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Economic Mobility of Single Mothers:
The Role of Assets and Human

Capital Development

MIN ZHAN

School of Social Work
University of Illinois at

Urbana-Champaign

This study examines the economic mobility of single mothers. It
highlights the relationships between single mothers' financial
assets and human capital development (educational advance-
ment, job training, and work hours) with their economic mobil-
ity. Analysis of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (NLSY79) indicates that assets may help improve upward
economic mobility. Assets, however, have differential impact on
single mothers with different income levels. In addition, human
capital development mediates the positive link between assets and
the economic mobility for mothers living between the 100% and
200% federal poverty. These results support asset building as
an investment strategy to enhance the long-term economic well-
being of single mothers. The findings also underscore the impor-
tance of examining within-group variations among single moth-
ers in designing effective asset-building policies and programs.

Key words: economic mobility, human capital, single mothers

The rapid increase of single-mother families in the past
decades and the higher poverty rates among these families have
been widely recognized (Fields & Casper, 2001; McLanahan &
Booth, 1989; McLanahan & Kelly, 1999; McLanahan & Sandefur,
1994; Nichols-Casebolt & Krysik, 1997). Studies also found
that compared with other groups, female-headed households
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have experienced lower upward economic mobility (Caputo,
1999; Weinstein, 2000). These studies indicate that contribut-
ing factors to the economic hardship of single mothers include
their low earning capacity, low job opportunities in economi-
cally depressed areas, and meager public benefits.

This research, however, has not paid adequate attention
to the impact of assets on the economic mobility of single
mothers. Interest in asset accumulation for low-income fami-
lies has increased in recent years in both policy and academic
discussions. Studies show that increasing asset inequality has
become much more prominent than that of income (Oliver &
Shapiro, 1995; Wolff, 2001). Single mothers accumulate fewer
assets compared to the general population (Bernheim & Scholz,
1993; Carney & Gale, 1999; Schmidt, 2004; Yamokoski & Keister,
2004). Lack of asset accumulation may not only contribute to
the lower economic status of single mothers, but, perhaps more
important, restrict their economic mobility (Sherraden, 1991).

Furthermore, while theory suggests different potential
pathways through which assets may enhance economic status
(Sherraden, 1991; Shobe & Page-Adams, 2001), empirical re-
search has not examined possible mechanisms by which asset
holding may impact the economic success (Scanlon & Page-
Adams, 2001). Studies also indicate that the impact of assets on
the economic well-being of single mothers may vary by their
specific life circumstances (Edin, 2001). Existing research has
sparsely examined these possible differences yet.

To address these issues, this study explores the associations
between financial assets and human capital development with
economic mobility between 1994 and 2000. Specifically, this
study seeks to answer the following research questions. First,
what is the relationship between single mothers' assets and
their upward economic mobility? Second, do assets impact the
economic mobility of single mothers through its influence on
their human capital development? Third, does the impact of
assets on the economic mobility vary by the income levels of
single mothers?

Understanding the dynamic relationships between assets,
human capital development, and the economic status of single
mothers is particularly important in the context of welfare
policy. The implementation of the Personal Responsibility and
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Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) in 1996 has
focused on individual responsibility for long-term economic
well-being. While welfare caseload has largely decreased since
the welfare reform, many welfare leavers face precarious fi-
nancial circumstances (Anderson & Gryzlak, 2002; Cancian,
2001; Loprest, 2001). These have led to increasing interest in
investment approaches for assisting welfare recipients, and
the low-income single parents in general, to enhance their
economic well-being. Thus, it is necessary to understand how
asset building, a promising investment strategy, impacts the
economic mobility of single mothers.

Background: Theory and Past Research

Theoretical Framework
Within economic perspectives, some scholars make a dis-

tinction between income and assets as economic resources
(Oliver & Shapiro, 1995; Sherraden, 1991; Wolff, 1995). These
scholars indicate that the importance of assets is more than a
flow of income for current or deferred consumption. Assets, as
the stock of wealth in a household, can provide economic se-
curity for many families. Supporting this argument, a number
of studies have found positive associations of assets with eco-
nomic well-being (Page-Adams & Sherraden, 1997; Scanlon &
Page-Adams, 2001).

