions, we do not dis tin guish repartnerships formed through mar riage ver sus 
cohab i ta tion. Formal mar riage affects some forms of pub lic assis tance, and fam ily income dynam ics may 
dif fer by union type.
3 Models using dummy var i ables for time yielded fairly con sis tent, mono tonic pat terns. We pres ent the 
more par si mo ni ous lin ear terms.
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group dif fer ences in fam ily income tra jec to ries. To assess the rela tion ship between 
repartnering and income, we include our indi ca tor for repartnership, again dif fer en
ti at ing between early and late repartnerships to assess how the rela tion ship between 
child age and income inter act with mater nal repartnering. Finally, we include our 
timevary ing mea sure of whether the focal child’s mother had addi tional chil dren to 
address complexities around sup port for chil dren in the house hold who may be bio-
log i cally related to a cur rent part ner.

Fixed-effect mod els esti mate the share of income from each source aver aged over 
all  child waves and describe devi a tions from that withinchild aver age as a func tion 
of the timevary ing covariates in the model. We clus ter stan dard errors at the mother 
level to account for fam i lies with mul ti ple chil dren. Because each child serves as their 
own con trol, these mod els remove all  timeinvari ant attri butes that vary between chil
dren and that may be related to the out come. Therefore, we do not add con trols for 
sta ble char ac ter is tics, such as child race/eth nic ity or gen der.

Weighted sam ple char ac ter is tics are pro vided in the online Table A1. We pres ent 
these char ac ter is tics strat i fied by mater nal union sta tus at birth to illus trate group 
dif fer ences that may con trib ute to diver gent base line income and income tra jec to ries 
between the two groups net of the time-vary ing char ac ter is tics included in fixed-
 effects mod els. In sup ple men tary results discussed later, we esti mate ran domeffect 
mod els with the time-vary ing var i ables included in our fixed-effect mod els and time-
invari ant demo graphic char ac ter is tics shown in Table A1.

A repro duc ibil ity pack age to gen er ate the results sum ma rized below is pub licly 
avail  able at https:  /  /doi  .org  /10  .6077  /k6q3  -1667.

Results

Descriptive Patterns

Figures 1 and 2 pres ent uncon di tional means for each income source in each year in 
area graphs to visu ally sum ma rize the frac tion of fam ily income attrib ut  able to each 
source over time. As a bench mark for com par i son, the dot ted hor i zon tal line in each 
fig ure rep re sents the fed eral pov erty thresh old in 2000 for a fam ily with one adult 
and two chil dren before meanstested pub lic trans fer receipt ($13,874; U.S. Census 
Bureau 2000). Mothers’ income is the big gest sin gle source of total income, but other 
sources together con trib ute sub stan tially to fam ily income over child hood. Consis
tent with the more dis ad van taged posi tions of moth ers who are unpartnered at birth 
(Figure 1) rel a tive to those sep a rated fol low ing birth (Figure 2), income lev els are 
lower over all for chil dren born to an unpartnered mother—espe cially earn ings and 
child sup port, which together sta bi lize above the pov erty thresh old only after chil dren 
reach age 10.

Tables 1 and 2 describe these income tra jec to ries from birth to age 17. In Table 1,  
for each year fol low ing birth to an unpartnered mother, the first col umn gives the 
aver age total income. The remaining col umns pres ent aver age uncon di tional amounts 
from each income source, the share of chil dren receiv ing each source, and the aver age 
amounts con di tional on any receipt. We include other house hold mem bers’ income 
in esti ma tes of uncon di tional total fam ily income. As noted ear lier, the amount in 
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col umn F can be subtracted from the total to obtain an esti mate of fam ily income 
exclud ing these con tri bu tions. Table 2 pro vi des the same infor ma tion for the years 
after a union dis so lu tion for chil dren born to partnered par ents. Here, we col lapse the 
last three postseparation years (15–17) because of the small num ber of obser va tions 
for each year.

