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Single Mothers, Social Capital, and Work-Family Conflict

Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to examine work-family conflict among low-income,
unmarried mothers. I examine how social capital affects work-family conflict and how
both social capital and work-family conflict affect employment. I analyze the Fragile
Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a national sample of non-marital births collected in
1998 – 2000 and 1999 – 2002. Results show that social capital reduces unmarried
mothers’ reports of work-family conflict, especially for low-income women. In addition,
mothers who report high levels of work-family conflict are less likely to be employed;
this pattern holds for women who are not looking for work as well as those who are.
However, even at high levels of conflict, low-income women are more likely to be
employed. The results suggest that work-family conflict has two consequences for
unmarried women: it keeps them out of the labor force and makes it more difficult for
women who want to work to maintain employment stability.

Changing the employment patterns of low-income women was among the primary
goals of the 1996 welfare reforms. By enacting time limits and work requirements for
welfare recipients, the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) dramatically changed the policy climate for low-income
families. While the requirements in PRWORA sound straightforward (i.e., that recipients
should be employed), the real-life complexities of work and family responsibilities,
especially in lower income, single mother families, are often ignored (Lambert, 1999).
As Hays (2003) notes, relative to middle-class parents, “welfare mothers must face these
demanding dual commitments [to work and family care] with many fewer financial
assets, marketable skills, and familial resources backing them up, and under much more
powerful economic and logistical constraints” (p. 53).
The purpose of this paper is to examine work-family conflict among low-income,
unmarried mothers. Specifically, I test how women’s social capital, defined here as an
individual’s access to resources through membership in social networks (Portes, 1998),
affects work-family conflict, and how both social capital and work-family conflict affect
employment stability. The paper makes several contributions. First, the research on
work-family conflict tends to focus on professional women in dual-earner marriages
(Casey & Pitt-Catsouphes, 1994; Haas, 1999; Lambert, 1999; Marks & Leslie, 2000).
The data analyzed here, however, is from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing
Study, a national sample of births to unmarried mothers, most of whom are in lowincome households. Thus, this analysis will focus on work-family conflict among this
overlooked population. Second, this paper is unique because it focuses on social capital
as a primary determinant of work-family conflict and employment stability. Finally, this
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paper analyzes how women’s location in race, class, and family structures, as well as the
differential resources that they derive from these locations, affect their ability to
accommodate work-family conflict.

Unmarried Mothers and Social Capital
Social capital has become a central concept in the social sciences. It has been
used to explain many different kinds of social behaviors, from civic engagement to
educational outcomes to adolescent development (Coleman, 1988; Furstenberg &
Hughes, 1995; Putnam, 2000). On the individual level, social capital refers to one’s
access to resources through reciprocal social networks (Portes, 1998; Van der Gaag &
Snijders, 2003). These resources provide two distinct kinds of capital: social support and
social leverage (Briggs, 1998; Domínguez and Watkins 2003). As Domínguez and
Watkins (2003) explain, “ties that offer social support help individuals to…cope with the
demands of everyday life and other stresses…These ties…generally provide emotional
and expressive support as well as certain forms of instrumental help like rides, small
loans, or a place to stay in case of emergency (p. 113, emphasis in original). Social
leverage, on the other hand, refers to using network ties for social mobility. This paper
measures the former—social capital in the form of social support—and tests how it
affects unmarried mothers’ work-family conflict and employment stability.
Intergenerational and inter-household exchange networks have a long history in
low-income communities, especially communities of color (Stack, 1974). Yet in recent
years, the ability of these networks to provide assistance has diminished as household
resources have become more scarce and norms of reciprocity more difficult to maintain
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(Domínguez & Watkins, 2003; Hogan, Eggebeen, & Clogg, 1993; Nelson, 2000;
Roschelle, 1997; Wilson, 1987). Yet even within these financial constraints, evidence of
assistance persists. For example, Hogan, Hao, and Parish (1990) found that support
networks are more common among unmarried mothers and Black women, and that Black
single mothers especially benefit from these exchanges. Black single mothers were more
likely to live with kin and to receive free childcare and income supports. Other research
has found that financially disadvantaged women rely heavily on informal childcare
supports and living with non-nuclear kin in order to maintain employment (Scott, Hurst,
& London, 2003; Stoloff, Glanville, & Bienstock, 1999; Tienda & Glass, 1985).
