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Single Parenthood in the United States  – A Snapshot (2014 edition) 

 

Prevalence.  Single parenthood is very common in the United States.
1
  At a given time in 2013, 28% 

of children were living with a single parent.
2
  Half or more of  today’s children will likely spend at 

least part of their childhood in a single parent family.
3
   

 

Gender.  Most single parents are single mothers.  In 2013, 77% of single parents were single 

mothers,
4
 and 85% of the children living with a single parent were living with their mother.

5
 

 

Marital Status.  The majority of single parents have been married or are married.  In 2013, 55% of 

the children in single parent families were living with a parent who was separated, divorced, or 

widowed, 45% with a never-married parent.
6
 

 

Number of Children.  Most single parents have no more than two children.  In 2013, 56% of single 

parents had one child, 30% two children.
7
 

 

Race & Ethnicity.  In 2013, 3% of single parents were Asian, 23% were Hispanic, 28% were Black, 

and 46% were non-Hispanic White.
8
 

 

Educational Attainment.  Most single parents have graduated high school, and a majority have 

attended college.  In 2013, 85% of single parents had graduated high school, 54% had attended 

college, and 18% had at least a Bachelor’s degree.
9
  

 

Employment.  At a given time in 2013, 69% of single parents were employed, compared to 85% of 

fathers in two married parent families, and 62% of mothers in two married parent families.
10

  In 2012, 

48% of single parents worked full-time all year long, and 24% were not employed at any time in the 

year.
11

  

 

Low wages are very common for U.S. single parents, and much more common for single parents  than 

for other U.S. workers.
12

  In 2009, 39% of employed single mothers were in low-wage employment, 

with low wage defined as an hourly wage less than two-thirds of the median hourly wage. 
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Average Income.  In 2012, median income for single mother families was $25,493, 31% of the 

$81,455 median income for two parent families; median income for single father families was 

$36,471, 45% of the median for two parent families.
13

    

 

Poverty.  The poverty rate for children in single parent families is triple the rate for children in two 

parent families.  In 2012, 42% of children in single parent families were poor, compared to 13% of 

children in two parent families.
14

   

 

Most poor children live with parents who are married, or who have been married, or who are 

cohabiting.  In 2012, 41% of poor children lived with two married (32%) or two unmarried (9%) 

parents, 28% with a never-married single parent, 22% with a divorced or separated single parent, and 

8% with no parent.
15

 

 

Child poverty is linked to poor health and school dropout; to negative adult outcomes including 

joblessness; and to reduced economic output estimated to be about 4% of Gross Domestic Product.
16

  

 

Hardship – Hunger, Homelessness, No Health Care Coverage, Unmet Essential Needs.  In 2013, 

33% of single parent families were “food insecure,” and 13% used a food pantry.
17

  In 2012, 11% of 

children in single parent families, and 27% of single parents, had no health care coverage.
18

  Over 70% 

of the families in homeless shelters in 2013 were single parent families.
19

   

 

In 2011, 42% of single parent households experienced at least one of nine hardships measured by the 

Census Bureau, compared to 22% for the population as a whole;  26% of single parent households 

experienced at least two of these hardships, compared to 12% for the population as a whole.
 20

  32% of 

single parent households had at least one unpaid essential need, 18% had unpaid rent or mortgage, 

11% had a phone disconnect and 5% a utility disconnect, 16% had an unmet need for a dentist and 

12% an unmet need for a doctor.
21

 

 

Social Assistance (“Welfare” or TANF) & Food Stamp (SNAP) Receipt.   In 2012, 42% of the 

children in single parent families received Food Stamps, but only 9% received TANF.
22

  Under the 

1996 federal welfare reform law creating TANF to replace AFDC, the percentage of poor families 

receiving welfare assistance has dropped from 72% to 26%, and the median state welfare benefit has 

fallen to only 27% of the poverty line.
23

 

 

Compared to Single Parent Families in Peer Countries.  The employment rate for U.S. single 

parents is above the average single parent employment rate in comparison high income countries.
 24

  

Despite the above average employment rate, the poverty rate for single parent families in the U.S. is 

far above the average poverty rate for single parent families in comparison high income countries.
25
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Less generous income support programs, and the greater prevalence of low wages in the U.S., help 

explain the exceptionally high poverty rate for single parent families in the U.S.
26

 

 

 

******************** 

 

 Legal Momentum promotes gender equity, personal and economic security for women and 

girls, an adequate safety net, and an end to poverty through targeted litigation, public policy advocacy, 

research, and education.  To subscribe to Legal Momentum’s Women & Poverty listserve, send an 

email to tcasey@legalmomentum.org with “subscribe” in the subject line. 
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