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Abstract

:

In this paper we investigate the relationship between family structure and poverty for European countries using Eurostat and OECD data. In particular, we focus on the change in living arrangements, with the traditional type of household—couple with children—being partially replaced by single and extended families. The results of our econometric analysis show that the decline in the traditional family type affects individual poverty: the marriage rate and the share of couples, both with and without children, are inversely related to poverty; the divorce rate, the shares of extended families and singles with children are, instead, positively related to poverty.
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1. Introduction and Literature Review


The last decades have been characterized by relevant social changes. The increased participation of women in the labor market, longer life expectancy, reduced marriages and fertility, an ageing population, and the introduction or increased application of divorce laws have affected the family structure modifying its size and composition. This transformation has represented an interdisciplinary issue analyzed either by sociologists—because the family is considered the basic unit of social organization—(Thornton and Fricke 1987), or by economists.



The economic literature has focused on the relationships between family composition and a range of socioeconomic variables such as child outcomes (Thomson et al. 1994; Iacovou 2001; Mackay 2005; Björklund et al. 2007; Menaghan 2009; Zill 2009; Åslund and Grönqvistet 2010; LaFave and Thomas 2017; Lee and McLanahan 2015; Chen et al. 2019), income inequality (Lerman 1996; Burtless 1999; Jędrzejczak and Pekasiewicz 2020) and poverty. While the economic literature on poverty is extensive with a particular emphasis on economic growth, redistribution and poverty (Kakwani 1993; Sen 1996; Goudie and Ladd 1999; Ferreira et al. 2010; Amarante and Brun 2018), the economic analyses on poverty and family composition are not very numerous—unlike sociological ones—and mainly deal with sectoral analyses considering particular countries and type of families. The latter has been the subject of mainly sectoral analyses considering particular countries and households’ composition. Some contributions focus on the poverty risk pointing out to specific “more vulnerable” groups, such as family—couples or single—with children (Bradbury and Jäntti 1999; Cappellari and Jenkins 2002; Dwyer 2015; Thévenon et al. 2018) and young adults (Aassve et al. 2002, 2005, 2006, 2007), or considering other elements, such as the ethnic characteristics of the family and/or the household’s head gender (Zinn 1989; Smith 2004; Cancian and Reed 2008; Cancian and Haskins 2014; Snyder et al. 2006). Other analyses dealing with family composition and poverty in a more general perspective either restrict the investigation to specific countries (Stern 1993; Meenakshi and Ray 2002) or, by extending the geographical area, offer an interesting descriptive picture of the data on the topic (Proctor and Dalaker 2002; OECD 2011; Iacovou and Skew 2011; Iacovou 2013). Sectoral analysis in this area stems from the complexity of the relationship between household composition and poverty. Households including a couple are generally less vulnerable to the risk of poverty given the economies of scale of the cohabitation and the possible working status of the second adult. As a consequence, singles and the decline in marriages can be poverty increasing.



However, if the decline in marriages is associated with fewer children per woman, the resulting reduction in the family size can have a poverty reducing effect. The empirical evidence shows that, while the decrease of fertility tends to reduce poverty, the growth of children born outside marriage has an opposite effect (Cancian and Reed 2008). Finally, extended households of three or more adults including at least one elderly person can be poverty increasing if the cohabitation arises from income needs due to the unemployment of the youngest members of the family, overcoming the economic benefits of the cohabitation due to the economies of scale. The transformation of household composition and its complex correlation with poverty also entails reconsidering family welfare policies (Butcher 2017; Aizer et al. 2016).



In particular, we analyze the change in living arrangements, with the traditional type of household—couple with children—being partially replaced by single and extended families. These different types of households might provide a different balance between addition to income and addition to needs, worsening the economic outcome of the living arrangements. We concentrate on families with children that—as specified before—are more vulnerable to poverty.



The aim of the paper is twofold: to describe the social changes that have taken place in recent decades and that are directly correlated to the composition of families (increase in divorces, decrease in fertility, decrease in marriages) and to test whether and in what direction these changes have influenced poverty. Our specific research question is whether the displacement of the traditional household (couple with children) by other family types is correlated with an increase in poverty.



To this purpose, we first describe the evolution of the household structure and poverty in Europe; then, we analyze the empirical relationship between household structure, poverty and family policies. With respect to the existing literature, we attempt a more general econometric approach to assess the relationship between family composition and poverty in Europe. We can focus on an extended geographical area since it is composed by countries characterized by fairly homogeneous socioeconomic and demographic elements.



We use Eurostat and OECD data (see the Appendix A for a description). Differently from the existing econometric analysis, our dependent variable is a standard individual indicator of poverty given by the share of individuals at risk of poverty (i.e., with disposable income lower than 60% of median income).



Our choice is motivated by the evidence that the share of individuals in poverty can significantly differ from the share of households in poverty because of the variability in the number of family components. The use of an individual poverty indicator also allows us to highlight possible external effects of personal decisions about alternative living arrangements in terms of increased/decreased poverty of all individuals of society and not only of the persons involved in the decisions (becoming poorer because of the loss of cohabitation’s benefits such as the related economies of scale).