The first three rows in Table 1 describe fam ily income for chil dren one year after 
birth to an unpartnered mother. Average fam ily income in that year com bined across 
the six sources is $24,593. Mother’s earn ings con trib ute an uncon di tional aver age of 
$10,241 to that total, 82% of chil dren have a mother with earned income in that year, 
and moth ers’ earn ings aver age $12,424 con di tional on hav ing earn ings (col umn A). 
Columns B through F may be interpreted the same way, and the uncon di tional means 
(first row) in each cell A–F sum to aver age fam ily income.

We high light four themes. First, in all  years, 75% or more of chil dren reside in 
fam i lies in which moth ers con trib ute earned income, regard less of mater nal union 
sta tus at birth. Yet, in most years, moth ers’ uncon di tional aver age earned income rep
re sents only 40% to 60% of all  fam ily income, indi cat ing reli ance on other sources. 
Thus, a mother’s earned income is both nearly uni ver sal and nearly uni ver sally insuf
fi cient as a fam ily income source fol low ing an unpartnered birth or union sep a ra tion. 
This pat tern is con sis tent with recent work on the prev a lence and life time like li hood 
of moth ers’ sta tus as bread win ners (Glass et al. 2021) and with clas sic work describ
ing moth ers’ chal lenges in gath er ing many strands to make ends meet (Edin and Lein 
1997).

Second, the amount and con trib ut ing share of each income source changes with 
time since unpartnered birth or sep a ra tion. Some income sources become more fre
quent and con di tional means increase with years since unpartnered birth or sep a ra tion. 
Among chil dren born to unpartnered moth ers (Table 1), moth ers’ con di tional earn
ings increase by 77% between years 1 and 17 after the child’s birth. Over the same 
inter val, the share of chil dren in fam i lies receiv ing new part ner income increases 
from 15% to 28%, and the con di tional amount received increases by 40%. The share 
of chil dren with fam ily income from other house hold mem bers also rises from 17% 
to 70%, but the con di tional mean income drops by half, likely reflecting changes 
in the sources of other house hold mem bers’ income. In the ear li est years fol low
ing an unpartnered birth, moth ers may live in mul ti gen er a tional or other dou bledup 
house holds to pool income with other adults with years of labor force expe ri ence. In 
the out go ing years, ana ly ses (avail  able upon request) sug gest that house hold income 
comes largely from ado les cent or young adult chil dren who remain in the fam ily unit 
and con trib ute earn ings from parttime or entrylevel employ ment.

In all  years, 74% to 90% of chil dren’s fam i lies receive pub lic sup port. This receipt 
reflects wide spread eli gi bil ity within our sam ple of low- to mod er ate-income fam i-
lies for fed eral tax refunds through the EITC pro gram. Informal trans fers from kin 
and friends become less fre quent over time but never dimin ish com pletely. For fam
i lies con tinu ing to receive this income source, con di tional means are sim i lar across 
years, suggesting that pri vate trans fers con tinue to con trib ute nontrivially to fam ily 
income for an increas ingly selected sub set of fam i lies. The share of chil dren in fam i
lies receiv ing child sup port fluc tu ates in the ear li est years after birth to an unpartnered 
mother but then sta bi lizes at around 30%, with con di tional means of approx i ma tely 
$3,000 in most years. In sum, fam ily income sources remain com plex and var ied 
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through out child hood. Patterns of change are sim i lar for chil dren born to partnered 
par ents (Table 2).

Third, fam ily income pro files by union sta tus at child’s birth are dis tinct. Total 
fam ily income in all  years is lower in fam i lies in which a child’s father was non res
i dent at birth. In the first year, for exam ple, fam ily income is close to $25,000 for 
chil dren whose moth ers were unpartnered at birth com pared with nearly $42,000 
for chil dren whose moth ers were sep a rated or divorced from the child’s father. The 
dis par ity in fam ily income between the two groups nar rows in the out er most years, 
with a gap of roughly $11,500. Mothers who dis solve their unions are some what 
more likely to be employed and to have higher earn ings in all  years than moth ers who 
are unpartnered at the child’s birth; indeed, the con di tional aver age annual earned 
income of a mother partnered at birth in the first year after sep a ra tion exceeds the 
earned income of moth ers who were unpartnered at birth 17 years later ($28,598 vs. 
$22,018). (These esti ma tes are unad justed for age, edu ca tional attain ment, or labor 
force expe ri ence.)