Furthermore, assets may indirectly affect people's econom-
ic status by helping them invest in themselves and enhance
their human capital development. Assets can provide security
and resources for investments to improve long-term develop-
ment. Assets also may enhance self-sufficiency and future ori-
entation (Sherraden, 1991; Yadama & Sherraden, 1996; Zhan &
Sherraden, 2003). For example, Yadama and Sherraden (1996)
found that savings and house values had links with positive at-
titudes and behaviors. Some positive attitudes such as personal
efficacy and future orientation may be important determinants
of performance in a wide range of life events, including active
engagement in long-term planning and productive activities
(Bandura, 1997; Shobe & Page-Adams, 2001). A person with
these qualities may want to further invest in education or skill
training and pose positive work attitudes or efforts (Cho, 2001).
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Finally, in order to protect their existing assets, people may be
more motivated to work and to improve their skills. Due to all
these reasons, assets may stimulate people to engage invest-
ment and productive activities.

Based on these arguments, this study explores the direct
impact of assets on the economic mobility of single mothers as
well as assets' possible indirect impact through its influence on
human capital development.

Assets and Economic Well-Being
In the last decade, as more attention has been given to assets

as an indicator of household economic status, some studies
have explored how assets are associated with the economic
well-being of single-mother families. Cho (1999) found that fi-
nancial assets had positive effects on the economic well-being
of women after their marital disruption; financial assets were
associated with increased income and reduced welfare de-
pendency of divorced women. Rocha (1997) found that single
mothers with assets (home ownership and savings) were more
likely to live above the 100 percent poverty level compared
with their counterparts without such assets. Raheim and Alter
(1995) noted that assets appeared to increase the economic se-
curity of families on public assistance. Cheng (1995) further
indicated that assets could help reduce the intergenerational
transmission of poverty in female-headed households.

Assets and Human Capital Development
A few studies also have examined the impact of assets

on labor force participation and educational improvement.
Yadama and Sherraden (1996) found that among general
population, both house values and savings were positively
related to future planning activities, such as finding a new job.
However, they found that assets were not related to produc-
tive money saving or human capital accumulation activities.
Cho (2001) found that asset holding (both financial assets and
having a vehicle) before and one-year after marital disrup-
tion was related to increased work hours of divorced women,
especially for non-remarried women. Self-report surveys of
the participants of structured savings programs for the poor
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(McBride, Lombe, & Beverly, 2003) further indicated that par-
ticipants were more likely to plan for their and their children's
education after joining the programs.

Human Capital Development and Economic Well-Being
Human capital theory argues that investment in human

capital can raise future returns in the labor market even though
one may forgo short-term earnings for long-term gains (Becker,
1993; Mincer, 1979, 1989; Schultz, 1993). Human capital usually
refers to education, work experience, and job-related training.

Empirical studies indicate that educational attainment, es-
pecially post-secondary education, positively affects the eco-
nomic standing of single mothers (e.g., Cho, 1999; Mauldin,
1990; McKeever & Wolfinger, 2001; Rocha, 1997; Smock, 1993).
Most of these studies have examined the economic status of
divorced women after a couple of years of their marital disrup-
tion. The longitudinal study of Sandfort and Hill (1996) further
showed that young single mothers' education predicted their
self-sufficiency and increased the possibility to get married
in later years. Studies that examine the economic status of
welfare leavers also indicate that a majority of former welfare
recipients with postsecondary education worked at jobs with
better pay and benefits, and were less likely to return to welfare
(Cancian, 2001; Harris, 1996; Loprest, 2002; Meyer & Cancian,
1998; Smith, Deprez, & Butler, 2002; Strawn, 2004).

In terms of the impact of employment and job training,
studies found that employed single mothers and those with
more work hours had higher incomes (Dixon & Rettig, 1994;
Mauldin, 1990; Smock, 1993, 1994). The findings on the impact
of single mothers' prior work history are mixed (Bianchi,
Subaiya, & Kahn, 1999; Smock, 1993, 1994). Findings on the
effects of job training are also mixed (Cho, 1999; Hamilton,
2002; Mauldin, 1990; Mauldin & Koonce, 1990).

