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Are single mothers finding jobs
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into the labor force following the passage
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generated more than enough jobs to employ
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Moving welfare recipients from welfare
to work was the primary goal of the
Personal Responsibility and Work Op-

portunity Reconciliation Act. Four years after the
passage of this Act, the Nation had achieved con-
siderable success in reaching that goal. Together
with a thriving economy, the Act has generated
unprecedented increases in employment among
mothers heading families (single mothers), the
group most likely to receive welfare.

Despite worries that the economy could not
absorb the more than 1 million welfare recipients
that were expected to enter the job market,1

enough jobs materialized to employ not only
those welfare mothers who began looking for
work, but also other single mothers who had been
unemployed as well. Between early 1996 and the
middle of 1998, when about 741,000 additional
never-married mothers entered the labor force,2

the economy generated enough jobs for a 40-per-
cent rise in employment for this group. The 40-
percent job growth figure dwarfed the 9-percent
increase in employment for the economy as a
whole.3

Notwithstanding these impressive national
gains, three serious concerns have emerged. First,
single mothers in large metropolitan areas may
not be faring as well as those in the rest of the
Nation. A recent study published by the Brookings
Institution found that reductions in welfare cases
were lower in counties with large central cities
than in other counties in the same State.4  As a

result, the 89 urban counties containing the larg-
est 100 cities increased their share of the Nation’s
welfare caseload from 47.5 percent to 58.1 per-
cent between 1994 and 1999. Second, the increase
in jobs for welfare recipients may be coming at
the expense of jobs for other, less skilled workers.
Third, even if low-skilled jobseekers actually find
employment, the enormous inflow of low-skilled
single mothers into the job market may be de-
pressing the wages of all low-skilled workers.5

After developing a detailed analysis and projec-
tions, Timothy J. Bartik concludes that welfare
reform’s stimulus to the low-skilled labor force
will exert substantial effects that will lower the
wages or employment opportunities of female
heads of households and female high school
dropouts. Still, he acknowledges that there is little
evidence yet of such negative effects.6

The current article builds on an earlier study
that examined the potential of 20 large metropoli-
tan areas to absorb the expected inflow of welfare
recipients over the next 5 years.7  Projections from
that analysis indicated that, while average growth
in low-skilled jobs would be sufficient to employ
the inflow of recipients and to reduce the unem-
ployment rate of low-skilled workers, four areas—
Baltimore, the District of Columbia, New York City,
and St. Louis—could very well experience rising
unemployment.

The text that follows describes what actually
took place in the labor markets of the same 20
metropolitan areas. The article examines labor
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market outcomes of single mothers and of low-skilled workers
with whom they likely compete. The rationale for focusing on
single mothers is twofold: they are the group most likely to
have been affected by changes in the welfare program, and
the monthly CPS data do not specify who among the single
mothers are welfare recipients. The following questions are
addressed:

• Did large metropolitan areas experience substantial in-
creases in the labor force participation of single mothers?

• Were large metropolitan areas able to generate sufficient
jobs to employ the rapidly rising number of single moth-
ers in the labor force?

• Was the increased labor force participation of single
mothers associated with increased joblessness among
competing low-skilled workers, including less educated
men?

• Did the rapid increase in low-skilled single mothers in the
labor market lead to a reduction or growth in their wages
or in the wages of subgroups of low-skilled workers?

• Which metropolitan areas experienced the most serious
problems absorbing the inflow of single mothers and other
low-skilled workers?

These questions are answered by comparing labor force meas-
ures prior to the passage of the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act with the same measures
3 years later. While, certainly, State waiver programs stimu-
lated substantial increases in work effort among individuals
eligible for welfare, it was the passage of national welfare pro-
visions mandating work, rigorous requirements for remaining
eligible for welfare, and time limits that drew, and has contin-
ued to draw, the most attention and most concern about the
implications for the low-skilled labor market.8

The economic context

In the 3 years after the enactment of welfare reform, the re-
markably fast growth of the economy stimulated a rapid in-
crease in the demand for labor. Real gross domestic product
jumped by 12.5 percent between the first three quarters of
1996 and the first three quarters of 1999.9  A decline in the
unemployment rate from 5.6 percent to 4.3 percent, together
with an increase in the labor force of 5.6 million people, re-
sulted in 7 million more jobholders.