Relative to chil dren whose moth ers were unpartnered at birth, those whose moth
ers were partnered also have a higher fre quency of child sup port receipt and larger 
pay ments con di tional on receipt. Over time, pre vi ously partnered moth ers more 
often have earn ings of new cohabiting or mar ried part ners com pared with moth ers 
who were unpartnered at birth, and the con di tional aver age annual earned income 
of moth ers’ new part ners is higher among chil dren whose moth ers were pre vi ously 
partnered. Children with for merly partnered moth ers also have a slightly higher fre
quency of fam ily income poten tially avail  able from other house hold mem bers, par
tic u larly in the years just after sep a ra tion. These chil dren’s fam i lies also have lower 
receipt of income from pub lic sup port and infor mal trans fers. However, among those 
who receive this income, con di tional aver ages are sim i lar to those of chil dren whose 
fathers were non res i dent at birth.

Fourth, the fre quency of receiv ing house hold income through moth ers’ repartner
ing covaries with other fam ily income com po nents. For chil dren in both groups, as 
the share of chil dren with house hold income from moth ers’ new part ners increases, 
the share receiv ing income from pub lic or infor mal trans fers declines. Mothers who 
were partnered at birth also fluc tu ate in their employ ment and their uncon di tional 
and con di tional annual earned income as the share with income from repartnerships 
increases. However, these pat terns may be unre lated and may sim ply reflect changes 
with the pas sage of time.

Figure 3 dis plays the pro por tion of chil dren whose fam ily income comes from an 
increas ingly com plex com bi na tion of sources in each year since birth (panel a) or 
paren tal sep a ra tion (panel b). Each row pres ents data by year since birth or sep a ra
tion. The val ues in the shaded hor i zon tal bars describe the share of chil dren whose 
income is derived from an increas ing mix of sources. Within each row, val ues in the 
hor i zon tal bars may be summed to describe the cumu la tive share of chil dren with 
fam ily income on a con tin uum from less var ied to more var ied sources. For sim plic
ity, these results pool income from pri vate trans fers and other house hold mem bers. 
Table A2 in the online appen dix pro vi des the esti ma tes from Figure 3 in tab u lar form, 
as well as two sets of anal o gous esti ma tes that exclude the EITC and other house-
hold mem bers’ income, respec tively. The last col umn of Table A2 shows the small 
per cent age of chil dren whose moth ers have no reported income from earn ings, child 
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63Income Sources in Families With Nonresident Fathers

sup port, or trans fers and live with other house hold mem bers who pro vide the only 
fam ily income source.

The first shaded bar in Figure 3 describes the share of chil dren receiv ing income 
only from the mother’s earn ings. In the first year after the birth of a child with a 
non res i dent father (panel a, first row), no one in our sam ple relies exclu sively on 
mother’s earn ings. Although an exclu sive reli ance on moth ers’ earn ings increases 
over the focal child’s life course, in no year do more than 7% of chil dren born to an 
unpartnered mother have her earn ings as the sole source of fam ily income.

Two per cent of chil dren in their first year (panel a, first bar in the first row) have 
fam ily income that includes child sup port only or a com bi na tion of child sup port and 
mother’s earn ings. The third bar shows that 5% of chil dren have fam ily income from 
a new part ner’s earn ings alone or in com bi na tion with child sup port and mother’s 
earn ings. Together, the first three bars describe fam ily income sources for 7% of chil-
dren. These sources rep re sent fam ily income derived entirely from the earn ings of 
one, two, or three adults connected to a child as a bio log i cal par ent, adop tive par ent, 
or step par ent (includ ing moth ers’ cohabiting part ners as step par ents and regard ing 
child sup port pay ments as con tri bu tions from fathers’ earned income). These com
bined sources fully account for total income in 7% to 21% of fam i lies in the years 
fol low ing an unpartnered birth. This fig ure is higher in the col umns of Table A2 that 
exclude other house hold mem bers’ poten tial con tri bu tions from the denom i na tor.