This Study
As seen from the above discussion, this previous research

has several limitations. First, the potential association between
assets and the long-term economic well-being of single mothers
has not been adequately studied. Second, the possible mediat-
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ing effect of human capital development in the link between
assets and economic mobility, which is highlighted by theoreti-
cal arguments, has not been examined. Third, it is also impor-
tant to investigate whether the impact of assets varies by the
income levels of single mothers. Through the analysis of a na-
tionally longitudinal representative sample, this study exam-
ines how the asset accumulation of single mothers (measured
in 1994) and their human capital development (measured
between 1995 and 1999) are related to their economic mobility
(changes of income-to-needs ratio in 2000 compared to that in
1994). This study investigates how these relationships differ by
single mothers' income levels.

Methods

Data and Sample
This study uses data from the National Longitudinal

Survey of Youth (1979 cohort, NLSY79), a household survey
of a representative sample of 12,868 young men and women
who were 14 to 22 years when first interviewed in 1979 (Center
for Human Resource Research, 2001). Respondents were inter-
viewed annually between 1979 and 1994, and then biannualy
between 1994 and 2002. The NLSY79 is well-suited for the
purpose of this study because it oversamples the economically
disadvantaged population, and it includes a variety of asset
measures.

The sample for this study includes the respondents who
were single mothers in 1994, remained in the sample, and have
relevant information during the study period (1994-2000).
Single mothers were defined as female respondents who
were not married and had at least one child under 18 living
in households in 1994. After listwise deletion of cases with
missing data for all variables used in the analysis, the final
sample include 704 single mothers (N = 856 before deletion).
Further analysis indicates that there is no systematic difference
in the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics between
the missing data sample and the study sample. Thus bias as a
result of missing data is likely to be minimal.

In order to examine how assets and other factors influence
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the economic mobility of single mothers with different econom-
ic status, the sample is divided into three groups for analyses
according to their income-to-needs ratio in 1994: mothers who
lived below the 100% federal poverty ("poor single mothers"),
mothers who lived between the 100% and 200% federal poverty
("middle-income single mothers"), and those who lived above
the 200% federal poverty ("high-income single mothers").

Measures
Assets. The assets of a mother includes her net worth and

three types of ownership in 1994. Net worth in 1994 was cal-
culated by subtracting the total value of debts (debts of home,
business, credit card and others) from the total value of assets
(assets of home, business, bank accounts, real estate, stocks,
and all other assets). Because the distribution of this variable
was quite skewed, the natural log of this measure was used in
regression models.

Dichotomous measures of assets ownership include home
ownership (yes = 1, no = 0), savings or checking account own-
ership (yes = 1, no = 0), and automobile ownership (yes = 1,
no = 0). Dichotomous measures instead of actual amounts of
these assets are included because the values of these types of
assets are correlated with net worth. Other types of assets own-
ership (e.g., IRAs, CDs, stocks, business) were not included in
the analyses because a small percentage of single mothers had
these assets.

Human Capital Development. The human capital develop-
ment of a mother includes her educational advancement, work
experience, and job-related training between 1995 and 1999.
Educational advancement is measured as whether women had
any increased educational years during this period (yes = 1, no
= 0). Work experience is measured as the average annual work
hours, and job training indicates whether women had received
any forms of job-related training (yes = 1, no = 0).

Economic Mobility. The dependent variable in this study,
the economic mobility of a mother, is measured as the change
of her income-to-needs ratio in 2000 compared to that in 1994.
A family's income-to-needs ratio is defined as family income
divided by the family-size-adjusted poverty guideline. Family
income in NLSY79 is measured as the sum of income of all
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sources from all family members.

Control Variables. Because of their potential influence on
the economic mobility indicated by previous studies (see a
review by Caputo, 2003), the following demographic, social
and economic variables are included in the analysis as control
variables. The inclusion of these variables will help eliminate
omitted variable bias and possible alternative explanations of
variance in the dependent variables.