Along with gains in employment came an increase in earn-
ings. Usual weekly earnings (in current dollars) among full-
time workers rose from $599 to $665 per week among adult men
and from $439 to $494 among adult women. These figures rep-
resent a rise of about 1.5 percent to 2 percent per year after
adjustments for overall price increases.10

Job and wage data

The analysis that follows uses data from the monthly Current
Population Survey (CPS) for the 12 months prior to the pas-
sage of the welfare reform act (September 1995 through Au-
gust 1996) and 3 years later (September 1998 through August
1999).11  The monthly CPS provides a wide range of informa-
tion, including employment and weekly wage statistics for the
U.S. population. Although respondents report their welfare
status only in the annual March CPS, the analysis uses monthly
samples for three reasons. First, the March sample covers only
a single month in each year and includes a smaller and less
representative sample than the 12 months of data per year
used in this study. Second, judging the labor market implica-
tions of welfare changes requires taking account of the added
employment of past and potential welfare recipients and not
simply those reported to have received welfare during the pre-
vious year. Therefore, it is best to examine trends among all
single mothers and not simply those who report their welfare
income during the previous year.  Third, because of high and
increasing levels of underreporting of respondents’ welfare
status, it is difficult to use March CPS data alone to learn
about employment and wages of welfare recipients.12

The analysis presented in this study covers single mothers
and other workers between the ages of 20 and 45.

Single mothers entering the labor force

Between the year before the passage of the Personal Respon-
sibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act and the sub-
sequent 3 years, the percentage of single mothers in the labor
force (their labor force participation rate) rose rapidly in the 20
metropolitan areas examined. For the 20 areas as a whole, the
share of single mothers working or looking for work jumped
from 67 percent to 79 percent, or by about 230,000. During the
same 3-year period, the labor force participation rate for all 20-
to 45-year-olds increased by only 1 percentage point, from 82
percent to 83 percent.

The increase in labor force activity among single mothers
varied widely, with the labor force participation rate rising be-
tween 19 percentage points and 20 percentage points in Bos-
ton and Jacksonville, compared with 0 percentage points to 2
percentage points in San Diego and San Francisco. (See table
1.) In general, a catching-up process took place: those metro-
politan areas with high initial labor force activity had slower
rates of growth than areas with low initial activity. The in-
creased labor force activity extended to less educated, as well
as more educated, single mothers. Single mothers with a high
school degree or less raised their rate of labor force participa-
tion from 59 percent to 72 percent.

This sharp growth in the labor force activity of single moth-
ers accounted for a substantial share of the growth in the total
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labor force: whereas single mothers in the 20 metropolitan ar-
eas made up only about 6 percent of the total labor force in the
1995–96 period, they accounted for 20 percent of all labor force
growth in the 3 years after the passage of the welfare reform
act. Still, as of the period between September 1998 and August
1999, only 7 percent of the labor force in these metropolitan
areas consisted of single mothers. In the absence of any in-
crease in the labor force participation of single mothers, the
growth rate of the labor force would have been about 1.31
percent per year, as opposed to the actual growth rate of 1.53
percent per year. The impact on the labor supply would have
been even larger but for the reduction in the population of
single mothers in these areas. Between the 1995–96 and 1998–
99 periods, single mothers as a proportion of all 20- to 45-year-
olds declined from 7.7 percent to 7.2 percent.

The contribution of single mothers to the change in the
labor force varied widely across metropolitan areas. In 5 of the
20 areas, the total labor force declined slightly in absolute
terms, largely as a result of the declining total population, al-
though only Baltimore experienced an absolute drop in the
number of single mothers in the labor force. (See table 1.) The
growth in the participation of single mothers in the labor force
accounted for more than 20 percent of labor force growth in
Atlanta, Boston, Phoenix, St. Louis, and San Antonio. In New
York City, an area with a large number of welfare recipients and
with a relatively high initial unemployment rate, the inflow of
single mothers into the workforce represented only 14 percent
of the growth of the total labor force.

The effects of welfare reform on single mothers might be
expected to influence the job market for less educated adult
workers more dramatically than the job market for all workers.
The reason is that the single mothers most likely to enter the
labor market because of welfare reform have lower educational
attainment than the average worker. Their most plausible adult
competitors are women and unmarried men with a high school
degree or less. While single mothers made up 13 percent of
this less educated segment of the workforce, they accounted
for 24 percent of its labor force growth.