Although the full extent of these networks has been debated in the recent
literature, it is clear that these forms of social capital—instrumental social supports and
shared household arrangements—are part of the pool of resources available to many
unmarried mothers to meet daily needs. These resources may also ease work-family
conflict and facilitate employment stability.

Barriers to Employment
The labor force participation of women with children has been increasing since
the 1960s (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). Most recently, in 2002, 55percent of married
women and 58percent of unmarried women with children less than 3 years old were
employed (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2004). These rates, however, vary by
race. Among married women with children under 3, Black women have the highest
employment rates (64percent), followed by white women (55percent) and women of
Hispanic origin (43percent) (U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, 2004). For unmarried
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women with children under 3, the racial patterns are exactly opposite. Black and
Hispanic women are least likely to be employed (53percent and 55percent, respectively),
while 62percent of unmarried white women are employed. That the effects of marital
status on employment varies for women in different racial/ethnic groups emphasizes how
location in race and income structures affects women’s employment experiences and
outcomes (Marks & Leslie, 2000).
These relatively high employment rates for mothers were part of the political push
for the 1996 welfare reforms; although welfare was originally designed to keep
unmarried (primarily widowed) mothers at home and out of the labor force (Abramovitz,
1996), current employment rates of mothers have made this policy goal obsolete. To
most Americans, including low-income Americans, the goals of welfare reform to “end
the dependence of needy parents on government benefits by promoting job preparation,
work, and marriage” (Office of the Federal Register, 1996) are laudable. Most lowincome women express a strong work ethic (Edin & Lein, 1997; Hays, 2003) and a deep
commitment to marriage (Edin, 2000; Gibson, Edin, & McLanahan, forthcoming). What
are lacking in these women are not work and family values, but the resources to achieve
work and family stability. In fact, most low-income women, including women receiving
welfare, are employed (Edin & Lein, 1997; Harris, 1993). Harris (1993) found that at
any given time, about one-third of AFDC recipients were working and that over the
course of receiving welfare, about half of all recipients will have been employed. She
also found that two-thirds of welfare spells ended through employment. However, a
large proportion of women who exited welfare through work ended up back on AFDC:
35 percent within two years and up to 54 percent within 6 years (Harris, 1996).
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Research on low-income women’s employment often highlights the multiple
barriers to employment and financial stability that low-income women face (Danziger et
al., 2000; Edin & Lein, 1997. Women who lack previous work experience, who do not
have a high school degree, and who have more than two children are at increased risk of
employment instability and lower incomes (Corcoran, Danziger, Kalil, & Seefeldt, 2000).
A relatively high percentage of low-income women also report health problems, both
physical and mental, and experience higher rates of domestic violence, both of which
limit employment (Corcoran et al., 2000; Danziger et al., 2000).

Unmarried Mothers and Work-Family Conflict
Research on low-income women’s employment often discusses the increased
burdens faced by these women as they juggle work and family responsibilities with very
limited resources; however, empirical investigations of this struggle are rare, especially in
the work-family conflict literature. In fact, most research on work-family conflict has
focused on white, professional women in dual-earner marriages (Haas, 1999; Lambert,
1999; Marks & Leslie, 2000; for an exception that focuses on Black professional women,
see Blair-Loy & DeHart, 2003).
What little is known about work-family conflict specifically among unmarried
mothers has been based on small, non-representative, localized samples from one city or
one employer (Burden, 1986; Burris, 1991; Casey & Pitt-Catsouphes, 1994; Kelly &
Voydanoff, 1985). For example, in a survey of about 460 workers in one city, Kelly and
Voydanoff (1985) found that single mothers reported higher job tension than dual-earner
or single-earner married couples. Similarly, Burris (1991) conducted a survey of 160
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women in another city and found that single mothers, especially those in the workingclass, had more difficulty integrating work and family. Neither of these studies, however,
focused on explaining work-family conflict specifically among unmarried mothers.