Variables that were measured in 1994 include women's
age, race/ethnicity, marital status, educational status, number
of children in households, health status, and income-to-needs
ratio. Race/ethnicity was dummy coded (White, African
American, and others), and White is the reference group in
regression analyses. Marital status also was dummy coded:
those who were never married are the reference group and
coded as 0, and those who were previously married (divorced,
separated, or widowed) were coded as 1. Mother's education
in 1994 was coded as a nominal variable with three categories:
less than high school degree (<12 years of education), high
school degree (12 years of education), some college educa-
tion or above education (>12 years of education). This variable
was dummy-coded in multiple regressions, with less than a
high school degree being the reference group. Health status is
measured as whether mothers had any health problems that
limited types or amount of work that they could do (yes=l,
no=0). The age of a mother at the birth of her first child is also
controlled.

In order to control for environmental factors, whether
women lived in rural areas and the unemployment rates of their
residence in 1994 are included. In addition, due to their poten-
tial influence on the economic mobility, three cumulative vari-
ables between 1995 to 1999 are also included: whether women
got married (yes=1, no=0), whether they had new child(ren)
(yes=1, no=O), and years they had received AFDC/TANE

Analysis
Descriptive information was first presented on the char-

acteristics of poor, middle-income, and high-income single
mothers. In order to examine the independent impact of assets
and human capital development on the economic mobility
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after controlling for other demographic and socioeconomic
factors, and to examine possible mediating effects of human
capital development, hierarchical regression models were used
in which economic mobility was first regressed on control vari-
ables, and then assets and human capital development were
added sequentially to the models. Results of regression analy-
ses are presented separately for poor, middle-income and high-
income mothers.

Results

The characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.
Of the 704 single mothers in 1994, 36% (n=257) lived below
the 100% federal poverty, 33% (n=229) lived between the 100%
and 200% federal poverty, and 31% (n-218) lived above the
200% federal poverty. Lower-income single mothers were
more likely to be African Americans, to be never married, and
to have health problems, and they were less educated and had
more children living in households. Lower-income mothers
also were less likely to get married and more likely to have
additional children between 1995 and 1999. Some character-
istics of the middle-income mothers, such as race/ethnicity,
marital status, whether having health problems, and percent-
ages of having new-born children, were similar to those of
high-income mothers.

Single mothers were also diverse in their assets accumu-
lation and human capital development. While three groups
of mothers all made progress in their asset accumulation
between 1994 and 2000, especially in home ownership and
bank account ownership, middle-income mothers had lower,
and poor mothers had much lower asset ownership and net
worth in both 1994 and 2000 than high-income mothers. Poor
single mothers were much less likely to receive job training
and to continue their education compared to other two groups.
Middle-income single mothers on average had the most in-
crease in their upward economic mobility (0.81), followed by
poor single mothers (0.64) and high-income single mothers
(0.55).

As mentioned, in order to examine how assets and human
Table 1: Sample Characteristics
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Variable

capital development

Control Variables -

Age
Race /ethnicity

White
African American
Others

Marital status
Never married
Previously married

Educational Status
Less than high school
HS graduate
Some college
Bachelor's degree

Number of children
Age at birth of first child
Having health limitations
Living in rural areas
Unemployment rate of
residence
Having newborn
child(ren) (1995-1999)
Having been married
(1995-1999)
Years of receiving
welfare (1995-1999)
Assets in 1994
Home ownership
Bank account ownership
Automobile ownership

Net worth ($)
Assets in 2000
Home ownership
Bank account ownership
Automobile ownership
Net worth ($)
Human Capital
Development
Having educational
advancement
Having received job
training
Average annual work
hours
Dependent Variable
Changes in income-to-
needs ratio

Women below
100% poverty

(N=257)

Mean or
Percentage

33

32%
59%
9%

47%
53%

33%
50%
15%
2%
2.5
19

23%
20%

2.9

19%

19%

2.4

11%
18%
49%

4,276

21%
28%
56%

4,498

10%

28%

1,091

0.64

are related t

0.81 0.55

o the economic mobility of

Women between
100% and 200%

poverty
(N=229)
Mean or

Percentage

33

48%
45%
7%

33%

69%

15%
48%
32%
5%
2.0
20

8%
18%

2.9

13%

28%

0.8

23%
49%

77%

10,524

43%
57%

79%
10,873

14%

40%

1,771

Women above
200% poverty

(N=218)

