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Article abstract
One of two American children will spend part of childhood in a family headed
by a single mother. In the absence of government assistance, most mother-only
families would be poor and economically insecure. Poverty and insecurity, in
turn, are known to be harmful to children's future well-being. Government can
reduce economic insecurity, but doing so will increase dependence on
government. It also will increase the prevalence of mother-only families by
lowering the costs of family dissolution. This creates a major dilemma for
policy makers: whether to give priority to reducing economic insecurity or
whether to give priority to reducing dependence and prevalence. In this paper
we address key questions relevant to the dilemma: the extent of insecurity,
dependence, and prevalence; the role of government in producing and
maintaining all three; and the experience of single mothers and their children
in the United States as compared to those in other advanced industrial nations.
We next examine recent American trends in income transfer policies and
document their achievements and shortcomings. Evidence from both
international comparisons and American experience during the past 20 years
indicates that a further reduction in welfare benefits will increase poverty and
insecurity. Furthermore, the beneficial effects on dependence and prevalence
are not likely to be great. Resolving the current dilemma will require a much
greater investment of public funds and a redirection of funds toward all
children, not just poor children in single-parent families.
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