As for the independent variables, we add family structure to the traditional socio-economic variables (GDP, education, income inequality, unemployment and public support for families). We are aware that income affects the choice of living arrangements and that living arrangements affect income; to partially overcome the problem, we use lagged values for family composition variables. Our analysis confirms the existence of “social external effects” in terms of community poverty of different living arrangements. In particular, the results show that the breaking up of existing traditional families (relevant because of the increase in the divorce rate) increases the poverty of the whole societies. These initial findings, that deserve further study, can be extended to draw policy implications to reshape welfare public policies for families in a modified social context.



The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 analyzes the social scenario as for family structure in Europe (Section 2.1) and the trends in household structure and poverty (Section 2.2); Section 3 describes methods and results of the analysis—in particular, some poverty indicators are introduced (Section 3.1), and the empirical relationship between household structure, poverty and family policies is analyzed (Section 3.2); Section 4 presents a general discussion of the results and the conclusions of the paper.




2. Discussion of the Socio-Economic Framework


2.1. Social Changes in Europe


Over the last half century, the composition of families1 has varied considerably in European countries because of economic and sociocultural changes affecting individuals’ choices about marriage, childbearing, living arrangements and employment status.



In addition to the traditional family, consisting of two parents with children, that characterized the immediate post-war period and the so-called ‘thirty glorious years’, other family structures have developed.



A first immediate and generalized piece of empirical evidence is a reduction in the size of households. Over the period 2005–2019, household size decreased, on average, by 7% among European countries, with higher reduction rates in Southern and Eastern countries (−17.24% in Bulgaria, −14.28% in Slovenia, −11.54% in Latvia and size’s reduction rates greater than 10% in Portugal, Spain and Cyprus). In 2019, the average number of members of European families was greater than 2.5 only in Ireland (2.6), Greece (2.6), Cyprus (2.7), Poland (2.8) and the Slovak Republic (2.9).



However, the smaller household size only captures the quantitative variation that occurred over time, but not the qualitative variation in the household’s structure. The latter depends on complex socioeconomic interactions that can deliver to different types of households of the same size.



The increased social and economic independence of women has led to an increasing disconnection of the decisions about work, marriage and childbearing (Schoen et al. 2007). As a consequence, a decline in the marriage rate—due to both the choice of cohabitation and the choice of remaining single—has been consolidated over time.



Since 1960, the crude marriage rate (that is, the ratio of the number of marriages during the year to the average population in that year; the value is expressed per 1000 persons) in Europe has fallen, on average, by around 40% (from 8 per 1000 persons in 1960 to 4.9 in 2018). In addition, with the consolidation of the legal institution of divorce, the crude divorce rate (that is, the ratio of the number of divorces during the year to the average population in that year; the value is expressed per 1000 persons) has doubled, increasing from 1 per 1000 persons in 1960 to 2 in 2018, with a peak of 2.3 in 2006–2007 (Figure 1). The time series 1965–2018 only refers to countries with a divorce law in their legal system from 1965. As a consequence, Italy, Ireland and Spain are not included. Note that in the figures involving time series, only the countries with complete time series are considered. Therefore, the average values refer to the countries in the sample.



However, the extent and the trend of these social phenomena are characterized by a certain degree of heterogeneity across European countries. In 2018, the highest crude divorce rates were recorded in Latvia and Lithuania (both 3.1 divorces per 1000 persons), followed by Denmark (2.6) and Sweden (2.5). By contrast, the same indicator was 0.7 (per 1000 persons) for Malta and 1.1 for Slovenia.



Marriage rates also present differences among countries. In 2019 the highest number of marriages relative to the population was in Cyprus (8.9 marriages per 1000 inhabitants), followed by Lithuania (with a marriage rate for 1000 persons equal to 7), Latvia and Hungary (for both countries the marriage rate was 6.7). Looking at the macroarea data (Figure 2), we can note a generalized decrease in marriages with a reduction in the crude marriage rate of over 40% in all areas except the Nordic cluster (−23%).



The divorce trend is less uniform, probably due to the different timing of the introduction of the divorce law in the national legal systems. The largest increase characterizes the Southern countries where—in the period 1975–2018—the divorce rate has increased by more than 600%. This evidence is probably due to the recent introduction of the divorce law in some countries. In Italy, divorce was legally recognized in 1970, while it was introduced in Spain in 1932, then abolished and finally reintroduced in 1981. Over the last 40 years (from 1981 to 2018), the legalization of divorce has led to an increase in the divorce rate of more 500% in Spain and Italy.



In most countries, changes in the marriage rate are also associated with a growing trend towards cohabitation. Both aspects can be elements—though not the only ones—influencing childbearing.



The total fertility rate (that is, the average number of children born per woman) is fallen, on average, by over 40% from 1960 to 2018 (Figure 3) with decreasing rates greater than 50% in Iceland, Ireland, Spain, Portugal and smaller reductions in Eastern countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia) and Sweden.