Although rarely integrated, both the research on low-income women’s
employment and the research on work-family conflict suggest hypotheses regarding how
low-income unmarried mothers experience work-family conflict. For example, the
barriers to employment discussed above, including low levels of education, limited work
experience, and poor health, may also increase women’s experiences of work-family
conflict (Haas, 1999; Marks & Leslie, 2000). In addition, occupational factors that have
been shown to increase work-family conflict, such as more work hours, low levels of
autonomy, lack of flexibility, and working non-standard shifts (Haas, 1999; Keene and
Quadagno 2004; Voydanoff, 2002), are also more likely to be found among low-income
workers (Cox & Presser, 2000; Deitch & Huffman, 2001).
Despite these increased burdens that low-income women face as they occupy the
roles of worker and mother, mothers’ well-being may be enhanced, rather than put under
strain, as they successfully enact multiple roles (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1999).
Recent research on “welfare leavers” has found that many women experience
improvements in psychological well-being when they are employed, including increased
self-esteem, feeling like a better role model for their children, and increased self-efficacy
(London, Scott, Edin, & Hunter, 2004); this occurs even when the burdens of everyday
living, such as worrying about child care and transportation, have increased. As the role
enhancement perspective predicts, this improved well-being may negate any feelings of
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work-family conflict that the women experience. In addition, strong support networks
among low-income women may also decrease their experiences of work-family conflict.

Data and Method
This paper analyzes the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study1, a nationally
representative sample of nonmarital births in U.S. cities of over 200,000. The baseline
data were collected from a sample of 4,898 families in 20 U.S. cities between February
1998 and September 2000. Follow-up interviews were conducted between 1999 and
2002, when the birth children were aged 12 to 18 months. This analysis focuses on a
subsample of women who were unmarried at the time of birth (76percent of the original
sample) and who have ever been employed since the birth (78percent of the original
sample). Because of sample restrictions, attrition, and cases lost to missing data, the final
sample size is 1676 2. Unless otherwise indicated, variables are measured at the 12 to 18
month follow-up interview.
Variables
Perceptions of Work-Family Conflict: Work-family conflict is measured with
three items from the second wave, asked of all mothers who have ever been employed
since their child’s birth. The questions refer to the mother’s current or most recent job.
The items are: “My shift and work schedule cause/caused extra stress for me and my
child;” “Where I work/worked, it is/was difficult to deal with child care problems during
working hours;” and “In my work schedule, I have/had enough flexibility to handle
family needs.” Possible responses are always, often, sometimes, or never. Items are
coded so that higher values indicate more spillover between family and work roles.
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Responses are summed and divided by 3 (the number of items in the scale) to create a
scale ranging from 1 to 4 (alpha = .60).
Social Capital: Social capital is measured with a scale of responses to four
questions that ask whether the respondent could count on someone in the next year to (1)
loan $200, (2) provide a place to live, (3) help with emergency child care, and (4) co-sign
for a $1000 loan. These are summed to a scale ranging from 0 (respondent answered no
to each of the four items) to 4 (respondent answered yes to each of the four items).
Cronbach’s alpha for the scale is .70. This scale follows Van der Gaag and Snijder’s
(2003) recommendations regarding the measurement of individual-level social capital.
They advocate measuring access to, rather than use of, social capital and differentiating
those with some access to a particular resource from those with no access to this resource.
Thus, they do not measure from how many alters the respondent could borrow $200, for
example, but whether they know anyone from whom they could get this loan. Van der
Gaag and Snijder develop a measure of social capital from over 30 different items; this
dataset includes only 4 relevant items, but they represent the various dimensions of social
capital that Van der Gaag and Snijder’s research identified, including instrumental,
expressive, and financial assistance.
