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Abstract

Over 40 percent of American children rely primarily on their mothers’ earnings for financial
support in cross-sectional surveys. Yet these data understate mothers’ role as their family’s
primary earner. Using longitudinal Survey of Income and Program Participation panels beginning
in 2014, we create multistate life table estimates of mothers’ duration as primary earner as well

as single-decrement life table estimates of their chance of ever being the primary earner over the
first 18 years of motherhood. Using a threshold of 60 percent of household earnings to determine
primary earning status, mothers average 4.19 years as their families’ primary earner in the 18 years
following first birth. Mothers with some college but no degree spent the most years as primary
earners, about 5.09 years on average, as did mothers with nonmarital first births, about 5.69 years.
Around 70 percent of American mothers can reasonably expect to be their household’s primary
earner at some point during their first 18 years of motherhood.

Keywords
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Mothers’ earnings have been supplementing fathers’ stagnating wages since the 1970s; now,
in a substantial number of families, mothers are the primary earners in households with
minor children. U.S. Census figures reveal that more than 40 percent of American children
are solely or primarily supported by their mothers’ earnings in any given year (Wang, Parker,
and Taylor 2013; Women’s Bureau 2016). Around 25 percent of these children live with a
single mother, whereas the remaining 15 percent reside in a two-parent household in which
their mother earns the majority of the household income. Moreover, growth in mothers’
financial provision since early 2000s has been concentrated among partnered, not single,
mothers. Only 15 percent of primary-earning women in 2000 were married, jumping to
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38 percent by 2017.1 Although still relatively unusual, the proportion of married mothers
who outearned their husbands increased from 4 percent in 1960 to 15 percent by 2011
(Wang et al. 2013). This increase in dependency on mothers’ earnings has occurred in every
demographic group, including highly educated married couples, though the probability of
mothers being the primary earner in the family diminishes with increases in household
income quintile (Glynn 2016).

These figures, however high they may appear in absolute terms, understate mothers’ lifetime
experience of being the primary economic support for their children, representing at best a
static cross-section of mothers’ and children’s situation in any one year. Observed over time,
the cumulative number of years mothers primarily rely on their own earnings to support
their children provides a more holistic picture of the degree to which children truly depend
on their mothers’ earnings. Point-in-time estimates fail to adequately capture mothers who
experience long spells in which their families depend on their earnings. Data from the

late 1990s showed that when wives’ earnings surpassed their husbands, the arrangement
persisted over the three-year study period in 60 percent of couples and was transitory for

the remaining 40 percent (Winkler, McBride, and Andrews 2005). Given the growth in

the proportion and change in composition of children who reside with primary-earning
mothers (more partnered but fewer married mothers), the average duration of reliance on
mothers’ earnings may have lengthened since then. We use recent data to determine the
average number of years that American mothers spend as primary earners for their families
irrespective of marital status, combining spells as a partnered and single parent among those
who change their status over time.

Mothers’ lifetime chance of ever being a primary earner is also assuredly higher than

the currently available cross-sectional estimates. Rising economic precarity among wage-
earning male partners means a sizable number of families are likely to rely on mothers’
earnings at some time, even if they do not consistently rely on her earnings after the first
child is born. Disruptions to family life stemming from the retreat of fathers who reliably
pay for their children mean an increasing number of mothers find themselves providing for
their children on their own at some point in time. Although cross-sectional analyses provide
important insight into the prevalence of mothers who are primary earners at a particular
moment, determining the proportion of mothers who everexperience primary earning may
better reflect how common the role of financial provider has become in mothers’ lives.

Some conditions pull mothers into primary-earning status, such as high earning potential,
while other situations push mothers into primary earning, such as relationship dissolution
and partner difficulties in maintaining employment (which often co-occur). The less
desirable pushes into financial provision tend to be concentrated among mothers with less
education usually partnered to fathers with less education (Gonalons-Pons and Schwartz
2017). The social consequences of mothers’ position as the primary earner for their children
are highly intertwined with their ability to take on those economic responsibilities—for
those with high earning potential, reliance on mothers’ earnings may not disadvantage
children. But those mothers with lower levels of human capital pushed into primary earning

LAuthor calculations based on the 1990-2000 Decennial Census and 2010-2017 American Community Surveys.
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may find it especially challenging to support their children in the types of jobs available

to them, resulting in their children’s cumulative disadvantage. We document differences in
mothers’ duration of primary earning and propensity to become primary earners by their
educational attainment. We isolate differences by mothers’ educational attainment to directly
assess the risk that mothers with low levels of occupational preparation will nevertheless
need to support their children financially. This allows us to assess whether the mothers most
likely to be primary earners are also those most likely to be able to financially provide for
their children if called upon to do so.

