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 In 1982, the number of French single parent families hovered around 10.2%, and 

jumped to an estimated 29% by 2016. Similarly, in 1982 the U.S number of single 

parent families was 12.3%, with a jump to 25% by 2016. With similar demographics 

regarding single parent families, the two similar nations hold contrasting welfare 

programs respective to their fields. To find solutions to end household inequalities within 

a society, one must first define the problems at hand and recognize possible 

resolutions. On account of cultural normalities, governmental structure, and varying 

levels of economic reform, single-parenting within France and the United States has 

evolved in notably different manners whilst stemming from modern nations with 

relatively similar beginnings. This paper will serve to explore the causes (and effects) of 

socioeconomic differences between single-parent families in France and the United 

States.  

 

Single parents have more than 

tripled as a share of American 

households since 1960. Two major 

demographic trends can be identified as 

the underlying causes for this rise in 

single parenthood over the past several 

decades: an augmentation of births out 

of wedlock and divorce rate. Today 

one-third of all births in the U.S occur 

out of wedlock. Single-parent families 

are also brought on by the death of a 

parent, but widowhood has been a relatively minor factor for the past decades.  

Yet despite a clear shift in its family structures, American society and its political 

leaders seem incapable of adaptation. The American government has historically 

striven to encourage the orthodox heterosexual two-parent family structure, leaving little 

room for the growing minorities of LGBT, unmarried, divorced, widowed families. The 
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aforementioned long-term rise in divorce and ultimately single parenting has led some 

policymakers to seek “appropriate” interventions to strengthen America's nuclear 

families. Since the mid-1990s, lawmakers have made reducing the number of 

single-parent families, particularly those formed via teenage pregnancy, a prominent 

focus of federal and state welfare legislation. Federal welfare reform laws passed in 

1996 would reward states for lowering out-of-wedlock births. In 1999 Oklahoma's 

governor Frank Keating announced a $10 million initiative to reduce his state's divorce 

rate by one-third by 2010. This proposal sought to end divorce rather than help families 

who were in need at the time. Within the following 15 years, more than $70 million in 

federal allocations towards the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) would 

be spent on the Marriage Initiative proposal. The initiative was halted in the fall of 2016 

as the state of Oklahoma saw no lowering in divorce rates. Even Kentucky senator 

Rand Paul went so far as to blame the 2015 protests in Baltimore on “the breakdown of 

the family structure, the lack of fathers, the lack of sort of a moral code in our society”. 

This misplacement of state budgeting and national values shows America’s idealism 

taking priority over day to day life.  

The exorbitantly high costs of private childcare and its frequent inadequacy of 

lower-cost alternatives, means that parents are often left with the heavy decision 

between low-quality care and the loss of needed pay to be a stay-at-home parent. 

Childcare allows parents, especially mothers, to return to work sooner,  generating an 

estimated average of $79,000 in earnings for mothers throughout their lifetime and 

reducing assistance payments by $220 per participant.  New parents in the US are 1

guaranteed their jobs for 12 weeks upon the arrival of a new child under the Family 

Medical Leave Act of 1993; however, the act leaves the recipient unpaid for 12 weeks 

with the risk of immediate replacement upon return to work. The Economics of Early 

Childhood Investment, a report by the White House in 2015 summarizes the national 

benefits to governmentally-subsidized childcare: 

 

1 "I'm The Guy You Pay Later". N.p., 2013. Web. 28 Apr. 2017. 



Jordan 3 

“If all families were able to enroll their children in preschool at the same rate as 

high-income families, enrollment would increase nationwide by about 13% and 

yield net present value of $4.8 billion to $16.1 billion per cohort from earnings 

gains alone after accounting for the cost of the program. In the long run, these 

earnings gains translate into an increase in GDP of 0.16 to 0.44%.” 

A lack of affordable, quality childcare is a significant drain on U.S. employers’ 

bottom lines. Childcare options make it possible for parents to work, and to work 

more hours, enabling parents to provide additional income for their family in the 

short term, as well as increased attachment to the labor force and higher 

earnings in the long-term.”  