Absorption of added workers into jobs

The growth in the number of people looking for work posed a
challenge to metropolitan area labor markets. Would jobs suit-
able for the 230,000 additional single mothers in the workforce
materialize? Or would most of the new jobseekers become un-
employed?

     As it happened, labor markets responded well: they sup-
plied the 230,000 jobs necessary to absorb the single mothers
entering the labor force, plus an additional 36,000 jobs to move
unemployed single mothers into employment. While the par-
ticipation of single mothers in the labor force grew by 14 per-
cent, the number of jobs going to single mothers increased by

an even larger 18 percent. As a result, the unemployment rate
of single mothers in these metropolitan areas fell dramatically,
from 12 percent in the 1995–96 period to 8 percent in 1998–99.
An overwhelming number of single mothers worked full time.
The average number of hours worked by single mothers was
virtually unchanged, at about 38.6 per week.

Three years after the passage of the Personal Responsibil-
ity and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, the percentage
of employed single mothers increased in each of the 20 metro-
politan areas and in all 20 metropolitan areas combined (from
59 percent to 73 percent; see table 2). Double-digit rates of job
growth for single mothers took place in 16 of 19 metropolitan
areas.13  The exceptions were Baltimore, Detroit, and Minne-
apolis, areas in which the absolute number of single mothers
declined. Thus, where job growth was modest, it resulted from
a reduced labor supply and not inadequate demand.

Even the largest metropolitan job markets—New York, Los
Angeles, Chicago, and Philadelphia—were able to respond to
the jump in labor force participation that took place after wel-
fare reform. These metropolitan areas alone added nearly
80,000 new jobs for single mothers. The case of the New York
metropolitan area is especially interesting. Before the passage
of the Act, the share of single mothers who were either in the
labor force or employed was low, and New York’s overall un-
employment rate stood at 8 percent, more than 25 percent
above the level averaged across the 20 metropolitan areas.
Further, single mothers constituted a high share of the 20- to
45-year-old population (11 percent), a proportion 36 percent
higher than the 20-metropolitan-area average. As a result,
moving a high percentage of single mothers into the workforce
would generate a relatively large impact on both the low-skilled
labor force and the total labor force. The share of single moth-
ers with jobs in the 1995–96 period was only 41 percent, the
lowest employment rate by far among the 20 areas and 18 per-
centage points below the average. Given these indicators, it
would be reasonable to expect the New York labor market to
have great difficulty stimulating large numbers of single moth-
ers to enter the workforce and absorbing them into jobs if they
did begin looking for work. But in fact, over the 3-year period
examined, the labor force participation rate of single mothers
in New York jumped by 26 percent, from 48 percent to 64 per-
cent, expanding the single-mother workforce by 10 percent.14

Furthermore, the New York economy generated enough jobs
to raise the employment rate of single mothers by 14 percent-
age points, to 55 percent, and to reduce their unemployment
rate from 15 percent to 14 percent.

The entry of recipients from the large welfare caseloads in
the Los Angeles metropolitan area, along with an above-aver-
age unemployment rate of 14 percent for single mothers in
1995–96, posed a potential problem similar to the one in New
York. However, single mothers in Los Angeles did not make up
an unusually high share of the adult population, and the abso-
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Labor force participation of single mothers, 1995–96 and 1998–99

Labor force Labor force Change in labor Percent change in
Metropolitan area  participation rate, participation rate,  force, 1995–96 to labor force, 1995–96

1995–96 1998–99 1998–99 (thousands) to 1998–99

Total ............................................... 0.67 0.79 231.9 13.7

Atlanta .................................................. .76 .88 32.4 32.2
Baltimore ............................................... .77 .84 –15.3 –22.8
Boston .................................................. .63 .82 19.2 36.8
Chicago ................................................. .69 .80 23.0 12.8
Dallas .................................................... .86 .93 25.5 24.9
Detroit ................................................... .70 .77 1.7 1.5
Houston ................................................ .80 .86 18.7 18.0
Indianapolis ........................................... .71 .86 5.3 13.9
Jacksonville .......................................... .69 .89 7.3 25.2
Los Angeles .......................................... .61 .73 14.2 7.8

Minneapolis ........................................... .73 .80 1.1 2.2
New York ............................................... .49 .64 20.5 10.4
Philadelphia ........................................... .65 .80 14.8 13.4
Phoenix ................................................. .73 .84 12.6 19.4
San Antonio .......................................... .73 .84 7.7 22.6
San Diego ............................................. .69 .69 9.6 19.5
San Francisco ....................................... .88 .90 — —
San Jose ............................................... .67 .75 2.5 8.9
St. Louis ................................................ .75 .83 16.6 24.7
Washington, DC ..................................... .77 .89 10.2 10.5

Table 1.