The remaining bars in Figure 3 absorb pro files where fam ily income is at least 
partly from sources other than par ents’ and part ners’ earn ings. Public sup port, pro
vided largely through the EITC, con trib utes to fam ily income among 45% of chil dren 
born to an unpartnered mother. Cumulatively, 52% receive all  fam ily income from a 
com bi na tion of earned income and pub lic sup port in their first year. The remaining 
chil dren (48%, last bar) have fam ily income derived at least partly from infor mal 
trans fers from noncores i dent kin and friends or from other house hold mem bers. As 
chil dren age, the over all share whose fam ily income comes only from par ent or part
ner earn ings increases and the share includ ing any amount of pub lic sup port, kin and 
friend trans fers, or other house hold mem bers’ income declines until 15 years after 
birth.

Panel b of Figure 3 dis plays results for chil dren born to partnered par ents. In the 
years after sep a ra tion, the frac tion of chil dren whose fam ily income comes exclu-
sively from bio log i cal par ents, adop tive par ents, or step par ents is slightly higher than 
that of chil dren born to unpartnered par ents. This frac tion (the sum of shares in the 
first three bars in each row) ranges from 12% to 29% across years. The gen eral pat tern 
of com plex ity in income sources is sim i lar to that for chil dren born to unpartnered 
moth ers, with a sub stan tial share of chil dren across years receiv ing fam ily income 
from sources beyond par ents’ earn ings.

The pre ced ing anal y sis pro vi des a rich descrip tive por trait of chil dren’s fam ily 
income but has two sig nifi  cant lim i ta tions. First, each per son-year describes a dif-
fer ent set of indi vid u als, cap tur ing chil dren of a given age irrespective of the sur vey 
year. Thus, the tables pro vide pooled esti ma tes of fam ily income at a given age over 
17 years and nine sur vey waves and can not be interpreted as an indi vid uallevel lon
gi tu di nal expli ca tion of early life course income dynam ics. Thus, we can not dis cern 
how time and chang ing cir cum stances con trib ute to increas ing or decreas ing reli ance 
on spe cific income sources as chil dren age. Second, chil dren observed only a few 
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years after par ents’ sep a ra tion are likely to be het ero ge neous with regard to age at 
paren tal sep a ra tion com pared with chil dren whose par ents sep a rated 15 or more years 
pre vi ously; con versely, youth who expe ri enced an early paren tal union dis so lu tion 
may be more highly selected and hold dis tinct under ly ing income pro files com pared 
to chil dren whose par ents sep a rated later.

Fixed-Effect Model Results

To esti mate indi vid uallevel effects of time and paren tal repartnering on chil dren’s 
fam ily income, we use ordi nary least-squares fixed-effect mod els esti mat ing the 
share and amount of fam ily income from each source. For chil dren born to partnered 
par ents, inter ac tion terms between years since sep a ra tion and early and late sep a ra
tion (before child age 4 vs. older) account for poten tial het ero ge ne ity in income tra
jec to ries fol low ing ear lier ver sus later union dis so lu tion. For chil dren whose moth ers 
repartner, sep a rate dummy var i ables for early and late repartnership (before child age 
4 vs. older) account for poten tial inter ac tions between repartnering, child age, and 
income.

Table 3 sum ma rizes results from mod els esti mat ing the share of fam ily income 
from each source. The depen dent var i ables range in value from 0 (no income from 
this source) to 1 (all  income from this source). Coefficients rep re sent the esti mated 
devi a tion from the withinper son aver age asso ci ated with a oneunit change in the 
inde pen dent var i able. Multiplying coef fi cients by 100 allows their val ues to be 
expressed as per cent age-point changes.