Mean or
Percentage

33

51%
43%

6%

30%
70%

6%
44%
33%

16%
1.6
21

6%
16%

2.8

11%

38%

0.2

39%
70%
85%

18,864

58%
72%
87%

20,475

15%

44%

2,035
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single mothers, three regression analyses were conducted for
the poor, middle-income, and high-income single mothers, with
economic mobility regressed on control variables and then on
assets and human capital development variables. Results are

Table 2: Regression Analysis of Women's Economic Mobility:
Women below 100% Poverty

Variables

Control Variables
Age in 1994
(White)

African American
Others

(Never married)
Previously married

(Less than high school)
High school graduate
Some college or above education

Number of children in households

Age at the birth of first child
Health limitations
Income-to-needs ratio in 1994
Rural residents
Unemployment rate of residence
Having additional children

Having been married

Years of receiving welfare
Assets Variables
Home ownership
Bank account ownership
Automobile ownership

Log net worth
Human Capital Dezelopment
1995-2000
Educational advancement
Receiving training
Work hours
R-

Coefficients Coefficient Coefficient

0.07

-0.04
-0.49

0.34*

0.30
0.38

-0.11

-0.01
-0.25

-0.83**
-0.12
-0.03
-0.23

0.68**

-0.09*

0.21
257

0.08 0.09

0.19 0.12

0.14
0.14

-0.11
-0.02

-0.34
-0.69*
-0.09
-0.03
0.16

0.62**

-0.07

-0.43
0.69**
0.45*
0.81

0.18
0.03

-0.13
-0.02

-0.13
-0.68*
-0.08
-0.02
-0.07

047*

-0.04

-0.43
0.59*
0.45*

0.21

0.73*
-0.19

0.0002
0.26 0.30
257 257

Note -- Categories in parentheses are reference groups.

* p<.05. ** p<.01. *** p<.001.

presented in Tables 2, 3, and 4. To further examine whether the
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impact of assets on the economic mobility differ by mothers'
income levels, a regression analysis on the economic mobil-
ity was conducted for the full sample which included interac-
tions of asset variables with mothers' economic levels (middle-
income mothers was the reference group) (Table 5).

Poor Single Mothers. Table 2 shows that the regression model
was statistically significant and the control variables together

Table 3: Regression Analysis of Women's Economic Mobility:
Women above 100% and below 200% Poverty

Variables
Control Variables
Age at 1994
(White)

African American
Others

(Never married)
Previously married

(Less than high school)
High school graduate
Some college or above education

Number of children in households

Age at the birth of first child
Health limitations
Income-to-needs ratio in 1994
Rural residents

Unemployment rate of residence

Having additional children
Having been married
Years of receiving welfare
Assets Variables
Home ownership
Bank account ownership
Automobile ownership
Log net worth
Human Capital Development
1995-2000
Educational advancement

Receiving training

Work hours

Coefficients Coefficient C

-0.01 0.002

-0.08
0.06

-0.02

0.32
0.37

-0.22*

-0.05
0.35
-0.31
0.46

0.04

-0.85*
1.42"'
-0.11

0.14
0.17

0.05

0.20
0.21

-0.20*

-0.05
0.41
-0.35
0.61'

0.04

-0.75*
1.54"**
-0.05

0.14
0.78*
0.26
0.61

0.26 0.34
229 229

oefficient

0.003

-0.002
0.12

-0.09

0.23
0.31

-0.19"

-0.06
0.80*
-0.36
0.55*

0.08

-0.81"
1.64"
-0.07

0.14
0.27
0.04
0.60

0.67*

0.03

0.0002

0.41
229

economic mobility.

Note ---Categories in parentheses are reference groups.
* p<.05. ** p<.01. *** p<.001.

explained about 21% of the variance in
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Among the control variables, women who were previously
married in 1994 and those who got married between 1995 and
2000 had more increase in their income-to-needs ratio. Single
mothers who received more years of welfare had less upward
economic mobility. Income status in 1994 was negatively
related to the upward economic mobility, i.e., the poorest poor
had lower economic mobility.