 

American single parent households exist in a notably different socioeconomic 

pool than married households. Single mothers earn incomes that place them well below 

married mothers in the income ladder. According to the nonprofit bipartisan organization 

FCIK, in 2011 married mothers earned a median family income of $80,000, almost four 

times more than families led by a single mom. The presence or absence of children 

might be the single biggest factor, not the absence or presence of a male breadwinner, 

in explaining income differences between single and married mothers. For single and 

married women without children, the average difference in income in 2011 was 

$857—seemingly insignificant compared to the difference of almost $19,000 between 

single and married mothers. The differences for single and married men follow the same 

pattern in the case of no children as their female counterparts.  To continue, differences 2

in incomes between single and married dads also persisted over the course of the 2008 

recession.  Although in the United States single dads consistently earn more than single 

moms, single parents altogether earn less than married parents. More than 80% of 

mothers with spouses are employed, whereas 60% of single mothers are employed in 

full-time jobs. Similarly, single dads are less likely to be in full-time jobs (69%) than 

2 Mathur, Aparna, Peter Hansen, and Hao Fu. "The Mysterious and Alarming Rise of Single Parenthood 
in America." The Atlantic. September 03, 2013. 
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/09/the-mysterious-and-alarming-rise-of-single-parenth
ood-in-america/279203/. 
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married dads (88%). 2012 found that single parent families will lose 15.1% of their 

disposable income to federally-imposed austerity policies. This is compared to couples 

without children who lose 4.1% and couples with children who lose 9.7%(Although it 

was never called by name, modern austerity proposals to reduce the U.S. national debt 

came about in early 2011. These measures however are often accredited with creating 

the modern U.S. debt crisis). Analysis of these reforms shows the biggest source of the 

aforementioned income loss is from tax and spending changes, cuts to higher education 

training, and housing.  

 Single parents work less and consequently earn less because they are the sole 

caretakers for their children. In the United States, sufficient childcare is not provided by 

government, rendering a full-time job overly-demanding for a single parent. The United 

States stands in stark contrast to other nations when it comes to costs of childcare: 

coming in third for highest costs of childcare for parents (behind the United Kingdom 

and New Zealand) when compared with other members of the Organisation for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The U.S government underperforms 

its competitor countries when it comes to allotting government allocations to help 

families pay these uncovered costs.  The exorbitantly high costs of private childcare and 3

its frequent inadequacy of lower-cost alternatives, means that parents are often left with 

the heavy decision between low-quality care and the loss of needed pay to be a 

stay-at-home parent. Childcare allows parents, especially mothers, to return to work 

sooner,  generating an estimated average of $79,000 in earnings for mothers 

throughout their lifetime and reducing assistance payments by $220 per participant.  4

New parents in the US are guaranteed their jobs for 12 weeks upon the arrival of a new 

child under the Family Medical Leave Act of 1993; however, the act leaves the recipient 

unpaid for 12 weeks with the risk of immediate replacement upon return to work. The 

3 Martin, Katie Hamm and Carmel. "A New Vision for Child Care in the United States." Center for 
American Progress. Accessed April 28, 2017. 
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2015/09/02/119944/a-new-vision-for-chi
ld-care-in-the-united-states-3/. 
4 "I'm The Guy You Pay Later". N.p., 2013. Web. 28 Apr. 2017. 
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Economics of Early Childhood Investment, a report by the White House in 2015 

summarizes the national benefits to governmentally-subsidized childcare: 

 

“If all families were able to enroll their children in preschool at the same rate as 

high-income families, enrollment would increase nationwide by about 13% and 

yield net present value of $4.8 billion to $16.1 billion per cohort from earnings 

gains alone after accounting for the cost of the program. In the long run, these 

earnings gains translate into an increase in GDP of 0.16 to 0.44%.” 

A lack of affordable, quality childcare is a significant drain on U.S. employers’ 

bottom lines. Childcare options make it possible for parents to work, and to work 

more hours, enabling parents to provide additional income for their family in the 

short term, as well as increased attachment to the labor force and higher 

earnings in the long-term.”  