For chil dren born to an unpartnered mother, the main effect of time describes the 
asso ci a tion of child age in years with changes in each out come. For chil dren born to 
a partnered mother, the effect of time since sep a ra tion is cap tured in the main effect 
for time and its inter ac tion with the tim ing of the sep a ra tion, either early (before child 
age 4) or later. For exam ple, for chil dren born to an unpartnered mother, each addi-
tional year of child age is asso ci ated with a 0.5per cent agepoint decline (−0.005 ×   
100) in the share of fam ily income from pub lic sup port (Table 3, row 1, col umn 4). 
Child age is also asso ci ated with a 0.2per cent agepoint annual decrease in the share 
from kin and friends and a 0.8per cent agepoint increase in the share from other 
house hold mem bers. The main effect of time is non sig nifi  cant for mother’s earn ings, 
child sup port, and new part ner’s earn ings. Results are sta tis ti cally equiv a lent for chil
dren born to a partnered mother (i.e., inter ac tion terms are sta tis ti cally non sig nifi  cant) 
with one excep tion: the change in the share of income from child sup port decreases 
by an addi tional 0.2 and 0.4 per cent age points each year for chil dren who expe ri-
enced an early or late sep a ra tion, respec tively.

Maternal repartnering is con sis tently asso ci ated with changes in the share of 
income across sources. For moth ers remaining in a repartnership formed before 
child age 4, the mother’s earn ings share is 8.6 per cent age points lower in each year 
than in the years she is unpartnered, a dif fer ence that is almost entirely off set by a 
new part ner’s earn ings (8.5 per cent age points). Shares of fam ily income from child 
sup port (1.5 per cent age points), pub lic sup port (4.2 per cent age points), and kin and 
friends (1.3 per cent age points) are also lower in years in an early repartnership, but 
the share of income from other house hold mem bers is 7.1 per cent age points higher. 
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When moth ers remain in a repartnership formed at child age 4 or later, the share of 
income from the new part ner’s earn ings is 16.8 per cent age points higher than in their 
unpartnered years and 8.3 per cent age points higher than in early repartnership years 
(p < .01; con trast not shown). For years when moth ers are in early com pared with 
later repartnerships, shares of income are sta tis ti cally equiv a lent for all  other sources 
except other house hold mem bers’ income, which is higher in early repartnership 
years (p < .01; con trast not shown).

Table 4 pres ents esti mated devi a tions in income amount from the per soncen tered 
mean for total fam ily income and each com po nent. For chil dren born to an unpart
nered mother, each addi tional year of child age increases total fam ily income by 
$602 (coef fi cients rounded to the nearest dol lar). This increase is the net gain from 
increased mother’s earn ings ($303), part ner’s earn ings ($104), and other house hold 
mem bers’ income ($296), and decreased pub lic sup port ($52) and pri vate trans fers 
($29). Results are sta tis ti cally sim i lar for chil dren born to partnered moth ers regard
less of the tim ing of sep a ra tion, except that income from child sup port decreases by 
an addi tional $103 each year in fam i lies where chil dren expe ri enced sep a ra tion at 
age 4 or later rel a tive to fam i lies where chil dren had an unpartnered mother at birth.

Years in which a mother remains in an early repartnership are asso ci ated with a 
sub stan tial increase in total fam ily income ($5,173). This gain comes largely through 
the new part ner’s earn ings ($3,580) and other house hold mem bers’ income ($3,863), 
but it is par tially off set by lost child sup port ($336) and income from fam ily and 
friends ($184). Thus, early repartnership is asso ci ated with a strong net gain for total 
fam ily income but comes at the cost of some pri vate trans fer income and child sup
port. When a mother remains in a repartnership formed at or after child age 4, total 
fam ily income is even higher ($9,779) and comes entirely through the new part
ner’s earn ings ($10,089), with some loss of child sup port ($277) and pri vate trans fers 
($116). Differences in the amount of fam ily income, the part ner’s earn ings, and other 
house hold mem bers’ income by repartnership tim ing are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant (p < 
.01; con trasts not shown).