NOTE: Dash indicates too few cases to calculate reliable estimates. These
cells had fewer than 100 unweighted observations in at least 1 year. The labor
force participation rate is the percentage of the population that is either
employed or unemployed. The percent change in the labor force reflects

changes in the tendency of single mothers to work or look for work and
changes in the numbers of single mothers.

SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations of data from the Current Population Survey,
September 1995–August 1996 and September 1998–August 1999.

Employment of single mothers, 1995–96 and 1998–99

Employment-to- Employment-to- Percent change
Metropolitan area population ratio, population ratio, in employment,

1995–96 1998–99 1995–96 to 1998–99

        Total ................................................. 0.59 0.73 268.2 17.6

Atlanta .................................................... .70 .82 31.5 33.5
Baltimore ................................................. .68 .80 –9.0 –14.7
Boston .................................................... .58 .79 20.8 42.5
Chicago ................................................... .60 .70 21.6 13.7
Dallas ...................................................... .78 .88 28.8 30.4
Detroit ..................................................... .62 .72 6.2 6.1
Houston .................................................. .75 .80 17.6 18.3
Indianapolis ............................................. .65 .82 6.5 18.3
Jacksonville ............................................ .54 .84 10.9 43.9
Los Angeles ............................................ .52 .66 19.4 12.0

Minneapolis ............................................. .69 .74 .4 .8
New York ................................................. .41 .55 19.3 11.5
Philadelphia ............................................. .56 .72 18.1 18.7
Phoenix ................................................... .68 .81 14.1 22.9
San Antonio ............................................ .64 .76 8.0 26.3
San Diego ............................................... .60 .63 11.1 25.3
San Francisco ......................................... — .89 4.5 16.2
San Jose ................................................. .55 .69 — —
St. Louis .................................................. .65 .77 18.4 30.4
Washington, DC ....................................... .67 .83 15.5 17.8

Change in
employment,

1995–96 to 1998–99
(thousands)

NOTE: Dash indicates too few cases to calculate reliable estimates.
These cells had fewer than 100 unweighted observations in at least 1
year. The employment-to-population ratio is the proportion of the popula-
tion that is employed. The change in employment reflects both the change

in the tendency for single mothers to have jobs and the change in the
number of single mothers.

SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations of data from the  Current Population Survey,
September 1995–August 1996 and September 1998–August 1999.

Table 2.
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lute number of single mothers declined between the 1995–96
and 1998–99 periods. In this case, a decline in the absolute
number of single mothers meant that only about 13,000 addi-
tional jobs were required to absorb the new entrants. By rais-
ing the employment of single mothers by 19,400, the Los An-
geles labor market ended up lowering the unemployment rate
of single mothers from 14 percent to 10 percent.

Overall, metropolitan job markets were able to absorb the
additional labor force growth induced by changes in the wel-
fare system. In the 20 metropolitan areas examined, 77,000
single mothers entered the labor force per year, a figure within
the 48,000-to-162,000 range projected in an earlier study.15

Growth in the number of jobs held by single mothers amounted
to 89,000 per year in the 20 metropolitan areas, resulting in a
decrease in the number of unemployed single mothers by
12,000 per year.

Unemployment among other workers

Competition with single mothers could have weakened the
market position of other workers, especially less educated
ones. To examine this issue, the changes in employment and
unemployment of competing groups were compared with the
labor force inflows of single mothers. Several groups of adult
workers, all with at most a high school degree, are likely to
compete with single mothers for jobs: unmarried women who
are not mothers, married women, and unmarried men.

The unemployment rate and the employment-to-population
ratio do not indicate any decline in job availability. (See table
3.) The unemployment rate of all three groups declined be-
tween 1995–96 and 1998–99, and for two of the three groups
the percentage of those holding jobs increased. Only the share
of less educated married women who work dropped, even as
this group saw its unemployment rate fall.

