Single Mother Poverty in the United States in 2010
Over one quarter of U.S. children under age 18 reside with only one of their parents,1 and as
many as half of U.S. children may reside in a single parent family at some point in their childhood.2 The
vast majority - over 85% - of single parents are single mothers.
Poverty is widespread and severe in single mother families. According to the recently released
Census Bureau data on poverty in 2010, people in single mother families had a poverty rate of 42.2% and
an extreme poverty rate of 21.6%.3 Poverty means an income less than the official poverty standard,
$14,570 for a family of two in 2010.4 Extreme poverty means an income less than half the poverty
standard.
Poverty rates are much higher for single mother families than for other households. The 42.2%
poverty rate for people in single mother families was almost three times the 15.1% rate for the population
as a whole, and was more than four times the 10.1% rate for people in married couple families. The
42.2% single mother rate was also much higher than the 25.6% poverty rate for people in single father
families.
Over half of family poverty is single mother poverty. In 2010, there were 14.2 million poor
people in single mother families, 11.2 million in married couple families, and 2.3 million in single father
families.
Over half (52%) of poor single mothers were employed in 2010 and 14% were employed fulltime all year. A majority of those who were jobless the entire year had at least one child below age 6.
Two thirds (66.8%) of poor single mother families received Food Stamps in 2010 but only one
quarter (27.1%) received cash welfare assistance.
Material hardship is quite common for single mother families. In 2009, the most recent year for
which these data are available, 37% of single mother families were counted as “food insecure” under
national federal standards, meaning that their “access to adequate food [was] limited by lack of money.”5
In 2010, single mother families accounted for over 75% of the 171,000 families officially counted as
homeless.6
Single mother poverty rates are much higher in the U.S. than in other high income countries. In
the mid-2000s, the poverty rate for single mothers in the U.S. was the highest among 16 high income
countries, and almost twice the average rate in the other 15 high income countries.7
A low minimum wage, scarce employment, occupational segregation into low-wage “women’s
work,” unaffordable child care, child support delinquency, the absence of a family allowance program,
and a weak unemployment insurance system all contribute to the exceptionally high U.S. single mother
poverty rate. Another important factor is our restrictive and stingy welfare program.8 Since the 1996
enactment of federal “welfare reform” legislation, welfare program enrollment has plummeted among

poor families.9 Likewise, welfare benefit amounts are far below the average in other high income
countries, and in virtually every state have fallen to less than 50% of the poverty standard.10
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