The decreasing trend of the fertility rate has been accompanied by an increasing trend of the number of births outside marriage, which accounted for less than 10% (6.6%) of births in 1960 and nearly 50% (46.9%) in 2018. In addition, births data show that in most European countries, the number of first births increased from 1980 to 2018, while the number of births after the first one decreased, with particular reference to the third or higher birth order (Table 1). Exceptions are represented by the Nordic countries and the Eastern European countries, albeit for different reasons. Northern Europe is characterized by a generous welfare system supporting families with children through an extensive service supply, better allowing the reconciliation of work–family. Eastern Europe is characterized by younger mothers on average at first birth, and this may explain the higher or close to average fertility rate (1.6) in that cluster of countries (Figure 4). Only France and Iceland are similar to the Eastern countries, with a mean age of mothers at first birth smaller than average (29 years) and a fertility rate higher than average. Mediterranean countries are all characterized by a low fertility and a high mother’s age at first birth.




2.2. Trend in Household’s Structure and Poverty


Changes in the sociocultural framework of the last decades have affected the structure of European households2. The effects have been more or less pronounced in the various countries, but there are common trends.



In 2019, the number of childless households is at least twice the number of households with children in most countries, with the exception of Ireland, Portugal and some Eastern European countries (Poland, Slovenia, Slovak Republic). In all countries, the most common type of family is the childless single person—with a greater diffusion in the Nordic countries—followed by the couple with dependent children3; couples with one or two children prevail in all countries over couples with three or more children (Table A1 in Appendix A).



The “extended family model” characterized by the presence of three or more adults—probably including older people—is more common in Mediterranean and Eastern countries, while it accounts for a low percentage of families in Northern Europe. This reflects a lower degree of defamilization of the Southern and Eastern European social systems (Esping Andersen 1990) as well as a stronger weight of parental networks within the family. Esping Andersen defines “defamilization” as the independency degree of an individual to his or her parental support and family life, whatever is the market performance. Therefore, low defamilization means a solid and stable dependency of an individual to his/her parental (family) support.



The framework outlined for 2019 is, however, the result of changes over time (Figure 5a–d). Analyzing the last 20 years and a group of countries for which we have complete data, we note a generalized decrease in the traditional family, composed by a couple with children, and a generalized increase of single families (including single without children and single parents).



Smaller variations occur for childless couples, while a less uniform trend characterizes the evolution of the extended household in aggregate terms, i.e., including households with and without dependent children.



Looking at the correlation between household structure and poverty, the analysis becomes more complex. In general, poverty reflects insufficient resources to needs affecting the wellbeing of individuals. While the economic variables can affect the individual choices about living arrangements, at the same time, living arrangements have an impact on the incomes and the economic wellbeing of individuals. Individuals with fewer resources—such as young people and some elderly categories—are likely to stay in larger households (Aassve et al. 2007). Young adults can choose to delay marriage if their economic position is not stable enough to guarantee autosufficiency, while young couples can decide not to have children for the same reasons.



Changing perspective, we can also point out that the household’s structure affects the income levels of its components. Households that include couples are less likely to be poor because the second adult—on average—adds more to potential income than to consumption, given the economies of scale stemming from cohabitation (Atkinson 1992; Cancian and Reed 2008). Therefore, on the one hand, the reduction in the family size due to the decline in marriages as well as to the increase of divorces may increase the vulnerability of individuals regarding poverty. On the other hand, the reduction of families’ size is also due to a reduction of fertility. In this case, the decreasing number of children can, ceteris paribus, reduce poverty. However, empirical analyses show that, while the total fertility rate decline tends to reduce poverty (all else equal), the growth of children born outside marriage can have the opposite effect (Cancian and Reed 2008; Cancian and Haskins 2014).



Another element to be considered is the role of public policies for families. Welfare benefits generally represent a source of income, and they are typically addressed to households rather than individuals and, in particular, to households with dependent children as in-kind services (for example childcare) supporting work-family reconciliation and cash benefits in the form of tax deductions and allowances for dependent children. In the next section, we illustrate the indicators for household structure, poverty and family policies and sketch the empirical relationship between them.





3. Methods and Results


3.1. Poverty and Families


To evaluate the poverty of families we use as indicators the Head Count Ratio defined as


  HCR =  q N   








where N is the population size and q represents the number of poor individuals.



In the Eurostat database such indicator corresponds to the “at-risk-of-poverty-rate” (AROP), defined as the share of persons (or households) with an equivalized disposable income4 below the risk-of-poverty threshold, which is set at 60% of the national median equivalized disposable income (after social transfers).



Other poverty indicators are proposed by the economic literature. The income gap ratio is, for example, a measure of the extent of poverty and it is given by the average percentage difference between the poor’s income and the poverty threshold,


  IGR =     ∑   n = 1  q   (  z −  y n   )  / q  z   








with z equal to the poverty line and yn is the poor’s income.



By combining the previous poverty measures, Sen (1976) proposes a more general indicator of poverty (S) that also considers income inequality among the poor as measured by the Gini index calculated on the poor’ incomes:


S = HCR [IGR + (1 − IGR) GP]











From a strictly empirical point of view, statistical databases (Eurostat) contain other poverty indicators, often used by policy makers, such as “the severe material deprivation” (SMD), representing the percentage of individuals which cannot afford a basket of goods necessary to reach an adequate standard of living, and the “work intensity” (WI) of a household, given by the ratio between the worked months and the workable months in the reference year by the household members aged between 18 and 64 years5.