Table A3 in the online appen dix sum ma rizes the results from Tables 3 and 4 when 
EITC is excluded from pub lic sup port income. These results are gen er ally sim i lar to 
the esti ma tes based on includ ing EITC funds as trans fer income. Online Table A4 
sum ma rizes ran domeffects mod els that include the timeinvari ant covariates pre
sented in Table A1. Relationships between the var i ables of inter est remain mostly 
sim i lar in mag ni tude, direc tion, and sta tis ti cal sig nifi  cance, with one excep tion: the 
main effect of time on predicted val ues of the amount of total income and moth ers’ 
earn ings are approx i ma tely 50% smaller in mag ni tude than that observed from the 
fixed-effects mod els.

Discussion

This work extends prior research on how moth ers make ends meet (Edin and Lein 
1997; Stanczyk 2020; Tach and Eads 2015). It does so from the child’s per spec tive, 
fol low ing changes in fam ily income from the time of their birth to an unpartnered 
mother or the dis so lu tion of their par ents’ mar riage or cohab i ta tion. We pro vide a 
dynamic per spec tive on the patch work of income U.S. moth ers gather to sup port 
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their fam i lies in the con text of weak insti tu tional sup port. Our study there fore sheds 
new light on changes in the mix of income sources as chil dren age and women gain 
employ ment expe ri ence, enter new unions, expe ri ence changes in eli gi bil ity for 
social wel fare pro grams, and rely to vary ing degrees on sup port from fam ily, friends, 
and other house hold mem bers.

Up to 17 years fol low ing an unpartnered birth or union dis so lu tion, nearly all  fam
i lies con tinue to rely on a com plex com bi na tion of income sources within and out side 
of chil dren’s house holds, includ ing pub lic and pri vate trans fers. Mothers’ income is 
a crit i cal com po nent of income, com pos ing approx i ma tely half of fam ily income in 
most years. Still, less than 10% of chil dren at any given age rely on moth ers’ earn ings 
as the sole source of fam ily income. We con clude that moth ers’ earn ings are a nearly 
uni ver sal com po nent of chil dren’s fam ily earn ings but also nearly uni ver sally insuf fi-
cient to make ends meet. Further, we find that less than 30% of chil dren have fam ily 
income com posed solely of a com bi na tion of a mother’s earned income, child sup port 
from a non res i dent father, and a new part ner’s earn ings. The rest have income from 
a mix of nonparental con tri bu tions, includ ing pub lic sup port, pri vate trans fers, and 
income from other house hold mem bers.

Our approach high lights the impor tance of fam ily, friends, and house hold mem
bers to moth ers’ income strat e gies for many years fol low ing entry into an unpartnered 
par ent house hold. Although moth ers are more likely to draw on these pri vate sources in 
the years imme di ately after an unpartnered birth or union dis so lu tion, they con tinue to 
rep re sent a non triv ial por tion of fam ily income across child hood. In most years, 40% 
to 50% of unpartnered-mother fam i lies report receiv ing pri vate trans fers from fam ily 
or friends or con tri bu tions from other house hold mem bers, representing 8% to 20% of 
aver age annual income. Rather than being tied to an early life stage, pri vate trans fers 
are threaded into fam ily econ o mies over the long term. Further, a sub stan tial share 
of fam i lies receive pri vate trans fer income regard less of whether par ents were liv ing 
together at birth. This per spec tive offers new insight into pri vate trans fers, which have 
mostly been stud ied as a strat egy for mak ing ends meet (Edin and Lein 1997) in the 
years shortly fol low ing an unpartnered birth (Domínguez and Watkins 2003; Harknett 
and Knab 2007; Stack 1974). Future research should con sider how pri vate trans fers 
sus tain other eco nom i cally vul ner a ble pop u la tions over the long term.