After assets variables entered, the R2 increased by about
24% (from 21% to 26%). Results show that bank account own-
ership and automobile ownership of poor single mothers were
positively related to their economic mobility; home owner-
ship and net worth, however, were not related their economic
mobility (the correlation coefficient for home ownership was
negative). Furthermore, after assets variables were entered,
the relationships between marital status in 1994 and years of
receiving welfare with economic mobility disappeared, indi-
cating that assets may account for the links between these vari-
ables and economic mobility.

Table 2 also shows the full model with human capital
variables added. Poor single mothers who continued their
education experienced higher level of economic mobility.
Work hours and receiving training, however, were not related
to economic mobility. In addition, after these three variables
were entered, bank account ownership and automobile own-
ership were still related to economic mobility; the coefficients
for bank account ownership, however, dropped by about 15%
(from 0.69 to 0.59).

Middle-Income Single Mothers. Table 3 shows that the regres-
sion model for single mothers who lived above poverty but
below 200% poverty line. The model was statistically signifi-
cant and the control variables together explained about 26%
of the variance in economic mobility. Among the control vari-
ables, women who had more children and those had new child
between 1995 and 1999 had less economic mobility. Those who
got married during this period had more increase in income-
to-needs ratio.

After assets variables were entered, the R2 increased
by about 31% (from 26% to 34%). Bank account ownership
of single mothers was positively related to their economic
mobility; home ownership, automobile ownership, and net
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worth, however, were not related to their economic mobility.
Results also show that women who had educational improve-
ment after 1994 also had higher increase in income-to-needs
ratio. Furthermore, after human capital variables were entered,
the relationship between bank account and economic mobility

Table 4: Regression Analysis of Women's Economic Mobility:
Women above 200% Poverty

Variables Coefficients Coefficient Coefficient

Control Variables
Age in 1994 0.09 0.09 0.09
(White)

African American 0.28 0.28 0.21
Others 0.72 0.65 0.55

(Never married)
Previously married 0.25 0.21 0.23

(Less than high school)
High school graduate 0.41 0.38 0.26
Some college or above education 0.49 0.36 0.41

Number of children in households 0.03 0.05 0.05
Age at the birth of first child 0.02 0.02 0.03
Health linitations -1.31* -1.19 -1.07
Income-to-needs ratio in 1994 -0.21 -0.17 -0.20
Rural residents 0.14 0.32 0.25
Unemployment rate of residence 0.17 0.21 0.13
Having additional children -0.16 -0.16 -0.07
Having been married 0.31 0.29 0.29
Years of receiving welfare -0.39 -0.38 -0.38
Assets Variables
Home ownership 0.11 0.11
Bank account ownership 0.15" 0.09*
Automobile ownership 0.11 0.10
Log net worth 0.25* 0.19"
Human Capital Development
1995-2000
Educational advancement 0.41
Receiving training 0.56*
Work hours 0.008**
R2  0.11 0.13 0.20
N 218 218 218

Note ---Categories in parentheses are reference groups.
* p<.05. ** p<.01. *** p<.001.

Table 5: Regression Analysis of Women's Economic Mobility:
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Full Sample with Interactions of Women's Income Status and Assets

Variables Coefficients
Control Variables
Age in 1994 0.06
(White)

African American 0.29
Others 0.16

(Never married)
Previously married 0.15

(Less than high school)
High school graduate 0.23
Some college or above education 0.48*

Number of children in households -0.11"
Age at the birth of first child 0.05
Health limitations -0.15
Rural residents -0.01
Unemployment rate of residence -0.09
Having additional children -0.23*
Having been married 0.65**
Years of receiving welfare -0.07
(Middle-income mothers)

Poor mothers -1.49*
High-income mothers -0.69

Assets Variables
Home ownership 0.07
Bank account ownership 0.38*
Automobile ownership 0.08
Log net worth 0.17"
Human Capital Development 1995-2000
Educational advancement 0.19"
Receiving training 0.08
Work hours 0.0003*
Interactions of assets with niothzers' income status
Home ownership * poor mothers -0.16
Bank account ownership * poor mothers -0.27*
Automobile ownership * poor mothers 0.21
Log net worth * poor mothers -0.22
Home ownership * high-income mothers 0.29
Bank account ownership * high-income mothers 0.06
Automobile ownership * high-income mothers -0.28
Log net worth * high-income mothers 0.41"
R2  

0.13
N 704

Note ---Categories in parentheses are reference groups.
* p<.05. ** p<.01. *** p<.001.

disappeared, indicating educational advancement may mediate
the links between bank account ownership and economic
mobility for these mothers.