Following the economic literature on poverty and families, we choose the head count ratio as the poverty indicator for its simple and immediate interpretation and for its policy relevance (Mussida and Parisi 2020). Considering individuals and households as alternative statistical units, the analysis of poverty for the European macroarea (Table 2) shows that the aggregate percentage of individuals in poverty is in almost all cases smaller than the percentage of households in poverty in both 2010 and 2019.



Poverty is basically concentrated in the smallest household type, the single-person household, and, to a lesser extent, in the single-parent household. More traditional households, as couples with and without children, are less vulnerable to the risk of poverty. The disaggregated analysis for household type confirms this phenomenon for all European macroarea even when considering a time interval of about 10 years (Figure 6 and Figure 7).



The higher concentration of poverty among single-person households is also related to the low impact of family-supporting public policies on single-person households. In most European countries, welfare policies for families are mainly addressed to families with children (couple or single-parent) that—ceteris paribus—are more vulnerable to the risk of income needs and material deprivation. Some economic analyses show the positive long run effects of public cash transfers to families with children in terms of children’s longevity, educational attainment, nutritional status, and income in adulthood (Butcher 2017; Aizer et al. 2016).



Single-person households are supported by general public policies to contrast poverty, that in some European welfare state—such as the Mediterranean and Eastern ones—are not very developed yet.



Basically there are three types of public support for families: child-related cash benefits, including child allowances, public payments during the periods of parental leave, and income support for sole parents families; in kind benefits regarding childcare and childhood assistance and education; fiscal support through tax exemptions (such as child cash benefits not included in the tax base), child tax allowances (in the form of deductions of the tax base) and child tax credit (in the form of tax cuts) (Penne et al. 2018). Figure 8 and Figure 9 show the relationship between total social public expenditure for families (cash and in-kind benefits) and the percentage of families in poverty, considering both the group of all families and the group of families with children. The relationships point out a stronger correlation between public policies for families and reduction of poverty for families with children.




3.2. Econometric Analysis: Method and Results


In this section we investigate the empirical relationship between living arrangements and poverty. In particular, we test whether the decline in the traditional family type (couple with children) and its displacement by single parent and extended family households is correlated with an increase in poverty.



We are aware that the relationship between living arrangements and poverty is not straightforward: living arrangements affect income, but income affects the choice of living arrangements; to partially overcome the problem, we use lagged values for family composition variables in the analysis; that is, we regress the 2019 poverty indicator against the 2018 values of the family composition indicators.



Our sample is composed by 28 European countries6. The dependent variable is the share of individuals at risk of poverty (AROP) in 2019 (Head Count Ratio, HCR, in our equation). We look at individual rather than at household poverty because of two main reasons. First, we believe that the individual dimension can provide a clearer picture of the extent of poverty because the share of individuals in poverty can significantly differ from the share of households in poverty, given the variability in the number of family components. The second reason stems from the fact that the decline of the couple is associated with a breaking-up of existing families (e.g., through divorces), which displays ‘external’ effects on the whole societies, especially through the increase in the number of households with nontraditional structure.



As for the independent variables, we consider both the socio-economic variables usually associated with individual poverty and variables related to the household structure:




	
Per capita GDP: several studies show that, as average income rises, the number of people in poverty decreases (for a recent empirical analysis, see Dollar et al. 2016); an alternative variable, highly correlated with GDP, is unemployment (Saunders 2002). We also consider female unemployment because of its role especially for single mother families (Cancian and Haskins 2014). The level of per capita GDP is also highly correlated with social expenditure—social public expenditures for families included—which affects individual poverty through its effects on household poverty.



	
The Gini index, that summarizes the concentration of income: not only the level of average income, but also the concentration of GDP affects poverty (Karagiannaki 2017). The relationship found in the literature is a negative one. In our analysis, we use the Gini index of disposable income.



	
The female unemployment rate.



	
Social cash and in-kind benefits for families.



	
Education attainments are believed and found to be inversely correlated to poverty (Barham et al. 1995; Hofmarcher 2019). We use the share of people with at least a secondary education degree.



	
In addition to the socioeconomic variables used to explain individual poverty, we use variables related to the household structure, as usually implemented when analyzing poverty at the family level (see Table A2).








Our regression equation is the following:


HCRi = β0 + β1Xi + β2Zi + εi, i = 1, …, 28



(1)




where Xi is the vector of socioeconomic variables, Zi is the vector of family composition variables and εi is the error term (28 is the number of countries under observation).



We estimate Equation (1) by means of the weighted least squares approach to mitigate the heteroscedasticity problems that usually affect cross-section data. We use the Gretl statistical software.



Table 3 reports the results of our estimates. In Models 1–3, we consider the relationship between individual poverty and some socioeconomic variables; in Models 4–6 we add variables relating to family composition among the regressors.



In Model 1 the regressors are per capita GDP, the Gini index of disposable income and the education level (share of population with secondary school degree). The results show, as expected, a negative correlation with average income and the education level and a positive correlation with inequality in the distribution of income: in particular, an increase of 1 percentage point in the Gini index increases the HCR poverty indicator by 0.72, while an increase of 1 percentage point in the share of people with secondary education decreases the HCR poverty indicator by 0.064.



Analogous results are obtained substituting per capita GDP with social public expenditure for families (Model 2) and female unemployment (Model 3)7.