Lack of awareness of children’s dependence on mothers’ financial contributions may lead
families to underestimate the financial strain they may face if mothers curtail their labor
force participation to accommodate childbearing and child care. In the context of the
COVID-19 pandemic, early reports show devastating job losses and voluntary departures
from the labor force among women with minor children (Catalyst 2020; Collins et al.
2020; Thomas et al. 2020). Numerous writers have worried that the economic shutdown
and closure of child care and schools will have a lasting impact on mothers’ labor force
participation and earnings (Dickson 2020; Grose 2020; Risman 2020). If more families
rely on mothers’ earnings than cross-sectional estimates suggest, these predictions may be
understating the eventual losses for children and families more broadly.

In this paper, we provide a more complete picture of the magnitude of mothers’ financial
responsibility for their children. Using the 2014-17 panel of the Survey of Income and
Program Participation (SIPP), we calculate estimates of the average duration American
mothers spend as primary earner following the birth of their first child using multistate life
tables, subdivided into durations as a single parent and partnered parent, respectively. We
also calculate mothers’ cumulative probability of ever holding primary-earner status for at
least one full year from the time their first child is born until the child is 18 years old using
single-decrement life tables. We supplement this with separate estimates of the cumulative
probability of ever holding primary-earner status for those with marital versus nonmarital
first births, recognizing that nonmarital first births have a higher likelihood of resulting in
single motherhood and children’s financial dependency on their mother’s earnings.

Our analyses estimate the distribution of mothers’ primary-earning responsibilities in total
and across levels of mothers’ educational attainment, to provide insight into the question

of whether primary earning is most common among mothers with higher levels of human
capital. The next section of the paper provides a brief synopsis of the mechanisms that have
led to growth in the proportion of primary-earning mothers. We then discuss the empirical
challenges in estimating primary earner status and present our findings.

Background

Mechanisms of Change

In both public policy and personal decision-making, the hiring and pay penalties
experienced by mothers (Budig and England 2001; Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007) are
viewed as a less urgent problem because most mothers and their children receive their
primary financial support from fathers and/or government. Yet, to a large extent, this is no
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longer true. Evidence suggests that fathers, employers, and government are all retreating
from paying the escalating fiscal costs of raising children to productive adulthood.

Fathers are less reliable financial providers for two interrelated reasons: family disruption
and rising economic precarity among young men. The growth of nonmarital childbearing
and short-term cohabitation have made fathers’ household absence a normative experience
for many American children (Livingston 2018). Men are far less likely to spend a significant
proportion of their adult life living with dependent children now than in the past (Eggebeen
2002; King 1999).

But the problem extends beyond fathers to their employers. Even when fathers do reside
with their children, many are subject to low wages, uncertain hours, and job insecurity,
especially those without advanced education and training (Kalleberg 2018). The post-World
War 1l compact between labor and management that produced a “family wage” for adult
married men has eroded, as global economic competition increased (Lin and Neely 2020).
Just-in-time scheduling practices made finding and keeping full-time hours more of a
challenge than in the past, while mergers and acquisitions resulted in less job security

even for those in white-collar occupations (Kalleberg 2018; Lambert, Henly, and Kim 2019).
These circumstances create unexpected shorter-term instances in which families are reliant
on mothers’ earnings (Winkler et al. 2005).

Finally, government policy has clearly intervened on the side of mothers’ financial
responsibility for children, by incentivizing paid work for low-income mothers through

the earned-income tax credit and the gutting of cash benefits to poor single mothers. The
Personal Responsibility and Welfare Reform Act of 1996 signaled an ideological shift in
policy away from the idea that a mother’s right to government support comes from her work
caring for her children to the idea that a mother’s right to support comes from her efforts

to support her children financially through employment. As a result, many more mothers

of young children are employed, and cash payments to mothers (Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families) have fallen to their lowest levels since 1996 (Hahn et al. 2017).

All these concurrent changes have meant that many more mothers now assume primary
financial responsibility for their children while still providing most of their custodial care. In
many ways, the failure of the United States to develop a strong social safety net for families
has left mothers as the de facto shock absorbers of a postindustrial occupational structure
that produces growing instability in parents’ employment and relationships.