Our approach fur ther illus trates how life course events alter the tra jec tory of 
income from var i ous sources by con sid er ing the spe cific case of mater nal repartner
ing. We do so in a fixed-effect frame work account ing for age or time from sep a ra tion 
and the mother’s timevary ing repartnership sta tus, as well as timeinvari ant attri
butes of chil dren that may be related to fam ily income dynam ics. We find that moth-
ers’ repartnering increases fam ily income over all through new part ners’ earn ings, 
which, on aver age, exceed moth ers’ when part of the house hold income mix. Repart
nering changes the rel a tive impor tance of income sources on which fam i lies rely and 
is asso ci ated with abso lute declines in some income sources. Most impor tantly, it is 
asso ci ated with declines in child sup port among chil dren born to unpartnered par ents, 
which likely reflects and shapes father–child rela tion ships. This pat tern of decline is 
con sis tent with past work linking moth ers’ new rela tion ships to declines in fathers’ 
con tact with their non res i dent bio log i cal chil dren (Tach et al. 2010). This dynamic 
frame work extends our under stand ing of how rela tion ship for ma tion affects fam i lies’ 
eco nomic sta bil ity.
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This study has some lim i ta tions. First, we focus on one recent his tor i cal period in 
a sin gle national con text where unpartnered par ent hood is more often a risk fac tor 
for child pov erty than in other countries. These results may not gen er al ize to other 
peri ods or countries. Even within the period and national con text exam ined here, our 
results may dif fer across years (e.g., dur ing the Great Recession in 2007–2009) and 
U.S. states, and our data are not rep re sen ta tive of chil dren whose fam i lies entered the 
United States dur ing the years of obser va tion. Second, because we lack a mea sure of 
inkind (non cash) con tri bu tions to house holds from non res i dent fathers, other kin and 
friends, and pub lic assis tance (e.g., hous ing and childcare subsidies), we can not fully 
account for changes in con tri bu tions, par tic u larly where pat terns of cash and inkind 
sup port dif fer over the life course (Grall 2020; Nepomnyaschy and Garfinkel 2010; 
Sariscsany et al. 2019; Waller et al. 2018). Finally, and relat edly, we face some lim i
ta tions disentangling the inter play of child sup port and pub lic assis tance with fam ily 
com po si tion over time.

U.S. chil dren expe ri ence sub stan tial income inse cu rity, par tic u larly in unpartnered- 
mother fam i lies—an expe ri ence that has been on the rise with the shift to an 
 employ mentbased safety net and increas ing precarity in lowwage work (LaBriola 
and Schneider 2020; Western et al. 2016). Recent data show that 30% of chil dren 
live with an unpartnered mother or with their mother and a new part ner, and many 
more will do so dur ing child hood (Payne 2019). Relative to other rich countries, the 
United States pro vi des lit tle insti tu tional sup port to buffer the effects of job insta bil ity 
and irreg u lar work ing hours or to pro tect work ers in the event of ill ness or care tak
ing needs (Glass et al. 2016; Gornick and Meyers 2003). In this con text, unpart
nered moth ers rely on pri vate net works and spend scarce resources to patch together 
income from a mix of sources (Edin and Lein 1997; Halpern-Meekin et al. 2015). The 
lack of insti tu tional sup port for fam i lies takes a toll on par ents (Glass et al. 2016), and 
the net works on which unpartnered moth ers rely are also frag ile, intro duc ing another 
layer of uncer tainty and strain (Harvey 2022). A recent pol icy change aimed at alle vi
at ing the impacts of the COVID-19 cri sis offered a prom is ing reprieve: the tem po rary 
child tax cred its paid out dur ing the pan demic kept eco nom i cally vul ner a ble fam i lies 
from mate rial hard ship, and extending them has the poten tial to dras ti cally reduce 
pov erty (Acs and Werner 2021; Greenstein 2021). Progress has stalled on pro pos
als to con tinue this crit i cal sup port, leav ing fam i lies with the uncer tainty and strain 
inher ent in the income patch work we doc u ment here. ■
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