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The Reality of the Workforce: Mothers Are Working Outside the Home

It is an undeniable fact of American life today that a large majority of women with children—
married and single, with children of all ages from infants to teens—are working outside the
home. As more mothers join the paid labor force, families must look to child care to provide a
safe and nurturing environment for their children during working hours.

A Large Majority of Women with Children Work Outside the Home

 Seventy-one percent of American women with children under age 18—77 percent of women
with children ages 6 to 17, 64 percent of women with children under age 6, and 56 percent of
women with infants (under age 1)—are in the labor force.1

 As women have moved into the labor force in greater numbers, they have increasingly taken
jobs that are both full time and year round. In 2006, 76 percent of all employed women with
children under age 18—78 percent of those with children ages 6 to 17, 72 percent of those
with children under age 6, and 69 percent of those with infants—were working full time.2

Both Single and Married Mothers Have Joined the Workforce Out of Economic Necessity
and for Other Important Reasons

Single Mothers

 Seventy-six percent of single mothers with children under age 18—81 percent of those with
children ages 6 to 17 and 71 percent of those with children under age 6—are in the labor
force.3 Fifty-nine percent of single mothers with infants are in the labor force.4

 Employment rates for low-income single mothers with children under age 6 increased
substantially in the late 1990s, from 44 percent in 1996 to 59 percent in 2000, before
declining somewhat to 54 percent in 2003.5 Significant factors that contributed to this trend
were the growing economy during the 1990s, increases in the Earned Income Tax Credit,
which effectively boosted wages for low-income working parents, and the 1996 welfare
legislation, which included new work requirements for mothers receiving welfare.6

 Of those single mothers with children under age 18 who are employed, 82 percent work full
time.7 Of those single mothers with infants who are employed, 67 percent work full time.8

 Single mothers must earn a living in order to feed, clothe, house and otherwise sustain
themselves and the children who are in their care. The average amount of child support, for
custodial parents who receive it, is $4,700 annually,9 a boost to family income. But 39
percent of custodial mothers do not have a child support award, and 23 percent of custodial
mothers owed child support receive nothing.10
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 Families with children headed by single women who do not work outside their home are
more likely to live in poverty. Seventy-one percent of families headed by single women with
children under age 18 who do not work outside the home live in poverty, while just 13
percent of families headed by single women with children under age 18 who work full time
live in poverty.11 Similarly, four out of five (80 percent) families headed by single women
with children under age 6 who are not in the paid labor force live below the poverty line
while less than one out of five (19 percent) families headed by single women with children
under age 6 who work full time live in poverty.12

Married Mothers

 Sixty-eight percent of married women with children under age 18—60 percent of those with
children ages 6 to 17 and 75 percent of those with children under age 6—are in the labor
force.13 A majority of married mothers with infants—55 percent in 2006—are also in the
labor force.14

 Of those married mothers with children under age 18 who are employed, 73 percent work full
time.15 Of those married mothers with infants who are employed, 70 percent work full
time.16

 Only 30 percent of married-couple families with children under age 18—24 percent with
children ages 6 to 17 and 38 percent with children under age 6—fit the traditional model of
husband as sole breadwinner.17

 The income of a married mother can mean the difference between whether her family lives
below the poverty line or above it. Fifteen percent of married-couple families with children
under age 18 where the mother does not work live in poverty, while just 3 percent of families
where the mother works live in poverty.18 Similarly, 17 percent of married-couple families
with children under age 6 where the mother does not work live in poverty, while only 4
percent of families with children under age 6 where the mother works live in poverty.19

 Families depend on working women’s income to keep from falling behind. Median family
income grew slowly between 1974 and 2004 — 0.3 percent per year for men in their thirties
and their families. The fact that there was any growth at all was because the increase in
women’s earnings compensated for the lack of increase in men’s earnings. After adjusting
for inflation, median personal income for women in their thirties rose from about $5,700 to
$20,000 a year between 1974 and 2004, but median personal income for men in their thirties
fell from $40,000 to about $35,000 a year during this time period.20
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