Conceptual and Methodological Challenges

The predominant methodological question to be addressed is how to define primary-earning
status. For unpartnered women, this is fairly straightforward, although many unpartnered
mothers in the data we use obtain substantial financial assistance from other co-resident
family members (Cohn and Passel 2018). Estimating the proportion of dual-earner
households with a primary-earning mother, however, is highly sensitive to the earnings
threshold chosen (Raley, Mattingly, and Bianchi 2006; Winkler et al. 2005). Theoretically,
primary-earning status is layered with gendered interpretations, and many see women’s
financial contributions to the total family income as supplemental to men’s earnings, even

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 September 22.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Glass et al.

Method

Data

Page 5

when their contributions are objectively substantial (Reid 2018).2 Arguably, families are
“dependent” on mothers’ earnings at relatively low thresholds, such as contributing 40
percent of families total earnings. Empirically, most studies evaluate primary-earner status
at 51 percent of the total household income, a more moderate measure of dependency
(Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan 2015; Manchester, Leslie, and Dahm 2019; Wang et al. 2013).
Yet when wives are primary earners, they often earn a lower proportion of the family’s
income than when fathers are primary earners, using this definition. Primary-earning wives
account for 69 percent of couples’ earnings on average, while primary-earning husbands
account for 82 percent, given the larger share of full-time homemakers in that group
(Cohen 2013, 2016). This suggests a higher threshold for financial dependency on mothers’
earnings.

Ultimately, we chose to err on the conservative side, setting a threshold of 60 percent of total
family earnings across an entire year for a mother to be considered the primary earner in

her family and comparing mother’s earnings to all other sources of earnings in the family,
including live-in romantic partners and other family members.

We used data from the 2014 panel of the SIPP, a longitudinal probability household survey
data set collected by the U.S. Census Bureau. We chose the 2014 SIPP because it was the
most recent panel available and had detailed household roster and income data from all
sources. Producing estimates of transitions into and out of primary-earning status requires
at least two or more waves of data, and completed waves of the 2018 SIPP panel have

not yet been released. The first wave of the 2014 SIPP panel collected data on household
characteristics in 2013. Data were collected on individuals living in sampled households and
anyone living with these individuals every year through 2016. Our sample includes women
whose oldest child was under 18 at the time of the first SIPP interview or who became
mothers over the duration of the panel. We lose very few cases to missing responses to
individual questions because the Census allocates data where it is missing, but the SIPP
does have substantial sample attrition. Of the 9,126 mothers in the data, only 65 percent are
observed for at least two consecutive years and thus included in our analysis (n = 5,961).

Table 1 presents descriptive characteristics of the full sample of mothers and our analytical
sample, respectively. About two-thirds of the analytical sample are married, about 11 percent
of mothers reside with a partner, and the remaining 23 percent of mothers do not live with

a partner. The differences between our analytic sample and the full sample are slight, but
generally the analytical sample is more advantaged than the full sample. The analytical
sample has a slightly higher percentage of married mothers, a slightly lower percentage of
mothers who are primary earners, and their household earnings are higher. Again, these
differences are likely to make our estimates of mothers’ primary earning more conservative,
as married mothers are less likely to be primary earners.

2For this reason, we avoid the use of the term breadwinner, as that is an ideological construction associated with masculine role
performance that mothers may or may not identify with, even as they provide the bulk of family income for years on end.

Socius. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 September 22.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Glass et al.

Measures

Page 6

The SIPP contains information on income from every household member in each month

of each year. We construct annual estimates of dependency by summing mothers’ earnings
in each month of the previous year and dividing by the total earnings of all household
members in each month of the previous year. We create a dichotomous indicator of primary-
earning status for every mother in every year available, indicating whether mothers’ earnings
exceeded 60 percent of the total household earnings for that year. The resulting pool of
primary-earning mothers contributed an average of 90 percent of total family earnings across
all primary earning years, ensuring that we were indeed capturing true family dependency on
mothers’ earnings.

Our key stratifying variables are mothers’ marital status at the time of the birth and mothers’
educational attainment at the time of the initial survey. We identify marital births as those
occurring to mothers who had their first birth in the same year or after the year of their

first marriage. The SIPP does not have month of first marriage/birth, so we cannot make

a clean determination of marital status at the time of the birth. Births that occur in the

year of marriage may be premaritally conceived but result in rapid transition to marriage so
are coded as marital births. To do otherwise noticeably reduces the gap in primary earning
between marital and nonmarital births, suggesting that those who marry quickly following
a premarital conception are more gender traditional on average. We classified mother’s
educational attainment into four categories: less than a high school degree, a high school
degree, some college, and bachelor’s degree receipt or higher. In the analytic sample, about
22 percent of mothers had only a high school diploma, whereas 26 percent of mothers had
obtained a college degree by the time of the initial survey. The modal category was some
college.