We then turn to considering the role of family structure on individual poverty. The existing literature agrees on considering families with children more vulnerable to poverty (Bradbury and Jäntti 1999; Iacovou 2013; Butcher 2017; Aizer et al. 2016; Monti et al. 2015). Moreover, the break-up of the “couple” is considered a factor exposing the household to economic vulnerability, the decrease in the marriage rate and the increase in the divorce rate being associated with an increase in poverty (Cancian and Reed 2008; Cancian and Haskins 2014; Mackay 2005). Therefore, we concentrate on families with children, analyzing the impact of the decline of the traditional family type on poverty.



In Model 4, we add to the regressors of Model 1 (a) the share of single families with dependent children and (b) extended families with children (the two alternatives to the traditional couples with children); we also consider (c) the replacement rate of married couples, that is, the difference between the marriage rate and the divorce rate. Besides confirming the results of Model 1, the coefficients of the variables concerning family structure show a significant positive correlation of the share of both single and extended family households with poverty and a significant negative correlation between the replacement rate of married couples. If included separately, the crude marriage rate has a negative coefficient and the divorce rate a positive one, and both are statistically significant.



In Model 5, we add couples without children, that is, the family type that should be the least vulnerable to poverty: the previous results are confirmed, and the coefficient of the new variable is significant and displays the expected negative sign.



In Model 6, we test whether the traditional family structure (couple) is negatively associated with poverty also when children are present; thus, we add couples with dependent children as a regressor; singles are proxied by divorce rates; given the role of female employment in decreasing poverty (Cancian and Haskins 2014), especially in single parent households headed by a woman, we use female employment instead of per capita GDP. The traditional two-parent household appears to be negatively correlated with poverty even when dependent children are present.





4. Discussion and Conclusions


In this paper, we have analyzed the impact of the change in living arrangements on individual poverty in a sample of 28 European countries. A common trend that emerges is the decrease in the share of the “two parents with children” household and the increase in the share of the single-headed one. Moreover, poverty appears to be concentrated in single-person households, which may be related to low family-supporting public policies on single-person households. In particular, single-person households are targeted by general public policy on poverty that is not very developed in some types of European welfare states.



On this basis, we have applied an econometric analysis to test the effects of the decline of the traditional family type on poverty. Our contribution differs from the existing empirical analyses under two respects. First, we adopt an individual poverty indicator rather than a household one. This choice is based on the observation that the decline of the couple-with-children family type is associated with its disaggregation through divorces. As a consequence, the break-up of families exerts effects on society as whole, in particular adding to the number of households with nontraditional structure. Moreover, we think that the individual dimension of poverty can provide a more immediate view of its extent within society. Second, our analysis is more general than the existing ones, in that it considers several types of families and several European countries.



The results of our econometric analysis show that the decline of the traditional family type affects individual poverty: the marriage rate and the share of couples, both with and without children, are inversely related to poverty; the divorce rate, the shares of extended families and singles with children are, instead, positively related to poverty.



The aim of our work is highlighting some general feature in the evolution of family composition and its effects on poverty in Europe and stimulate research on the topic. The analysis itself comes with limitations that can be overcome by further work. In particular, an extension of the database with respect to the number of countries included and to the time span of the variables can allow to conduct an analysis that is at the same time more comprehensive and able to account for country differences. Moreover, the results can constitute the basis for research aimed at reformulating family policies in this new social context. In particular, we have found that the breaking-up of the “traditional” family type is associated with an increase in poverty, given the rise in the shares of “alternative” household structures that are more vulnerable to poverty. Against this, family policies are often tailored to the couple-with-children household, while the higher concentration of poverty is among single-person households, supported by general public policies to contrast poverty that are not equally developed throughout Europe.



This direction of research can benefit from the implementation of an econometric analysis based on an extension of the database along the above-mentioned lines. However, some policy suggestions may already emerge from the analysis.



First of all, a redesign and an improvement of general antipoverty policies seem necessary. In countries where income support policies are already strong, this purpose could be achieved by a reshaping of these policies through a different allocation of family cash benefits among the different types of families without increasing overall public spending in this expenditure sector.



Moreover, the modified framework of household composition may call for special in-kind measures targeting households more vulnerable to the risk of poverty such as single and single parents—either by choice or as a result of a divorce.



Then, public policies should be directed not only at reducing poverty (or preventing it by fostering economic growth and job creation), but also at reducing the consequences of poverty such as material deprivation of basic needs like housing and education, especially for single parents. To this purpose, local welfare policies—more service-oriented—should be redesigned in this sense.



It should also be noted that low-income families tend to live in low-quality housing in areas with lower infrastructures and services. Spatial segregation phenomena are thus possible, requiring inclusion enhancing and urban planning policies as measures for housing, transports and social services.



Moreover, because the risk of poverty is greater for single parents, the extension of traditional childcare services or of alternative childcare arrangements with favorable access criteria for particular vulnerable families improves the reconciliation of work–family responsibilities and mitigates the negative effects of low income on the child outcomes, breaking the intergenerational transmission of advantages.



Finally, in the particular period of the Covid−19 emergency, some additional risk factors affecting single parents should be considered by policy makers. First of all, home schooling represents a greater obstacle for single parents to conciliate work and family. While general measures of parental leave extension and additional cash benefits for working parents have been adopted by most European countries, only few countries (Austria and Cyprus) have paid more attention to single parents.