It is possible that, despite falling unemployment among
competing groups, some of the jobs taken by single mothers
would have gone to other groups in the absence of welfare
reform and led to a larger decline in unemployment among
their ranks. If employers did substitute single mothers for less
educated adults, though, metropolitan areas with the highest
increases in the workforce among single mothers would have
experienced the lowest improvement in employment outcomes
of competing groups. However, the data reveal no such ten-
dency: there are no significant negative correlations between
the increased labor force participation rate of single mothers
and the employment of less educated workers.

To gain perspective on the magnitude of the employment
changes, one can calculate what would have been the increase
in the employed population if half of the new jobs going to
single mothers went instead to one of the three competing
groups. For the 20 metropolitan areas as a whole, the employed
share of the population averaged 65.4 percent in 1995–96 and

67.3 percent in 1998–99 for the three groups combined. If half
the gain in jobs held by single mothers went to either or both
of the other two groups, the overall ratio of employment to
population could have increased to 68.9 percent, raising the
employed share by about 1.6 percentage points.

Potential reductions in wages

The accumulating evidence of job growth for single mothers
and other less educated workers leaves open concerns about
wages. Are wages high enough to allow families to raise their
incomes? Are the new entrants to the labor force able to trans-
late their work experience into higher wages over time, or are
wages for single parents falling, either because of a shift in the
single-parent labor force toward the least skilled or because
the added competition for jobs resulting from welfare reform is
suppressing the wages of all less educated workers?

According to the laws of supply and demand, an upward
shift in the supply of workers should increase employment,
but lower wages. Because marginal productivity declines with
each additional worker, employers will expand their workforces
only if they can match the reduction in productivity with a
reduction in wages. In a dynamic economy, the increased sup-
ply of workers may only slow the growth in wages. Still, wages
end up lower than what they would have been in the absence
of the additions to the labor supply.

The macroeconomic context complicates the issue. The sup-
ply of labor coming from potential welfare recipients raises the
Nation’s capacity to produce. If the economy generates
enough demand for goods and services, the additional work-
ers help raise total production, thereby increasing the amounts
available for consumption, government spending, and invest-
ment. In the current context, additions to the supply of labor
are necessary for the U.S. economy to continue to grow at
rates of 3 percent to 4 percent per year. For the Nation as a
whole, the extra growth in labor force participation of single
mothers is raising the total growth of the workforce from about
1.2 percent to about 1.4 percent or 1.5 percent per year. This
additional capacity is helping the U.S. economy sustain rapid
economic growth without increasing inflation.

While healthy from the perspective of the overall economy,
the flow of welfare recipients into the workforce might flood
the market for less educated workers, thereby limiting their job
opportunities and wage growth. Such negative impacts would
be especially troublesome in the context of the declining real
wages experienced by less educated workers.

Demographics may help explain the national labor market’s
success in absorbing single mothers, as well as other less
educated workers, in recent years. Because of the wide gap in
educational levels between the relatively less educated retir-
ing workers and the more educated workers entering the labor
force, nearly all of the absolute growth in the labor force has
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been among workers with at least some college education.
Between 1989 and 1999, of the 17.1 million persons added to
the working-age adult population (25- to 64-year-olds), 15.6
million had a postsecondary education, while the number with-
out a high school degree or the equivalent actually declined
by 1.9 million.16  Thus, far from flooding the market, the addi-
tional single mothers in the workforce prevented an even more
rapid downward shift in the supply of less educated workers.

In examining wage trends, one must take account of compo-
sitional as well as market effects. Wages might fall or rise espe-
cially slowly not because of the expanded supply of single
mothers, but rather because the new single mothers (and com-
peting groups) entering the labor market have lower skills than
single mothers who are already employed at the beginning of
the period. This compositional factor could be particularly im-
portant for single mothers, because they experienced the most

Unemployment rates and employment-to-population ratios of less educated workers, 1995–96 and 1998–99

Single women with no children Married women with a high Unmarried men with a high