Analytic Strategy

To calculate mothers’ average number of years spent as primary earners, we conduct a
period multistate life table analysis using the LXPCT_2 Stata module (Weden 2005) with
estimates of mothers’ transitions into (and out of) primary-earner status by duration since
the birth of their first child as inputs. The origin state for all women is nonmother, the year
prior to her first giving birth. In the year mothers first give birth, women transition into

one of four states: (1) not living with biological children, (2) non-primary-earning mother
co-residing with children, (3) primary-earning mother living with children and living with
other adults, or (4) primary earning mother living with no other adults at least some of the
year. These transition rates are available in Appendix Table Al. This table shows that 15.4
percent of mothers transition into motherhood as a primary earner (from status 1 = not living
with biological children to state 3 = primary-earning mother). Most (72.0 percent) mothers
transition into motherhood without being primary earners. Another 12.6 percent of mothers
are not living with their first-born infant. The Census Bureau estimates that only 6.4 percent
of all infants live apart from their mothers (U.S. Census Bureau 2019). It is probable that
the proportion is higher for first-born children who have younger-than-average mothers, but
itis also likely that the SIPP household roster misses some infants (America Counts Staff
2019). Thus, we probably overestimate to a small degree the proportion of mothers living
apart from children. All in all, the most common status for mothers is living with children
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in a household in which they are not a primary earner. Nonetheless, a substantial proportion
of mothers transition into primary-earner status (see transition rates presented in Appendix
Table Al) at every duration since the year of their first birth. Note that these are period
estimates, similar to total fertility rates. They are calculated based on rates experienced

at a specific historical period, in this case, 2013 to 2016. They do not reflect the actual
experience of any cohort of mothers but are synthetic descriptions based on the experiences
of mothers at any duration of motherhood, from just transitioning in to their 18th year
between 2013 and 2016. Yet to the extent that historical change is gradual, they are not far
off the experiences of real cohorts.

To calculate the proportion of mothers that ever experience primary-earner status, we use a
standard single-decrement period life table approach (Preston, Heuveline, and Guillot 2001).
A single-decrement approach is appropriate because we are counting transitions into primary
earning for any reason. Women start the life table never having been a primary-earning
mother, and we estimate the cumulative probability of “surviving” (i.e., not transitioning into
primary-earner status) over the first 17 years of motherhood based on the following formula:

17

Ideally, our estimate would be based on a set of motherhood-duration-specific probabilities
of transitioning into primary-earner status for the first time. Because the SIPP panel lasts
only four years, we are not following actual cohorts of mothers over time and are unable

to calculate the probability of transitioning into primary-earning status for the first time
ever. Instead, we can calculate only the probability of transitioning since first observation.
Thus, in our analysis, PEyis the sum of FPE 4 (first-time primary-earning mothers) and PPE 4
(primary-earning mothers who had been primary earners prior to the first observation), and
My is the number of mothers who have never been a primary earner plus the number of
mothers who have previously but were not currently primary earners since 2013. If the risk
of becoming a primary earner were the same for mothers who had never previously been

a primary earner as for mothers who had experience as a primary earner prior to 2013,

then we could ignore the distinction. An analysis of the SIPP data showed that being the
primary earner in 2013 predicted a return to that status in 2015 among those who stopped
primary earning in 2014. Consequently, this approach likely overestimates the probability of
primary-earner status because it cannot account for mothers who were primary earners prior
to our first observation.

To determine how much of an overestimate unobserved repeat spells as a primary earner
might be, we turned to the National Longitudinal Surveys 1997 (NLSY) sample, which
contains a complete earnings history through the duration of the first years of motherhood
for a nationally representative sample of women who were 12 to 16 years old in 1996 and
ages 31 to 35 at last observation in 2015. While challenging to separate age at motherhood
from period effects using the NLSY cohort data, the data do provide some information
about the scale of overestimation in the SIPP. Because of the age of the NLSY respondents,
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we were able to calculate transitions into primary earning from the year they first became
mothers until their first child turned eight years old.