Income: Mothers are grouped into two income categories: low-income (equal to
or less than $40,000 per year) and higher-income (more than $40,000 per year), and
regression models are run separately for each group. Respondents were first asked an
open-ended question to report total household income. Respondents who refused to
answer were then asked to place their household in an income category. To minimize
missing data, responses from both items were combined into one variable. A threshold of
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$40,000 was chosen because it is the upper limit of the category that is nearest to the
2002 U.S. median income of $42,409 (DeNavas-Walt, Cleveland, & Webster, 2003). To
test for income differences in work-family conflict and employment within these two
broad income groups, I also include a more precise measure of annual household income:
less than or equal to $10,000; $10,001 – 20,000; $20,001 – 30,000; $30,001 – 40,000;
$40,001 – 60,000; and greater than $60,000. Less than $10,000 serves as the reference
category for low-income women and more than $60,000 serves as the reference category
for higher-income women.
Employment Status: The analytical sample includes only women who have ever
been employed since the birth of their child. The measure of employment status for the
multinomial logistic regression differentiates women working fulltime (usually 30 or
more hours per week); parttime (usually 1 to 29 hours per week); not currently working,
but searching for a job; and not currently working, not searching for a job. This latter
group represents women who have dropped out of the labor force. For simplicity, I also
use in some models a dichotomous measure of employment, differentiating between
women who are currently employed (working fulltime or parttime) and previously
employed (including both those who are and are not searching for work).
Additional Variables: As discussed above, this sample includes only unmarried
mothers. To further differentiate women by family structure, two additional measures are
included in the models. One measures household composition3. As previous analysis of
this dataset has shown (Sigle-Rushton & McLanahan, 2002), most single mothers are not,
in fact, living alone. By lumping all unmarried mothers into one category, researchers
ignore the various ways in which more complex living arrangements can both facilitate
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and impede positive outcomes (Domínguez & Watkins, 2003; Roschelle, 1997). For
example, living with grandparents or other adults may ease mothers’ conflicts between
work and family responsibilities if they can rely on these others for assistance with family
care. On the other hand, living with other adults may actually increase women’s care
responsibilities, and thus would increase their experiences of work-family conflict. To
test this relationship, respondents are coded into six household structure categories:
living alone, living only with a romantic partner, living with a partner and other adults,
living with parents or grandparents, living with other relatives, or living with other adults.
The second family structure variable is parity, which measures whether the focal birth
was the mother’s first, second, third, or fourth birth.
In addition, several characteristics of the respondent’s work are included. Unless
otherwise indicated, the variables are in reference to the respondent’s current or most
recent job. Respondents were asked to describe the kind of work they did in their job;
these open-ended responses were coded into broad occupational categories based on the
Bureau of Labor Statistics classifications. For this analysis, respondents are divided into
five groups: (1) professional/executive/managerial, (2) sales, (3) administrative
support/clerical, (4) service occupations, and (5) other, which includes precision
production, machine operators, transportation, and handlers and laborers. Non-standard
work schedules are measured by a dichotomous measure where respondents who report
working evenings, nights, weekends, or different times each week are coded 1 and others
are coded 0. Respondents who have ever worked more than one job simultaneously in
the past 12 months are also differentiated from those who have not.
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Education is measured by a categorical variable differentiating women with less
than high school, high school degrees, vocational training or some college, and college
degrees. Previous work experience is measured by a dichotomous variable separating
women who had ever been employed at any time before the birth of their child (1) from
those who had never been employed (0). I also include dummy variables for women
who, in the 12 months prior to the birth, received income from welfare or food stamps
and from unemployment insurance, workmen’s compensation, disability, or social
security. Women who report being in poor or fair health are differentiated from those
reporting good or excellent health. Finally, I control for mother’s age at the time of birth;
race/ethnicity (non-Latino white, non-Latino Black, and Latino [of any race]); being
foreign-born; and the age of the focal child in months at the follow-up interview.