1995–96 1998–99 1995–96 1998–99 1995–96 1998–99

Unemployment rate

      Total .............................. 9.1 7.7 5.8 5.3 12.3 8.7

Atlanta ................................. 6.6 8.0 3.4 1.2 8.7 6.5
Baltimore .............................. 10.1 13.5 5.3 3.8 12.6 16.0
Boston ................................. 7.5 8.0 4.8 1.1 10.0 5.1
Chicago ................................ 7.6 9.9 5.0 3.0 15.1 11.6
Dallas ................................... 6.3 5.8 3.0 5.5 12.3 2.9
Detroit .................................. 7.7 3.8 4.8 3.0 10.4 7.4
Houston ............................... 12.7 6.0 7.9 4.9 12.8 7.5
Indianapolis .......................... 6.7 — 5.3 5.5 5.5 4.4
Jacksonville ......................... 11.3 — 6.3 4.1 8.4 4.2
Los Angeles ......................... 12.8 10.5 1.9 8.6 11.5 9.5

Minneapolis .......................... 5.4 6.7 .9 2.4 8.7 4.9
New York .............................. 11.1 10.5 7.9 8.8 13.9 13.1
Philadelphia .......................... 12.2 6.9 6.4 5.4 15.0 11.3
Phoenix ................................ 8.9 6.7 1.9 3.4 11.4 6.5
San Antonio ......................... — 5.6 13.1 9.9 6.1 6.0
San Diego ............................ 10.1 5.7 8.8 9.3 17.1 7.0
San Francisco ...................... — — 4.1 2.8 11.7 10.1
San Jose .............................. 4.1 — 4.1 8.7 12.2 11.2
St. Louis ............................... 8.7 6.2 5.1 4.3 12.1 7.1
Washington, DC .................... 9.0 4.5 4.5 4.1 13.1 7.2

Employment-to-
population ratio

    Total ............................... 65.5 68.7 58.9 57.3 72.6 76.7

Atlanta ................................. 71.9 74.1 63.9 65.5 70.8 80.8
Baltimore .............................. 69.4 64.2 76.5 66.1 71.8 68.0
Boston ................................. 65.2 66.6 67.3 70.3 72.7 84.4
Chicago ................................ 65.2 65.3 64.6 61.2 71.4 73.9
Dallas ................................... 77.1 77.2 64.1 58.5 78.4 90.9
Detroit .................................. 62.0 71.2 57.9 60.5 70.7 78.5
Houston ............................... 63.2 72.9 55.4 50.3 75.3 80.4
Indianapolis .......................... — 73.1 65.7 57.3 86.7 82.3
Jacksonville ......................... — 69.1 66.6 71.6 76.4 85.3
Los Angeles ......................... 57.0 63.1 46.3 47.1 75.3 74.5

Minneapolis .......................... 80.3 74.6 80.6 75.5 85.0 84.2
New York .............................. 55.3 60.9 46.2 44.9 63.9 63.9
Philadelphia .......................... 67.2 64.3 64.7 64.1 67.2 71.2
Phoenix ................................ 74.9 70.9 64.9 55.6 81.3 84.4
San Antonio ......................... 75.4 80.2 53.7 59.2 78.2 77.3
San Diego ............................ 67.9 71.9 53.2 51.9 69.3 75.9
San Francisco ...................... 82.6 71.0 62.4 68.9 79.6 79.1
San Jose .............................. 77.2 89.3 62.0 56.3 71.9 78.0
St. Louis ............................... 70.9 73.0 72.3 62.1 75.8 80.9
Washington, DC .................... 66.7 79.0 70.1 74.9 70.9 81.8

Table 3.

Metropolitan area
and a high school education or less school education or less school education or less

NOTE: Dash indicates too few cases to calculate reliable estimates for
subgroups.  These cells had fewer than 100 unweighted observations in the
denominator of the ratio.

SOURCE: Authors’ tabulations of data from the Current Population Survey,
September 1995–August 1996 and September 1998–August 1999.
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rapid increase in the labor force and, potentially, the largest
compositional shift. In that context, it would be a mistake to
view wage trends as representing the gains or losses of a fixed
group of workers.

Theoretically, while either result—suppressed wages or
growing wages—is possible, the conventional prediction is
that the wages of single mothers or their competitors will be
clearly lower than they would have been with no welfare re-
form. The results presented herein do not provide a direct test
of this hypothesis, because what is measured is only what did
happen, not what would have taken place in the absence of
the welfare act or similar reforms. That is, what was observed
were actual wage gains—they might have been higher or
lower had welfare changes not occurred.