A comparison of the NLSY-based annual transition rates and the SIPP-based annual
transition rates showed remarkably similar estimates until duration 5 (see Appendix Table
A2). The average ratio of the NLSY-based transition rate to SIPP-based transition rate

for durations 5 through 7 was .62, consistent with our suspicion that the SIPP produces
overestimates by including some mothers who had previously been primary earners.
Therefore, to adjust our SIPP-based estimates for the unobserved repeat breadwinning
possibility in the SIPP, we multiplied our transition rate for durations 5 through 17 by
.62.

An alternative but more conservative approach would be to assume that the bias in the
SIPP estimate of the probability of a mother transitioning into primary-earner status for the
first time monotonically increases as her period at risk lengthens (her firstborn child gets
older) and women who have never previously been a primary earner become increasingly
“select” such that the gap between FPE yand PPE ygrows. If so, the sensible approach
would be to use the available data points of the NLSY97/SIPP ratios for durations 5
through 7 to forecast the growth in the bias in the SIPP estimate of first entrances into
primary-earner status through duration 17. Appendix Table A2 provides those data points,
which yield a 15 percent decline in the ratio of the NLSY to the SIPP at each subsequent
duration. Maintaining that proportionate decline through duration 17 yields significantly
lower estimates of primary earning than the averaging method using the same data points for
durations 5 through 7. For this reason, we report both results, using the conservative model
as a lower-bound estimate.

However, there are substantial reasons to believe that these lower-bound estimates are too
conservative. First, these estimates predict extremely low increases in first-time entrances
into primary earning for mothers of teens ages 13 to 18 (cumulatively around 2 percent).
Yet the divorce rate among mothers of teens is assuredly higher (around 11 percent of
married mothers in recent research), and other partnered mothers will increase their hours
and earnings as their children become more independent and higher education expenses
loom larger in their future (Fox et al. 2013; Waite and Lillard 1991). These facts suggest
that the rate of first-time entrances into primary earning may flatten among mothers of teens
rather than continue to decelerate at every duration of motherhood. Second, our estimates
already truncate the duration of motherhood at 18 years even though many women remain
mothers of dependent children well beyond that point. Finally, our results likely suffer from
conservative bias in the reporting of self and partner earnings (Murray-Close and Heggeness
2018) and in the proportion of marital births represented, again lowering the cumulative risk
estimate of becoming a primary earner.

In our single-decrement life table, mothers can transition into primary earning only when
living with minor children, but we keep mothers in our analytic sample throughout their first
18 years of motherhood to estimate average duration as primary earner—even when they do
not live with children. If we were to censor observations of mothers no longer living with
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children, our estimates of duration would be higher. Replication code for data access and
paper analyses are available at https://github.com/jrpepin/Breadwinner/releases/tag/socius.

Figure 1 presents the results from our multistate life table analysis. It shows that, in the 18
years following their first birth, American mothers average 4.19 years as primary earners,
divided into 2.18 years on average as a single earner and 2.01 years in a multiearner
household (usually but not always including a partner). Mothers who do not have a high
school diploma spent the least amount of time as primary earners, about 3.07 years on
average. Compared with other mothers, mothers with some college education but no diploma
(our modal category) spent the most years as primary earners, about 5.09 years on average.
Divided into years as a solo earner and years sharing financial provision with other co-
resident adults (mostly but not exclusively romantic partners), we find that educational
attainment consistently increases years spent provisioning as a single earner from 0.78 years
for those with no high school degree to 2.56 years for those with a college degree or more.
However, years spent as a primary earner with other adult earners in the household show

an inverted Ushape, with years increasing as educational attainment moves from no degree
to some college, then dropping among college graduates who are presumably most likely to
partner with high-earning men.

Perhaps not surprisingly, those mothers having a marital first birth experience both fewer
total years as primary earner for their family and more of those years as a single parent (2.26
out of 3.35 years on average as primary earner), illustrating a pattern of secondary-earner
status among college-educated moms in partnered households until divorce or separation
propels them into sole earning. Mothers having a nonmarital first birth, by contrast, average
5.69 years as primary earners, with only 1.97 of those years as a single parent and the rest
sharing earning with other family members, illustrating a pattern of low partner earnings and
household extension following relationship dissolution.