 

From a purely economic standpoint, the lack of subsidized childcare is a significant 

drain on U.S. employers’ net earnings. Childcare options make it possible for parents 

not only to work, but to work more hours. Alongside, this increased opportunity for work 

provides single parents with additional income for their family in the short term, as well 

as an increased involvement with the national labor force and consequently higher 

long-term earnings. Adjusted for inflation, U.S. businesses lose an estimated $4.4 billion 

annually due to employee absenteeism as the result of childcare insufficiency.  5

 

“Whether it's making sure that families have access to quality health care and 

child care, or making sure that our children receive the best educational 

opportunities we can give them, we must remain committed to these needs 

because our children are our future.” (Blanche Lincoln, former U.S senator) 

 

5 Shellenback, Karen. "Child Care & Parent Productivity: Making The Business Case". N.p., 2004. Web. 
28 Apr. 2017. 
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Children who receive high-quality child care have shown better outcomes in 

socioeconomic and health conditions as an adult.  6

To ensure a prosperous future, the American government must both recognize 

and respect all realities it faces. It is crucial for the government to come alongside and 

provide support for struggling single parents by addressing the wage gap and 

advocating for affordable healthcare, childcare and housing- solutions which would 

ensure the success of generations to come.  Research shows that the U.S government 

would benefit greatly from heavier investments in and implementation of high quality 

childcare/early development programs. These investments are historically consistent in 

attaining significant returns in educational, health, social and economic productivity-that 

more than pay for the cost of quality early childhood programs.  Programs for childcare, 7

healthcare, and income security should be seen as universal within the United States- 

available to all children and parents. The problems facing single parents do not stand 

alone against the problems facing married parents- many overlap. The adversities of 

single parents are intensified and often more pressing in application. Universal 

programs successfully help the single parent whilst preventing the creation of more 

single parent families. Despite a clear shift in its family structures, much of American 

society and its political leaders seem hesitant to adjust. To create a canvas for new 

welfare within a society, one must seek a history of successes and failures to better 

formulate a future. Thus, we look to France. 

In decades leading up to the 1970s, France saw a high yet consistent marriage 

rate of around 6.0 % (to be compared to the U.S’ booming 9.0%). However in 1972, 

France saw the largest number of marriages in its recorded history: “un taux de 

nuptialité” of 7.8%- a jump of almost 2.0% in the span of a few years. Yet as the 

children belonging to the Baby Boom generation came upon marrying age, much to the 

surprise of sociologists and demographers, 

the number of marriages rapidly declined in 

6 Heckman, James. "Quality Early Childhood Education: Enduring Benefits. - The Heckman Equation". 
The Heckman Equation. N.p., 2015. Web. 28 Apr. 2017. 
7 Nania, Rachel. "'Good for business': Investing in child care pays off." WTOP. February 17, 2017. 
http://wtop.com/parenting/2017/02/good-for-business-investing-in-child-care-pays-off-in-the-end/. 
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France: 395,000 marriages in 1974, 355,000 in 1978, 312,000 in 1982 and 266,000 in 

1986- ultimately resulting in a marriage rate of less than 5.0%. During the 1950s, the 

divorce rate was relatively stable and fairly low: one out of ten marriages ended in 

divorce. In the first half of the 1960s, the divorce rate increased slightly and in 1972 (the 

year which marked the fall of the France’s marriage rate), divorce rate increased 

dramatically. By the end of the 20th century, one out of three marriages would end in 

divorce.  8

To cater to the varying familial structures of the modern world, many nations 

recognize and understand the need for and benefits of generous family leave policies. 

Some European countries offer significant subsidies for new parents in need of care- 

these efforts have impacted women’s workforce participation in those respective 

countries; for instance, in the Netherlands, women’s workforce participation increased 

by 3.3 percent, and the number of hours worked by 6.6 percent upon providing 

extended maternal leave.  9

In France, childcare subsidy programs have become more simplified- shifting 

from 4 tiers to 3 whilst increasing the amount of subsidized coverage for the nation’s 

low-income families. Research conducted at the time of this welfare-expansion 

demonstrates that this reform led to a significant increase in use of paid childcare as 

well as an increase in maternal labor participation (the authors of said research suggest 

families may have exchanged informal care situations for paid programs).  10

To continue encouraging families to seek childcare outside the home, the 

complément mode de garde (CMG) is paid to a couple or parent using the services of a 

registered childminder or a childminder in the home to care for a child under age of 6. It 

is awarded either as a separate benefit or, if the parent fulfils the income conditions, on 

8  France. INSEE études. Paris: Institut national de la statistique et des études économiques. 
https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/1288597?sommaire=1288637#titre-bloc-3. 
 