Analytical Method
The analysis proceeds in several steps. First, I discuss descriptive statistics for all
variables by income. Next, I examine mothers’ reports of work-family conflict and social
capital on each of the scale items separately, by income and current employment status.
Third, I run ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models to examine how mothers’
reports of social capital, family structure, and other variables affect their perceptions of
work-family conflict4. Finally, I run multinominal logistic regression models to test how
reports of work-family conflict and social capital affect mothers’ employment status.

11

Results
Descriptive statistics for all variables are shown in Table 1. Values for
respondents whose annual household incomes are less than or equal to $40,000 are in the
left columns, and values for respondents whose incomes are greater than $40,000 are in
the right columns. Of the total sample of 1676 respondents, 82 percent (n = 1376) are in
low-income households. These low-income mothers are more likely to live alone, to be
unemployed and searching for work, to work non-standard shifts, to have received
welfare, not to have graduated from high school, to be Black, to have more children, and
to be in poor health. They are also less likely to be in a professional or managerial
occupation. The employment status variable shows that only 10 percent of low-income
women and 5 percent of higher-income women have completely dropped out of the labor
market (not employed and not looking for work); the remainder are employed or
searching for work.
The results for the work-family conflict and social capital scales are surprising.
Mothers in both income groups report low work-family conflict (1.64 and 1.49 for low
and high income women, respectively) and high access to social capital (3.12 and 3.59,
respectively). In Table 2, I show mean values of work-family conflict and social capital
by income. It shows a negative relationship between income and work-family conflict
and a positive relationship between income and social capital. All women earning less
than $40,000 per year have significantly more work-family conflict and less social capital
than women earning more than $60,000. Women earning between $40,001 and 60,000
are equivalent to the reference category.
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Table 3 explores these scales in more detail, by examining the distributions of
responses for individual items in the scales. The top three panels show that most women
report very little conflict between their work and family roles, although, for both income
groups, those who are previously employed are more likely to report conflict in their
most recent job than are the currently employed. For example, only 10.10percent (5.05 +
5.05) of currently employed low-income women and 5.60percent (4.40 + 1.20) of
currently employed higher-income women report that their work often or always causes
extra stress for her and her child; 16.94percent (7.76 + 9.18) of previously employed lowincome women and 18.00percent (12.00 + 8.00) of previously employed higher-income
women report this stress. Similarly, 8.10percent of currently employed low-income
women, 4.40percent of currently employed higher-income women, 14.83percent of
previously employed low-income women, and 18.00percent of previously employed
higher-income women often or always find it difficult to deal with childcare problems
during work hours. The highest reports of conflict are found in the last item, which asks
if the mother’s work schedule offers enough flexibility to handle family needs.
29.55percent of currently employed low-income women and 20.80percent of currently
employed higher-income women report this stress, compared to 37.88percent of
previously employed low-income women and 40.00percent of previously employed highincome women. In sum, these bivariate results show two trends. First, regardless of
income, women reporting high levels of work-family conflict, especially those who lack
flexibility in their work schedules, are less likely to be currently employed. Second,
among the currently employed, low-income women are more likely to report work-family
conflict than are higher-income women.
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The distribution of the social capital scale items, in the last panel in Table 3,
shows that the vast majority of women report having access to social support. Over
80percent of women in both income groups and both employment statuses report being
able to count on someone to loan $200, provide a place to live, and provide emergency
childcare. Only on the last item, being able to count on someone to co-sign $1000 loan,
does the proportion dip, especially for low-income women; but even here, over 50percent
of mothers report having access to this resource. For all four kinds of support, however,
low-income women have less access than higher-income women.
To test how social capital and other variables affect mothers’ reports of workfamily conflict, I ran multivariate OLS regression models, shown in Table 4. Unmarried
mothers with more social capital report less work-family conflict. For low-income
women, social capital is the strongest predictor of work-family conflict (β = -.199; not
shown) and for higher-income women, it is the third strongest (β = -.143), after work
hours (β = .170) and poor health (β = .150). Model 2 examines each of the scale items
separately. For low-income women, counting on someone to loan $200, provide
childcare, and co-sign a $1000 loan reduces work-family conflict; for higher-income
women, none of the individual items have a significant effect.
