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Abstract

This research examines recent changes in the structure of American households
within the context of broad population changes by using data from March Current
Population Surveys for 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000. The proportion of households
maintained by married-couples continued to decrease, although the rates of change have
abated. Single-parent households continued to increase, especially single-father
households increasing sharply during 1985 to 2000. Headship rates for families have
remained relatively stable. Increases in single person and other nonfamily households are
mainly due to increases in the size of the single, childless population and the aging of this
population. The propensities to live alone which were observed during the 1970s had
come to a halt, and declined among young adults during 1985 to 1995. Increasing
propensities to live with nonrelatives were still observed to continue during this period.
The trend is prevalent for 15-59 year old single, childless females and 15-34 year old
males. For older people, living alone is still their major living arrangement.
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Revisiting the Structure of American Households: 1985-2000

Introduction

The 1970s were observed a decade of dramatic change in American households.
The number of households increased more rapidly than the number of persons. Several
articles documented this change in detail (Sweet, 1984; Santi, 1988). The quantitative
aspects of change in American households were addressed by Sweet (1984) in his
analysis of the components of growth in the number of households between 1970 and
1980 (Santi, 1988). He used a direct standardization procedure and decomposition
method and concluded that about two-thirds of the increase in the number of households
were due to population growth and to the change in the composition of the population by
age and marital status. The remainder of the increase was attributed to the increases in the
propensity of individuals to establish independent households rather than share living
arrangements with others. The qualitative aspects of the household change were also
studied by many scholars. Since household structure change, especially increasing
female-headed households, has some implications for social welfare, that research
concentrated on the headship rates of single mothers and the recent increases in the
number of single parent households (Cutright, 1974; Ross and Sawhill, 1975; Smith and
Cutright, 1985).

Some articles mentioned that living alone or with nonrelatives during 1970s was
observed to have abated or even reversed during the early 1980s (Santi, 1987, 1988). Few
studies have taken the logical next step of extending their analysis of data to more recent

changes. Accordingly, this research will provide a more unified overview of recent



changes within the context of broad changes in the population. I will attempt to look at
the changes in the inventory of households from the individual level and minimal family
level. Following Ermisch and Overton (1985) and Santi (1988), this research views this
inventory of households as the outcome of two analytically distinct sets of processes:
processes of family formation and dissolution and processes of household fission and
fusion. The processes of household fission and fusion are based on the processes of
family formation and dissolution. Within the context of a family system based on the
nuclear family, processes of family formation and dissolution have to do primarily with
decisions about marriage, childbearing, divorce and child custody (Santi, 1988). Such
decisions will form different type of units, which include various types of families and
individuals without their own families. The household formation process is based on
whether these units share living arrangements with other units or establish their own
independent households. So the decision about family formation is translated to the
household formation level. The inventory of households depends on the inventory of
family units, individuals without their own families and the likelihood of these units
(including individuals) forming independent households or sharing living arrangements
with other units.

This study will examine the ways in which the changing patterns of minimal
family units and the changing patterns of household formation have interacted to produce
a change in the inventory of American households from 1985 to 2000.

First, I will look at the changes of family status from the individual level by
looking at the distribution of population by marital status and child status. Then I will

shift the study unit from individual to minimal household unit level to show how these



changes will result in a change in the stock of units "at risk" of heading households. Next,
I will examine the changes in the propensity of these various units to establish
independent households. I will study in detail the living arrangements and headship rate
of single, childless persons. Finally, I will assess the effects of these changes in
household formation and examine the changing inventory of households from 1985 to

2000 at the household level.

Background

Between 1985 and 2000, the number of households in the United States increased
from 86.79 million to 104.7 million'. This was an increase of 20.6 percent. During this
period, the number of persons living in households increased by 17.3 percent, from 233.5
million to 273.9 million. Though the speed of increases in household numbers has
decreased compared to the 25.8 percent during the 1970s (Sweet, 1984), this increase still
resulted in a decrease in the average size of household. Compared to the 1970s, some
social trends have changed somewhat:

1. Fertility rates increased a little bit in the late 1980s and declined slowly in the
1990s (National Center for Health Statistics, 2000). However, the effect of
absolute changes in fertility is minimal since the fertility rate was already
relatively low. The cumulative impact of the decline in fertility which began in
the early 1960s will continue to exist.

2. Age at first marriage continued to increase during this period, The Median age at

first marriage for men has increased from 25.5 years old in 1985 to 26.7 years old



in 1998. The median age at first marriage for women has increased from 23.3
years old in 1985 to 25 years old in 1998 (Bureau of the Census, 1999).

3. Divorce rates declined in the early and mid 1980s and leveled off at about 4.7 per
1000 since 1988 and continue to decline a little bit in the late 1990s (National
Center for Health Statistics, 2000). This trend is very different from the 1970s.