The results in Figure 1 indicate that the average mother experiences many years as a primary
earner across differences by education and marital status. Expressed as a proportion of all
years living with their first child, mothers with some college spend a third of those years on
average as primary earners, as do mothers with nonmarital first births.3 Yet the average may
be the result of a small proportion of women experiencing most of their years as primary
earners, offset by a large proportion who never provide most of the financial support to

their family. How typical is the experience of being a primary-earning mother over the life
course, and what is the average duration among those who ever transition into becoming

the primary earner? These numbers add meaningful dimension to our understanding how
many American mothers are likely to experience primary-earner status before their firstborn
reaches adulthood and how long they will likely stay in that status. Using a constant discount
rate over durations 5 to 17 to correct for spells of repeat breadwinning, our single-decrement

3Str0ng racial/ethnic differences in educational attainment and family formation behaviors result in large ethnic differences in the
duration of time mothers spend as primary earners as well, with African American mothers averaging almost seven years as primary
earners before their firstborn turns 18, while Hispanic and white mothers average 3.88 and 4.06 years, respectively (results not shown
but available from authors).
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life table findings show that 70 percent of mothers can expect to be primary earners
(defined as mothers’ share of total household earnings exceeding 60 percent over a given
year) at some point within the first 18 years of motherhood. Using the more conservative
“proportionately increasing” discount rate over durations 5 to 17, our estimate drops to 60
percent of all mothers eventually becoming primary earners before their first child turns 18,
still substantially higher than the cross-sectional data indicating 42 percent of mothers are
primary earners at any given point in time (Glynn 2016).

Figure 2 presents estimates of the proportion of mothers who will ever be primary earners
during their first 18 years of motherhood, disaggregated by mothers’ education and marital
status at birth. Using a constant discount for estimation, 62 percent of mothers who do not
have a high school diploma will support their households at some time during the first 18
years of motherhood. The proportions among mothers with greater educational attainment
are substantially higher. About 71 percent of mothers with college degrees will at some
point bring in more than 60 percent of household earnings during their first 18 years of
motherhood, and a whopping 76 percent of mothers who attend college but do not obtain
a degree will at some point hold the primary financial responsibility for their household.
This group of mothers also averaged the most years as a primary earner (see Figure 1).
Results again indicate an inverse U-shaped relationship between mothers’ levels of human
capital and their financial responsibility for their households. Using the more conservative,
proportionately increasing discount rate yields lower estimates of primary earning but still
shows substantial majorities of mothers in all educational groups (except those without high
school degrees) will eventually be primary earners.

Results broken down by marital status at first birth show a consistent pattern, as well.
Mothers with marital first births face a 65 percent probability of ever becoming the primary
earner for their family while rising to 80 percent for those mothers with nonmarital first
births, with conservative lower-bound estimates of 54 percent and 70 percent, respectively.

By combining our estimates of duration (Figure 1) with our estimates of the proportion
ever primary earning (Figure 2), we find that the 70 percent of mothers who ever transition
into breadwinning spend almost 6.2 years on average as the primary earner. Broken down
by level of educational attainment, among mothers who have ever been a primary earner,
mothers with less than a high school education average 4.95 years in that status, moving to
6.10 years for those mathers with a high school degree and 6.7 years for mothers with some
college, then dropping to 5.35 years for mothers with a college degree or higher.

Discussion

Despite the persistence of conventional gender norms around male breadwinning, families
are increasingly dependent on mothers” economic resources (Glynn 2016). Our estimates
show the duration American mothers spend as primary earners, defined as exceeding 60
percent of the total family earnings, averages about 4.19 years in the 18 years following
the birth of their first child. American mothers’ cumulative probability of ever holding
primary-earner status for at least one year was 70 percent using synthetic cohort estimates,
with a conservative lower bound of 60 percent. Mothers who had some college experience
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but no college degree had the longest duration of primary-earning status (5.09 years) and
were more likely than other mothers to ever be primary earners (76 percent). Yet, even
among women without a high school degree, the group with the least experience as primary
earners and least well situated to provide for their families, over 60 percent are likely to
spend at least a year earning the majority of their household’s resources.

We think that it is interesting and remarkable that half of mothers have been primary earners
for their households by the time their first child is age 8 in the most stringent specification.
Whether an additional 10 to 20 or even 30 percent of the mothers become primary earners
by the time that first child is 18, we cannot be completely certain with the synthetic cohort
data available. But the number is certainly large enough even in the most conservative
calculations to suggest that maternal financial provisioning for their children is becoming a
ubiquitous experience for large swaths of American families.