Few other items significantly predict work-family conflict. Women in poor health
report higher levels of work-family conflict; for low-income women, this variable is the
second strongest predictor (β = .123; not shown). Work hours has a positive relationship
with work-family conflict for women in both income categories, although the effect is
significantly stronger for higher income women. In addition, working non-standard shifts
also increases low-income women’s conflict. Low-income women without a high school
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degree also have higher levels of work-family conflict, and those with a college degree
report lower conflict.
The results in Table 4 show a significant negative relationship between social
capital and work-family conflict. The next stage of the analysis (shown in Table 5) tests
how both social capital and work-family conflict affect employment stability. I run a
multinominal logistic model with four response categories: working fulltime (reference);
working parttime; not working, but looking for work; and not working and not looking
for work. For higher-income women, small cell sizes required that I combine both nonemployed categories into one.
The results in Table 5 show that social capital has no direct effect on employment.
Work-family conflict, however, does. Both low-income and higher-income women who
experience high levels of work-family conflict are more likely to be out of work. For
low-income women, this includes women both looking for work and those who have
completely dropped out of the labor market. There is no effect of work-family conflict
on parttime versus fulltime work.
The income variable shows that among low-income women, those with higher
incomes are less likely to be searching for work or working parttime. Those without
work experience are more likely to be searching for a job, as are those with less than a
high school education. Older women are more likely to be working parttime and less
likely to be searching for work, and Latinas are less likely to be looking for work than
working fulltime. The employment of higher-income women is additionally associated
with being foreign-born and in poor health, which increase the likelihood of parttime
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versus fulltime work, and higher earning White women are more likely to be working
parttime than fulltime.
Table 6 shows the multinominal logistic regression coefficients for each of the
work-family conflict and social capital scale items. For low-income women, having
difficulty dealing with childcare increases the likelihood of working parttime and looking
for work. For higher-income women, none of the individual work-family conflict items
are significant. Two social capital items, however, are; knowing someone who can
provide emergency childcare decreases the likelihood of parttime versus fulltime work
and knowing someone who can co-sign a $1000 loan increases the likelihood of not being
employed.
Finally, I test for several interaction effects on a dichotomous measure of
employment (currently employed [1] or not currently employed [0]) using logistic
regression; I separately interact race and income with each of the following: social
capital, work-family conflict, and household structure. Only one interaction effect is
significant, and this effect is modeled in Figure 1. This figure shows the predicted
probabilities of current employment by work-family conflict and income, with all other
variables in the equation at their mean or mode. At low levels of work-family conflict,
higher-income women are slightly more likely to be employed. However, as conflict
increases, higher-income women become increasingly unlikely to be employed, while the
slope for low-income women is much more modest. This shows that women in
households earning more than $40,000 per year are more likely to be employed at low
levels of work-family conflict, but are less likely to be employed as conflict increases.
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Discussion and Conclusion
The purpose of this paper was to examine how social capital affects work-family
conflict among low-income unmarried mothers, and how both social capital and workfamily conflict affect employment stability. Consistent with previous studies (Campbell
and Moen, 1992), unmarried mothers in general do not report high levels of work-family
conflict. Low-income women, however, do perceive higher levels of work-family
conflict than higher-income women. Of the three work-family conflict items, women are
most likely to report lacking flexibility at work to handle family needs. This suggests
that flexible work schedules could be especially helpful for unmarried women in
perceiving a better balance between their multiple roles. This flexibility could be formal,
i.e. workplace sponsored flextime (Glass & Estes, 1997) or informal, where women
would not fear losing their jobs for being a few minutes late. In fact, Lambert (1999)
suggests that this relatively minor and informal flexibility might be especially useful for
lower-income women, especially to arrange for childcare.