High-Income Single Mothers. Table 4 shows that the re-
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gression model for high-income mothers was statistically
significant, and the control variables together explained about
11% of the variance in economic mobility. Among control vari-
ables, only health status was negatively related to the economic
mobility, i.e., women who had health problems were less likely
to improve their economic status.

After assets variables were entered, the R2 increased by
about 18% (from 11% to 13%). Bank account ownership and net
worth were positively related to their economic mobility. After
human capital development variables were further added,
results show that women who had educational improvement,
receiving training, and those who worked more hours had
higher increase in income-to-needs ratio. Furthermore, after
human capital variables were entered, bank account and net
worth were still positively related to with economic mobility,
but their coefficients moderately dropped (about 40% drop for
bank account ownership, and 25% drop for net worth).

What factors might explain why the middle-income
mothers made the most progress in their upward economic
mobility? First, the high-income mothers were probably not
changing much in their economic status because they were
already in good shape in 1994. Second, the above results indi-
cate that marital status, educational advancement, and asset
accumulation might help explain the differences in the eco-
nomic mobility between poor mothers and middle-income
mothers. Getting married between 1994 and 2000 was positive-
ly related to the economic mobility for both poor and middle-
income mothers. However, a much higher proportion of
middle-income mothers (28%) got married than poor mothers
(19%). Similarly, educational advancement was related to the
economic mobility of both groups of mothers, and middle-
income mothers were much more likely to continue their edu-
cation (40%) than poor mothers (28%).

The results presented in Tables 2-4 also suggest that asset ac-
cumulation might have stronger association with the economic
mobility for middle-income single mothers. For example, after
assets variables were added to the model for middle-income
mothers, the variance explained in the economic mobility in-
creased by 31%, compared to 24% increase in the model for
poor mothers and 18% increase in the model for high-income



Economic Mobility of Single Mothers 143

mothers. Furthermore, for middle-income mothers, the impact
of bank account ownership on the economic mobility operat-
ed mainly through its influence on educational advancement
(Table 3). This indicates that bank account ownership may
have stronger impact on the educational improvement of these
mothers. In order to further determine whether the impact of
assets on the economic mobility varies by the three income
levels of single mothers, interaction terms between mothers'
income levels and asset variables were constructed and added
into the regression model on the economic mobility for the full
sample (Table 5). Results show that compared to poor mothers,
bank account ownership had stronger impact on the economic
mobility for middle-income mothers. Net worth had stronger
impact on the economic mobility for high-income mothers.

Discussion and Implications

Consistent with previous studies, this study found posi-
tive associations between assets and the economic mobility of
single mothers, after controlling for household income and a
variety of other respondent characteristics. The links between
assets and economic mobility, however, were different for poor,
middle-income, and high-income mothers. Net worth was only
linked to the economic mobility for high-income mothers. It is
possibly because net worth was much lower for mothers living
below the 200% federal poverty. Automobile ownership was
only related to the economic mobility of poor mothers, perhaps
because the automobile was the only important asset for most
of these mothers. Furthermore, bank account ownership had
stronger influence on the economic mobility of middle-income
mothers than its impact on poor mothers, which helps explain
the higher levels in the economic mobility of middle-income
mothers.

Home ownership was not related to the economic mobil-
ity of single mothers in this study (for poor single mothers,
the coefficient was negative). This is not consistent with find-
ings from some previous research (Scanlon & Page-Adams,
2001). The possible poor quality of housing owned by single
mothers, especially by poor mothers, may contribute to this
inconsistency. Previous studies have suggested that the lo-
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cation of a home and neighborhood conditions may be as
important as ownership (Coulton, 2003; Denton, 2001; Finn,
Zorita, & Coulton, 1994). This issue is very important for the
consideration of asset-based policies, and more studies are
needed.