Still, the actual wage trends do provide some indication of
plausible effects, especially when wage changes among single
mothers and less skilled groups are compared with changes
across all adult workers. So far, the outcomes look promising.
In the 20 metropolitan areas as a whole, all single mothers
(including less educated ones) experienced an increase in
wages. Single mothers earned an average of $10.59 per hour in
1995–96 and $11.67 per hour in 1998–99 (unadjusted for infla-
tion), a gain of 9.7 percent. The 1998–99 mean earnings level
was 77 percent of the hourly rate paid to all 20- to 45-year-old
workers. The median hourly rate for single mothers stood at
$8.79 before the welfare reform act and then rose to $10.00 3
years later. Among the less educated single mothers, the me-
dian wage reached $8.00 per hour in 1998–99, up from $7.50 in
1995–96.

In all 20 metropolitan areas, some less educated workers
saw their wages grow faster than did single mothers. Annual
median wage growth was 4.3 percent for all persons, 4.3 per-
cent for single mothers, 3.6 percent for less educated single
women without children, and 6.4 percent for less educated
unmarried men. (See chart 1.) The lowest wage group of single
mothers (the bottom 25 percent) saw nominal wage increases
of 4.1 percent per year, a growth rate that was only slightly
less than the average growth rate of 4.2 percent for the lowest
25 percent of the total population of adult workers.

Although a full model of metropolitan area wage determi-
nation is beyond the scope of this article, a test can be per-
formed for the presence of a negative relationship between
large inflows of single mothers into the labor market and wage
growth among less skilled workers. To obtain adequate
samples of wages in each of the 20 metropolitan areas, two
groupings that act as proxies for less skilled workers were
used: workers at the 25th percentile of wages and workers
with no more than a high school education. Surprisingly, as
charts 2 and 3 indicate, there appears to be no connection
between labor force inflows and wage growth among these

two groups of workers. The correlations were –.12 for work-
ers at the 25th percentile and –.00 for less educated workers.
Thus, wages tended to rise as fast in metropolitan areas with
large increases in single mothers joining the labor force as in
other areas. In relating the labor force growth of single parents
to the wage growth of potential competitors, such as all women
with a high school degree or less, again, no wage-depressing
effects were found.

In the five metropolitan areas with adequate samples to
determine the wages of single mothers, the wage trends among
working single mothers were similar to trends among all work-
ers. (See chart 4.) Los Angeles, a metropolitan area with above-
average unemployment, generated the weakest growth in
nominal wages. Surprisingly, wage growth in Detroit was far
above average for all workers and for single mothers. As of
1998–99, the median wage of single mothers varied widely
across the five cities, from about $10.59 per hour in Chicago
and $12.00 in Washington, DC, to between $9.00 and $9.50 in
Los Angeles and New York. Again perhaps surprisingly, the
gap in median wages between single mothers in low- and high-
wage areas was nearly as wide as the gap in median wages
between all single mothers and all workers.

The current flexibility of labor markets

Changes in the Nation’s welfare system apparently did not
lead to deleterious consequences for the labor market posi-
tion of either single mothers or less educated workers as a
whole. Despite the substantial flow of single mothers into the
job market, metropolitan areas generated more than enough
jobs to employ these new entrants, thereby reducing unem-
ployment rates for single mothers and for their potential com-
petitors. Nor has any sign of wage erosion among other less
educated adults materialized, although in some areas single
mothers themselves have experienced slow wage growth. Still,
the wages of single mothers kept pace with the average growth
in wages.

Thus, far from weakening the job market, the increased
labor force participation by single mothers came at an oppor-
tune time. Not all single mothers, though, reaped the benefits
of the Nation’s robust economy. Some left welfare without
becoming employed.17  Others stayed on welfare and out of
the workforce because of health problems, extremely low
skills, or other perceived or actual barriers to employment.18

A serious recession would certainly weaken the wage and
employment picture for single mothers and other less edu-
cated workers. Still, the record shows that, at least until now,
metropolitan labor markets have been flexible enough to gen-
erate sufficient jobs for single mothers and other groups with-
out eroding wages.
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Annual wage growth in 20 metropolitan areas for 20- to 45-year-old single mothers,
single women without children and with less education, and single men with less
education, September 1995–August 1996 to September 1998–August 1999
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