The greater difficulty of reconciling work and family exposes single parents to a higher risk of unemployment, also considering that part-time employment and temporary contracts are more common for single parents (Blundell et al. 2020; Nieuwenhuis 2020). This implies a poverty risk for single parents in a double sense: workers on temporary contracts are at higher risk of unemployment, and, in some European countries, they might be less likely to meet the eligibility conditions for unemployment benefits. Therefore, an increased income protection for temporary workers could mitigate the poverty risk for single parents.
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Table A1. Data and sources.






Table A1. Data and sources.





	
Data Description and Reference Years

	
Sources

	
Links






	
Divorces (crude divorce rate) = ratio of the number of divorces during the year to the average population in that year (data expressed per 1000 persons). 1965–2018

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=demo_ndivind&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Marriages (crude marriage rate) = ratio of the number of marriages during the year to the average population in that year (data expressed per 1000 persons). 1965–2018

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Fertility rate = average number of children born per woman over a lifetime. 1960–2018

	
OECD- Family Database

	
https://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Births outside marriage (percentage value)

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/submitViewTableAction.do (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Distribution of births by birth order = percentage of births that are first, second, third or higher. 1980 and 2018

	
OECD-Family Database

	
https://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Age of mothers = average age of mothers at the birth of the first child. 1980 and 2018

	
OECD-Family Database

	
https://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Household composition: percentage of couples with/without children percentage of singles with/without children percentage of households composed by three or more adults (extended households) with/without children. 1994, 2005, 2015, 2018, 2019

	
Eurostat

(years 2018 and 2019)

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_lvph02&lang=en%20(for%20years%201994,%202005%20and%202015) (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Eurostat

(years 1994, 2005 and 2015)

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=hbs_car_t313&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Head count ratio (AROP) = percentage of persons with equivalised disposable income below the 60% of median income. 2010 and 2019

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_li02&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Distribution of households by household type and income level (percentage of households with disposable income below 60% of median income = H CR household) 2010, 2018 and 2019

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_lvph04&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Gross Domestic Product

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=nama_10_pc&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Education = percentage of persons (18–74 years) with secondary and upper secondary (no tertiary) education 2018, 2019

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=edat_lfs_9903&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Social Public Expenditure (cash and in kind) for families

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=spr_exp_ffa&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Gini Index after tax and transfers

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_di12&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).




	
Unemployment rate = percentage of unemployed persons 15–74 years with respect to the 15–74 years active population (labour force)

	
Eurostat

	
https://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=une_rt_a&lang=en (accessed on 9 June 2021).
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Table A2. Family composition in the countries under investigation (2019).






Table A2. Family composition in the countries under investigation (2019).





	Countries
	Single without Dependent Children
	Single with Dependent Children
	Couples without Dependent Children
	Couples with 1 Dependent Children
	Couples with 2 Dependent Children
	Couples with 3 or More Dependent children
	Extended Family (3 or More Adults) without Dependent Children
	Extended Family (3 or More Adults) with Dependent Children
	Families without Children
	Families with Children