The strong negative association between social capital and work-family conflict
reinforces the idea that social supports provide important resources for unmarried
mothers as they fulfill their multiple roles. Social support in itself, however, does not
have an effect on employment status. Because the analysis focuses on only one point in
time, causal direction cannot be confirmed, nor can omitted variable biases be completely
ruled out (i.e. a third factor may be affecting both social capital and work-family
conflict). Future research should consider these possibilities. The strong association
between being in poor health and having high levels of work-family conflict should also
be explored. Not only is poor health a significant barrier to employment (Corcoran et al.,
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2000; Danziger et al., 2000; Edin & Lein, 1997), these analyses show that it also inhibits
mothers’ abilities to balance their work and care responsibilities.
The analysis also demonstrates that for low-income unmarried mothers,
experiencing work-family conflict makes employment stability difficult to maintain.
Women reporting high levels of conflict were more likely to be out of work; some were
searching for a new job and others were not. In either case, employment instability is one
of the consequences of work-family conflict for low-income unmarried mothers. In
addition, low-income women who report difficulty dealing with childcare during work
hours are more likely to be unemployed, which may explain why having many children is
a barrier to employment stability (Corcoran, Danziger, Kalil, & Seefeldt, 2000). Unlike
previous research on job-family trade-offs focusing on married women (Greenhaus &
Parasuraman, 1999; Haas, 1999), unmarried mothers do not appear to choose parttime
work over fulltime work to minimize work and family demands, except among lowincome women who report childcare problems. This is consistent with Folk & Beller
(1993), whose analysis of the National Survey of Families and Households found that
very few African American women and single women worked parttime in order to
accommodate family needs. In addition, the interaction effect between work-family
conflict and income suggests that higher-income unmarried mothers are more likely to
accommodate high-levels of conflict by no longer working; low-income mothers do not
have this option.
Several limitations of this study should also be noted. First, the social capital and
the work-family conflict scales used here are relatively limited. Ideally, these scales
would be made up of far more items than the four (social capital) and three (work-family
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conflict) available in this dataset. The small number of items reduces the variability of
the scales, and so primarily differentiates women with no social capital from those with
some, and women with high levels of conflict from those without. Second, the crosssectional data used in this analysis does not allow for causal inference. Finally, more
sophisticated measures of labor market attachment would also allow for more detailed
analysis of how work-family conflict affects employment for unmarried mothers.
Despite these limitations, this analysis provides important insight into how lowincome women experience work-family conflict and how this conflict affects
employment. Since 1996, welfare rolls have declined by well over 50 percent and most
of these former recipients are now employed. In order to encourage employment stability
and financial self-sufficiency, work-family conflict must be minimized. In particular,
women need access to support resources in order to meet the demands of their work and
family roles. These resources should include workplace supports (Casey & PittCatsouphes, 1994; Deitch & Huffman, 2001); studies of welfare recipients have found
that workplace supports, such as paid sick leave, health insurance, child care subsidies,
and supportive co-workers, decrease welfare reliance (Parker, 1994). Right now, lowincome women are least likely to have access to these sorts of work benefits, yet these
benefits are especially helpful as they work to achieve economic self-sufficiency.
Especially for the most disadvantaged women, including those with limited work
experience and poor health, social and workplace supports will be necessary to their
achieving employment stability.
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Notes
1. The Fragile Families Study was funded by a grant from NICHD
(#R01HD36916) and a consortium of private foundations. A full list of funders can be
found at http://crcw.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies/funders.asp.
2. I employ listwise deletion of cases with missing data on any of the dependent
or independent variables. To explore the effects of dropping these cases, I ran models
that imputed means for missing data on continuous variables and dummy coded missing
data for categorical variables. None of these were significant in the regression models,
and substantive results were similar to the results using listwise deletion. Because
Allison (2002) advises against the use of imputation and dummy coding, I use listwise
deletion.
3. Preliminary analysis was also run using mother’s relationship with the father as
an independent variable. Those models had poorer model fit than the models here, so the
variable was excluded from analysis.
4. Models using ordinal logistic regression rather than OLS regression were also
run. The results are similar to those reported here.
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