Furthermore, the results show that after human capital
variables were added into the model, the relationships between
mothers' bank account ownership and upward economic mo-
bility disappeared for middle-income mothers. This result
provides somewhat tentative evidence that mothers' human
capital development may mediate the relationship between
bank account ownership with the economic mobility of these
mothers. In other words, owning bank accounts may provide
some economic security for middle-income single mothers to
pursue further education or job-related training. These find-
ings may be able to provide some insight into possible mecha-
nisms that transmit the economic effects of assets. Again, these
mechanisms could be different for single mothers with differ-
ent economic status and need to be further elaborated.

Mother's education advancement increased their upward
economic mobility, irrespective of their income levels. Work
hours, however, were related to the economic mobility of
higher-income mothers only. It is possibly because low-income
single mothers are more likely to have low-wage jobs that offer
little opportunities for advancement. Similarly, job-related
training was only positively linked to the economic mobil-
ity of high-income mothers, perhaps due to the fact that this
group of single mothers is more likely to receive high quality
job training with potentials for career advancement. These
findings may indicate that the quality of employment or job-
related training of single mothers is important for their eco-
nomic upward mobility. Somewhat surprisingly, educational
status in 1994 of mothers was not related to their economic
mobility. Further analysis indicates that for the full sample, ed-
ucation was positively linked with economic mobility. Limited
variations in educational status within each group of mothers
may contribute to the insignificant findings.

It is worth mentioning that different demographic factors
were related to the economic mobility of poor, middle-income
and high-income mothers. For example, marriage helped
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improve the economic status of poor and middle-income
single mothers, but not for the mothers living above the 200%
federal poverty. This is possibly because high-income mothers
were better educated and were more likely be employed, thus
depending less on marriage to improve their economic status.
Also, number of children and having additional children
were negatively related to the economic mobility of middle-
income mothers only. This may be due to the fact that these
mothers were more likely to be employed than poor mothers;
on the other hand, they had less financial ability to pay quality
childcare compared to high-income mothers (Hofferth, 1995).
Thus, reliable child care maybe a more important factor that
prevents these single mothers from participating in the labor
force or skill-building activities, thus reducing their earnings
potential.

When interpreting the above results, it should be noted
that while causal ordering was established between assets
(measured in 1994), human capital development (measured
between 1995 and 1999), and economic mobility (measured in
2000), possible alternative explanations exist. A wide range of
personal, family, and community characteristics could affect
assets accumulation, human capital development, and econom-
ic mobility of single mothers. In other words, single mothers
who own assets may have unobserved characteristics that also
lead to human capital development and economic mobility. It
could be that these characteristics are causing both assets and
development. Although important factors that were indicated
by previous studies have been controlled in this study, it is not
possible to control for all relevant variables.

The results from this study suggest that promoting asset
accumulation of single mothers could be a useful strategy to
improve their economic status. Asset building strategy could
be particularly potential to help the middle-income single
mothers (i.e., mothers living between the 100% and 200% of
federal poverty) improve their educational status and eco-
nomic well-being. While bank account and automobile own-
ership were positively related to the economic mobility of
poor mothers, these mothers benefited less from their assets
compared to higher-income mothers. Thus, asset-building
programs may need to be adjusted to accommodate specific
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needs of poor single mothers.
Home ownership of single mothers was not related to eco-

nomic mobility, indicating that poor neighborhood conditions
may be an obstacle to asset accumulation and compromise the
positive impact of assets. Asset-building programs that incor-
porate community services and that are tailored to specific life
circumstances of single mothers may have better potential to
promote their economic well-being.

Among human capital variables, this study shows that
education advancement helped singe mothers improve their
economic status, irrespective their poverty status. Obtaining
continued education, however, is often difficult for single
mothers, especially for low-income single mothers with small
children who are trying to juggle through multiple responsibil-
ities. For example, this study found only a small percentage of
women had advanced their education. Thus, special designed
policies or programs are perhaps needed to promote their edu-
cation. The results of this study also underscore the impor-
tance of high-quality employment or job-related training for
low-income mothers.

In sum, the findings from this study support strategies
of assets building and human capital development to help
enhance single mothers' economic status. It is equally impor-
tant to note that single mothers are a diverse group and assets
may have different impact on the economic mobility of its sub-
groups. Asset-building policies and programs may need to
take into particular consideration of the specific life context of
poor single mothers.
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