These findings demonstrate that mothers’ “breadwinning” is a broad phenomenon worthy
of further attention. U.S. mothers are far more likely to be a primary earner at some point
in their first 18 years of motherhood than to never find themselves in this status. Although
the data reveal important differences among mothers by education and marital status in the
length of these primary-earning spells, the results suggest that all kinds of mothers spend
a nontrivial amount of time as their family’s primary earner. These numbers, moreover,
represent truncated estimates given that (a) many children continue to live at home after
age 18 and (b) a substantial number of mothers have more than one child and are therefore
at risk for longer than the first 18 years of motherhood. Overall, the final tallies indicate
many more mothers, for longer durations, are primary family earners than is recognized by
employer practices and government policies.

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted children’s continued dependency on their mothers
as primary caregivers, and partly because of their role as primary caregivers, mothers have
experienced the greatest job loss in the current crisis (Barroso and Kochhar 2020; Petts,
Carlson, and Pepin 2020). Reports of rampant downsizing of mothers’ paid work hours

and earnings combine (a) the involuntary unemployment of some who will return as soon

as possible to full-time employment and (b) the voluntary career stops of mostly highly
educated, married mothers whose children can survive without their full-time earnings while
they provide schooling and full-time care at home (Grose 2020). Both groups may in fact
suffer losses in long-term earnings growth because of the pandemic, and time will tell

how permanent these losses are and for whom. Given that our findings show how common
children’s reliance on their mothers’ earnings has become across all levels of maternal
human capital, for many families, the long-term economic consequences of their COVID-19
related employment interruptions may be severe.

Mothers’ growing role as their family’s provider is the result of long-term societal trends
that are unlikely to quickly reverse. Nonetheless, current labor policies continue to focus

on male employment and earnings, such as those that promote and fund vocational training
for young men or aim to support blue-collar industrial employment (Sutton, Bosky, and
Muller 2016). Rhetoric during the pandemic has reinforced this preoccupation with men’s
employment, with former President Trump assuring voters, “I’m also getting your husbands
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—they want to get back to work, right? . . . We’re getting your husbands back to work,

and everybody wants it” (Bump 2020). Such a focus will inadequately serve mothers

likely to become the primary or sole earner for their families. The gender wage gap and

the “motherhood penalty” in hiring and promoting women become more immediate and
pressing problems given their broad impact on the economic security of those American
children increasingly dependent on their mothers’ earnings. If the pandemic seriously erodes
the capacity of American mothers to support their children through paid employment,

and fathers, employers, and government do not change their current patterns of support,

then American children will pay the price of mothers’ reduced economic circumstances
(Schneider, Hastings, and LaBriola 2018).

Differences in mothers’ personal circumstances (e.g., age at first birth, marital status,
education, occupation, and work history) may further explain for whom this transfer of

the financing of American childhood has been most acute. Short-term losses among mothers
in employment and earnings brought about by the pandemic may not offset the long-term
growth in family dependency on mothers’ earnings, especially as the proportion of children
in married-couple households continues to fall (Livingston 2018). Future work should
unpack in greater detail the avenues into primary-earning status, focusing on the range

of circumstances that push and pull U.S. mothers into primary-earning status. Knowing

the precipitating factors and groups with highest propensity to become principal economic
providers for their children will help scholars and policy makers decipher the implications of
mothers’ new economic responsibilities and develop employment policies accordingly.

This research was supported by grants P2CHD042849 and T32HD007081 from the Eunice Kennedy Shriver
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development and grant P30AG066614 from the National Institute on
Aging to the Population Research Center at the University of Texas at Austin.
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Table Al.

Estimates of Maternal Primary-Earning Transition Rates by Duration since First Birth.