	Belgium
	34.7
	6.2
	28.8
	8.1
	9.6
	4.5
	4.6
	3.5
	68.1
	31.9



	Bulgaria
	34.3
	2.9
	25.1
	8.9
	8.3
	1.4
	10.1
	9.0
	69.5
	30.5



	Czech Republic
	29.8
	4.2
	29.4
	10.6
	11.6
	2.4
	8.0
	4.0
	67.2
	32.8



	Denmark
	43.9
	5.5
	29.3
	6.3
	7.7
	3.2
	2.5
	1.7
	75.6
	24.4



	Germany
	42.0
	4.3
	30.7
	7.7
	7.2
	2.8
	3.6
	1.8
	76.3
	23.7



	Estonia
	41.8
	4.1
	25.2
	8.8
	8.1
	2.9
	5.3
	4.0
	72.2
	27.8



	Ireland
	25.8
	7.2
	25.6
	8.3
	11.6
	6.8
	8.4
	6.4
	59.8
	40.2



	Greece
	25.7
	1.3
	28.7
	9.1
	9.8
	4.0
	15.1
	6.3
	69.6
	30.4



	Spain
	25.7
	3.3
	28.3
	10.1
	10.9
	2.3
	13.2
	6.3
	67.2
	32.8



	France
	38.6
	5.9
	28.9
	8.2
	10.4
	3.6
	2.9
	1.6
	70.4
	29.6



	Italy
	33.0
	4.0
	25.7
	9.4
	9.4
	1.9
	11.9
	4.7
	70.5
	29.5



	Cyprus
	20.8
	3.2
	32.7
	9.4
	11.1
	5.3
	9.4
	8.1
	62.9
	37.1



	Latvia
	35.4
	4.9
	27.3
	9.5
	7.0
	2.7
	7.6
	5.6
	70.2
	29.8



	Lithuania
	38.3
	6.2
	25.8
	8.6
	8.2
	1.8
	6.7
	4.4
	70.8
	29.2



	Luxembourg
	33.1
	4.4
	29.2
	10.7
	10.5
	2.9
	5.1
	4.1
	67.4
	32.6



	Hungary
	33.0
	4.4
	29.3
	8.9
	7.6
	3.3
	8.1
	5.4
	70.4
	29.6



	Malta
	27.3
	3.6
	29.6
	11.1
	8.4
	1.7
	10.2
	8.2
	67.1
	32.9



	Netherlands
	38.5
	3.5
	31.0
	7.8
	9.7
	4.1
	3.4
	2.0
	72.8
	27.2



	Austria
	37.4
	2.5
	28.8
	7.8
	7.8
	3.4
	7.9
	4.3
	74.1
	25.9



	Poland
	25.2
	1.6
	25.9
	9.7
	8.1
	2.4
	14.3
	12.8
	65.4
	34.6



	Portugal
	22.8
	4.8
	31.1
	13.2
	9.1
	1.4
	11.6
	6.0
	65.5
	34.5



	Slovenia
	29.6
	3.7
	25.6
	9.9
	12.6
	3.3
	10.4
	4.9
	65.7
	34.3



	Slovak Republic
	18.3
	2.0
	27.8
	8.6
	11.5
	2.5
	16.1
	13.0
	62.3
	37.7



	Finland
	44.7
	3.9
	30.2
	7.0
	7.4
	3.6
	2.0
	1.1
	77.0
	23.0



	Sweden
	46.6
	5.7
	25.9
	6.7
	8.1
	3.4
	1.9
	1.7
	74.4
	25.6



	Iceland
	36
	6.1
	24.7
	8.4
	9.5
	5.5
	5
	4.9
	65.9
	34.4



	Norway
	45.6
	5.7
	26.5
	6.8
	8.4
	3.7
	1.8
	1.5
	73.9
	26.1



	United Kingdom
	30.5
	5.6
	31.4
	9
	9.5
	3.4
	7
	3.7
	68.9
	31.1







Source: Eurostat (For Iceland and UK 2018 data).














Notes


	
1

	

In this paper we use indifferently the terms household and family overcoming the following technical definitions. A household is defined by Eurostat as a social unit having common arrangements; sharing household expenses or daily needs in a shared common residence. A household includes either one person living alone or a group of people, not necessarily related as in the family.






	
2

	

The data only refer to “private households” excluding collective or institutional households” such as: hospitals, old people’s homes, residential homes, prisons, military barracks, religious institutions, boarding houses and workers’ hostels, etc. As specified above (see note 1), we refer to the Eurostat definition using indifferently the terms household and family.






	
3

	

In the Eurostat database dependent children are defined as individuals aged 0–17 years and 18–24 years if inactive and living with at least one parent. In this paper we use the term “children” or dependent children indifferently.






	
4

	

The equivalized disposable income is the total income of a household, after tax and other deductions, that is available for spending or saving, divided by the number of household members converted into equalized adults; household members are equalized or made equivalent by weighting each according to their age, using the so-called modified OECD equivalence scale giving 1 point to the first adult, 0.5 to the second and each subsequent person aged 14 and over, 0.3 to each child aged under 14.






	
5

	

The European Social Protection Committee uses the AROP, the SMD and the WI indicators.






	
6

	

Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Greece, Spain, France, Italy, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Hungary, Malta, Netherlands, Austria, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Slovakia, Finland, Sweden, Iceland, Norway, United Kingdom.






	
7

	

Analogous results are obtained using the overall unemployment rate.
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Figure 1. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data Countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Sweden, United Kingdom. 
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Figure 2. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. Northern: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden (Iceland is not included for missing data on divorces from 2012). Continental: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, Netherlands. Anglo Saxon: United Kingdom (in Ireland the divorce has been introduced in 1996). Southern: Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Portugal, (in Spain the divorce law the law was introduced in 1931, then abolished and reintroduced in 1981). Eastern: Bulgaria. Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovak, Slovenia. 






Figure 2. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. Northern: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden (Iceland is not included for missing data on divorces from 2012). Continental: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Luxembourg, Netherlands. Anglo Saxon: United Kingdom (in Ireland the divorce has been introduced in 1996). Southern: Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Portugal, (in Spain the divorce law the law was introduced in 1931, then abolished and reintroduced in 1981). Eastern: Bulgaria. Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovak, Slovenia.
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Figure 3. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. Countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, United Kingdom. 
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Figure 4. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. 
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Figure 5. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. (a) Time changes—Couples without dependent children (% of households); (b) Time changes—Couples with dependent children; (c) Time changes—Single (% of households); (d) Time changes—Extended families (3 or more adults; % of households). 
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Figure 6. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. 
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Figure 7. Source: elaboration on Eurostat data. 
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Figure 8. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. 
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Figure 9. Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data. 
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Table 1. Distribution of births by birth order.






Table 1. Distribution of births by birth order.