9 Bettendorf, Leon J.h., Egbert L.w. Jongen, and Paul Muller. "Childcare subsidies and labour supply — 
Evidence from a large Dutch reform." Labour Economics 36 (2015): 112-23. 
doi:10.1016/j.labeco.2015.03.007. 
10 Joseph, Olivier. "The economic impact of taking short parental leave: Evaluation of a French reform." 
Labor Economics, December 2013, 63-75. 
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top of basic federal allowance. This benefit includes: up to 85% coverage of childcare 

costs, or total coverage of employer's contributions if employing a registered 

childminder (nanny/babysitter). This role of childminder is a well-paying and respected 

job, largely on account of government encouragement. By expanding childcare 

coverage to all families, the French workforce would increase in numbers and 

productivity as a direct result. Spoken best by my own host mother, Mme Amardjia, who 

spends her time during the day as a childcare worker: 

 

“I am lucky to help take care of others children and do what I can so they can 

help themselves as well as their family. I know it is a difficult world to raise 

children in, I cannot imagine raising them alone. I work with the lovely children 

several single mothers and fathers, and I know they are doing the best they can 

as parents. We are lucky to have a government which does not isolate these 

families, but rather accept them. We are lucky to have a society which does not 

isolate these families, but accept them.” 

 

Welfare in France is not without threats- these government allowances are 

jeopardized by high unemployment rates; unemployed French workers are entitled to 

generous benefits- often enticing welfare-manipulation. The OECD estimates that in 

2000, initial government benefits represented an average 70% of one’s previously 

employed income in France, compared to 60% in the United States. While benefits 

usually expire after six months in the United States, they are available for up to four and 

a half years in France. To continue, when unemployment benefits expire, unemployed 

French workers are entitled to a minimum income of one third of the nation’s minimum 

wage. These minimum-income recipients also qualify for various subsidies, most 

notably a housing subsidy that covers person’s rent/cost of housing.  11

11 OECD (1994), “The OECD Jobs Study, Evidence and Explanations,” 
vols. 1 and 2, Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development, Paris. 
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Many economists argue that France reduce the generosity of unemployment 

benefits, whilst tightening the eligibility requirements for the benefits. However, much of 

France wishes to maintain its level of social security allocations, turning away from the 

reduction of government benefits. In speaking with several Picardie adults, a general 

consensus was formed- and phrased eloquently by M Rogez (a teacher of economics), 

“the French, like many Europeans, do not wish to embrace the same laws of the U.S. 

labor force, and while that may mean that we accept a higher unemployment level than 

what it could be- at least our people are taken care of without doubt”.  Further 

expressing this public involvement is the French reaction to a subtle venture at 

allowance reform, taken on by France’s last conservative government in 1995 under 

François Mitterrand; this triggered mass demonstrations and strikes throughout all of 

France. This devotion of the French to the concept of the working man sets a society of 

safety and collaboration between different household structures. 

 The United States is a nation that founded itself on the advocation for personal 

freedom and independence. As a result, there exists no culture of public service or 

community dependence. Many services which are public and governmentally-funded in 

France are instead offered by private, high-profiting companies or not offered at all in 

the United States- specifically subsidized childcare, healthcare, and paid maternity 

leave. These 3 aforementioned traits come to define the socioeconomic welfare of 

single parent families, regardless of their nationality. In addressing these issues, 

specifically regarding their prevalence in single parent families, a nation can begin to 

close the gap between households of differing structure. A successful nation must see 

equality on all fronts- leaving no room for disparity.  

 

 “The best test of a nation's righteousness is how it treats the poorest and most 

vulnerable in its midst."  

  — Jim Wallis, Christian writer and social activist 
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