Age pll pl2 pl3 pl4d p21 p22 p23 p24 p3l p32 p33 p34 pd4l pd2 p43 p44
0 0.13 072 0.05 010 000 000 0.00 0.00 000 000 0.00 0.0 000 000 0.00 0.00
1 038 058 0.01 002 002 092 002 004 011 015 063 011 001 058 005 0.36
2 039 043 014 004 003 088 001 009 004 016 076 0.04 010 033 0.03 054
3 065 030 0.05 0.00 004 087 003 007 001 010 0.88 0.01 000 037 0.00 0.62
4 041 056 0.04 000 003 088 002 007 001 006 090 003 003 032 000 065
5 029 052 0.08 011 003 089 003 005 000 005 091 0.03 000 053 0.00 047
6 028 037 024 011 003 088 0.02 007 001 010 086 0.02 002 047 0.01 050
7 029 057 0.00 014 003 084 003 010 000 008 089 002 002 029 010 058
8 062 024 007 007 001 09 002 007 000 021 076 003 001 041 0.03 055
9 035 048 0.05 012 001 092 0.02 005 001 012 081 0.06 004 026 0.02 0.68
10 038 054 006 002 002 0.88 003 007 006 006 085 003 003 030 007 0.60
11 0.44 043 0.05 008 001 08 001 008 000 009 087 004 001 045 0.02 052
12 0.79 0.18 0.00 0.03 003 089 0.02 006 000 007 090 0.04 002 038 0.08 0.53
13 060 0.08 000 031 001 091 0.02 006 000 009 0.8 0.02 000 028 006 0.67
14 062 033 005 000 001 08 003 007 001 009 089 001 004 030 0.03 0.64
15 071 025 0.01 003 001 091 0.02 006 000 006 0.9 0.03 002 031 010 057
16 052 032 003 012 002 0.88 0.04 006 000 008 090 0.02 002 035 001 0.63
17 083 013 0.01 003 006 08 001 008 010 006 072 012 010 030 0.04 0.56
18 0.89 008 0.03 0.00 015 077 0.01 0.07 033 007 014 046 012 026 0.01 0.61

Note: Primary earning defined at the 60 percent threshold. Column headings “px)” refer to the transition rate from status
xat the previous duration to status yat this duration (1 = not living with children; 2 = living with children, not primary
earner; 3 = primary earning mother and living with other adults; 4 = primary earning mother living with no other adults at
least some of the year).
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Table A2.

Estimates of Transition into Primary Earning for the First Time, NLSY97 and SIPP.

Unadjusted SIPP Adjusted SIPP
Yearly Yearly
Probability of Probability of
Transitioning Transitioning

Year of toPrimary Cumulative toPrimary Cumulative
Motherhood  NLSY97 Earning Survival Survival Earning Survival Survival
0 0.15 0.15 0.85 0.85 0.15 0.85 0.85
1 0.10 0.09 0.91 0.77 0.09 0.91 0.77
2 0.07 0.10 0.90 0.70 0.10 0.90 0.70
3 0.07 0.09 0.91 0.63 0.09 0.91 0.63
4 0.08 0.07 0.93 0.59 0.07 0.93 0.59
5 0.07 0.09 0.91 0.53 0.06 0.94 0.55
6 0.06 0.10 0.90 0.48 0.06 0.94 0.52
7 0.04 0.08 0.92 0.44 0.05 0.95 0.49
8 0.07 0.93 0.41 0.04 0.96 0.47
9 0.09 0.91 0.38 0.05 0.95 0.45
10 0.09 0.91 0.34 0.05 0.95 0.42
11 0.08 0.92 0.32 0.05 0.95 0.40
12 0.08 0.92 0.29 0.05 0.95 0.38
13 0.08 0.92 0.27 0.05 0.95 0.36
14 0.08 0.92 0.25 0.05 0.95 0.35
15 0.08 0.92 0.23 0.05 0.95 0.33
16 0.08 0.92 0.21 0.05 0.95 0.31
17 0.07 0.93 0.19 0.04 0.96 0.30

Note: NLSY97 = National Longitudinal Surveys 1997; SIPP = Survey of Income and Program Participation.
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Solo Partnered

Total All mothers 2.18 2.01 4.19
Less than high school | [ig 2.29 3.07
High school 1.49 2.48 3.97
Educational Status
at 1st Birth
Some college 2.53 2.56 5.09
College degree 2.56 (Za 3.8
Nonmarital birth 1.97 3.72 5.69
Marital Status
at 1st Birth
Marital birth 2.26 N 3.35
0 2 = 6
Years as a primary-earner
Primary-earning is defined as > 60% of the total-household earnings
Data: Survey of Income and Program Participation | 2014
Figure 1.

Estimated years spent as a primary earner during the first 18 years of motherhood.
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Total Educational Status Marital Status
at 1st Birth at 1st Birth
0.8
0.76
0.71
0.68
0.6 0.65
0.52
0.4
0.2
0.0
All mothers Less than High Some College Nonmarital Marital
high school  school college degree birth birth
. Reasonable . Conservative
Primary-earning is defined as > 60% of the total-household earnings
Data: Survey of Income and Program Participation | 2014
Figure 2.

Proportion of mothers who become primary earners during the first 18 years of motherhood.
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