	
Countries

	
First Births

	
Second Births

	
Third or HIGHER Births




	
1980

	
2018

	
1980

	
2018

	
1980

	
2018






	
Austria

	
41.2

	
47.1

	
35.7

	
35.3

	
23.1

	
17.6




	
Belgium

	
47.9

	
42.9

	
32.9

	
34.5

	
19.2

	
22.6




	
Bulgaria

	
47.8

	
50.3

	
37.9

	
37.2

	
14.3

	
12.5




	
Czech Republic

	
42.0

	
48.0

	
39.8

	
37.2

	
18.2

	
14.7




	
Denmark

	
45.8

	
46.3

	
37.1

	
36.9

	
17.1

	
16.8




	
Finland

	
47.0

	
40.7

	
35.5

	
34.2

	
17.5

	
25.1




	
Greece

	
44.9

	
47.0

	
37.4

	
36.6

	
17.7

	
14.4




	
Hungary

	
45.5

	
46.4

	
38.8

	
32.9

	
15.6

	
20.7




	
Iceland

	
37.3

	
44.7

	
30.7

	
33.2

	
32.0

	
22.1




	
Ireland

	
29.2

	
38.4

	
24.4

	
34.8

	
46.4

	
26.8




	
Italy

	
46.7

	
46.6

	
34.3

	
38.5

	
19.0

	
15.0




	
Latvia

	
52.8

	
39.5

	
33.4

	
37.8

	
13.8

	
22.6




	
Netherlands

	
43.1

	
44.8

	
37.1

	
36.6

	
19.8

	
18.5




	
Norway

	
50.3

	
43.0

	
32.3

	
38.2

	
17.3

	
18.9




	
Slovak Republic

	
40.1

	
45.7

	
35.3

	
35.0

	
24.6

	
19.3




	
Slovenia

	
48.5

	
45.5

	
38.7

	
39.2

	
12.8

	
15.4




	
Spain

	
42.8

	
49.1

	
31.1

	
38.0

	
26.1

	
12.9




	
average

	
44.3

	
45.1

	
34.8

	
36.2

	
20.9

	
18.6








Source: OECD.
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Table 2. Percentage of individuals and households in poverty in 2010 and 2019.
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HCR 2019

	
HCR 2010

	
VAR %






	
Nordic

	
Households

	
17.8950

	
17.4249

	
2.70




	
Individuals

	
14.3684

	
13.8034

	
4.09




	
Continental

	
Households

	
16.7240

	
16.1606

	
3.49




	
Individuals

	
13.6821

	
13.8432

	
−1.16




	
Anglo-Saxon

	
Households

	
19.1902

	
18.3766

	
4.43




	
Individuals

	
18.0014

	
16.7030

	
7.77




	
Mediterranean

	
Households

	
19.5878

	
19.813

	
−1.14




	
Individuals

	
19.6927

	
19.4195

	
1.41




	
Eastern

	
Households

	
19.4161

	
17.2460

	
12.58




	
Individuals

	
16.6373

	
16.9772

	
−2.00








Source: our elaboration on Eurostat data.
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Table 3. Results.






Table 3. Results.





	

	
WLS (Weighted Least Squares) Dependent Variable: Head Count Ratio

(the Share of Persons with an Equivalised Disposable Income below the Risk-of-Poverty Threshold, Which Is Set at 60 % of the National Median Equivalised Disposable Income (After Social Transfers




	

	
Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Moldel 3

	
Model 4

	
Model 5

	
Model 6






	
Per capita GDP, PPP Euro, average 2015-2019

	
−8.17229e-05 (2.95157e-05) **

	

	

	
−5.37576e-05 (2.03873e-05) **

	
−3.60961e-05 (0.820246) ***

	




	
Social cash benefits and social in kind benefits for families (2019)

	

	
−1.93272 (0.864591) **

	

	

	

	




	
Female unemployment

	

	

	
0.0465247 (0.0231323) *

	

	

	
0.106260 (0.03668) ***




	
INEQ

	
0.727745 (0.0538034) ***

	
0.648487 (0.0428954) ***

	
0.637258 (0.0411488) ***

	
0.665617 (0.0252386) ***

	
0.770575 (0.0535229) ***

	
0.742492 (0.0600072) ***




	
Share of persons with secondary education 2018

	
−0.0640751 (0.0246600) **

	
−0.0524619 (0.0212443) **

	
−0.0696824 (0.0241048) ***

	
−0.0675370 (0.00890504) ***

	
−0.0400034 (0.0163647) **

	
−0.0391403 (0.0188492) *




	
Single with dependent children

	

	

	

	
0.479674 (0.225447) **

	
0.275074 (0.148516) *

	




	
Extended family with children

	

	

	

	
0.226457 (0.0458668) ***

	
0.174426 (0.0765417) **

	
0.140286 (0.0557374) **




	
Indicator of replacement for couples calculated as marriages minus divorces (2018)

	

	

	

	
−0.817638 (0.203494) ***

	
−0.730639 (0.138023) ***

	




	
Couples without dependent children

	

	

	

	

	
−0.141050 (0.0724928) *

	
−0.177072 (0.0979028) *




	
Couples with dependent children

	

	

	

	

	

	
−0.143487 (0.0337882) ***




	
Crude divorce rate (2018)

	

	

	

	

	

	
1.26908 (0.423558) ***




	
Obs

	
28

	
28

	
28

	
28

	
28

	
28




	
Uncentered R squared

	
0.772148

	
0.821398

	
0.874619

	
0.95729

	
0.995021

	
0.974048




	
Centered R squared

	
0.791422

	
0.862458

	
0.995406

	
0.992045

	
0.999624

	
0.999043








*, * *, *** stand for significant at the 10%, 5% and 1% level, respectively. Standard errors in brackets.
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