4. The mortality rate continues to decrease. The life expectancy for males increased
from 71.7 years old in 1985 to 73.6 years old in 1997 and for females from 78.2
years old in 1985 to 79.4 years old in 1997 (National Center for Health Statistics,
2000).

5. The number of households is also affected by changes in the age distribution of
the population. The aging of the large baby boom cohort will affect household

formation and structure.

Data and Method

The data for this study come from the Annual Demographic File of the March
Current Population Survey (CPS) supplement for 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000, conducted
by the U.S. Bureau of the Census and the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The March CPS is a
nationally representative survey of over 50,000 households. Information collected
includes household composition, family composition, income sources and amounts, labor
force information and demographic information. These data have been used extensively
to document trends over time in labor force participation, unemployment, poverty, and

many other demographic and economic trends. With the exception of the decennial



census, these data provide the best information on individuals living in various household
types over the 1985-2000 periods.

The data in CPS are hierarchically structured, with separate records for
households, families within households, and individuals within families, Data from
selected items in the household and family records were appended to the individual
records. The variables used in this study were household status (from household records),
kind of family, family type, and the number of own never married children under 18
years old (from family records). These variables, in conjunction with the marital status
and household relationship variables from person records, permit a fairly detailed
characterization of the living arrangements of each individual in the CPS sample.
Individuals can be defined as living alone or with others, and if living with others,
whether these others include spouse, children, other relatives or nonrelatives.

Census Bureau conventions identify one individual in each household as the
"household head" or "householder". So the number of householders equals the number of
households. Since 1980 the householder is the person in whose name the housing unit is
owned or rented and can be either spouse in a married-couple household.

The universe for this study is defined as the population "at risk" of heading a
household, so persons who were both 15 years old or older and living in households at
the time of surveys were included. The age cutoff of 15 years old follows current Census
Bureau convention for the identification of an "adult" population. The CPS data cover the
population living in households very well. However, the CPS enumerates only a fraction
of the population not living in households. Hence, the further restriction of the universe to

persons living in households was made because it was assumed that persons living in



females. However, the propensity to live alone is only observed consistently in males.
Both genders increased their propensity to live alone during 1985 to 1990. But a
countertrend is observed for females during 1990s. The aggregate headship rates for both
genders continue to increase as a result of the combined effect.

It is useful to decompose the living arrangements of single childless persons by
marital status and age categories.

Table 7-1 and 7-2 show the living arrangements of single, childless persons by
marital status for males and females separately. For both genders the propensity to live
alone for never-married persons continued to increase from 1985 to 2000, but for
divorced/separated males and females the percentages leveled off during this period. The
trend of living with nonrelatives continues to increase for most single, childless persons,
except for widowed males. Comparing 1985 to 2000, for all female single, childless
persons, except never-married persons, a trend to live alone could not be observed. This
behavior change is a countertrend from the 1970s. Since living alone contributes a
hundred percent rise in the headship rate, decreases in living alone will exert downward
pressure on the aggregate headship rates.

Table 8-1 and 8-2 provide the living arrangements of single, childless persons by
age categories. It is interesting to see that for both genders the propensities to live alone
decreased consistently for ages 25-39 from 1985 to 1995. From 1995 to 2000 the effect
is mixed for different age groups. However, for males older than 45 years old and for
females older than 55 years old the probability of living alone continues to exceed the
probability of living with other persons. For older persons, living alone is the major living

arrangement. The propensity to live alone still persists in most older age groups. More
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detailed living arrangements by age for the never-married, divorced/separated, widowed
and married-spouse absent are presented in Tables 9-1, 9-2, and 9-3 for males and Tables
10-1, 10-2, and 10-3 for females. These tables all demonstrate that among age groups 25-
39 the propensities to live alone decrease for most never married and divorced/separated”
males and females. However, contrary to the trend of living alone, living with
nonrelatives continues to increase during this 15 year period for most subgroups of
single, childless persons (see Table 8-1, Table 8-2). The trend is not only obvious for
both male and female young adults aged 15-34 years old but also for middle-aged
females 35-59 years old. Unfortunately CPS data do not afford information about
whether these nonrelatives are cohabitation partners or just roommates. Sweet and
Bumpass (1987) estimated that between 1970 and 1980, approximately 60 percent of the
increase in households containing nonrelatives was due to an increase in cohabitation.
This situation may continue after 1980, which deserves future research. As mentioned
previously, living alone necessarily entails establishing an independent household, so any
increase in the percentage living alone will bring about a rise in headship rates.
Furthermore, the shift from relatives to nonrelatives among those who live with others
would also exert upward pressure on the aggregate headship rate, since headship rates are
higher in the latter category than in the former.

At the same time, the aging of the large baby boom cohorts and the rising age at
first marriage have caused major changes in the age distribution of the single, childless
population. Table 11 shows that for males in 1985, more than 43 percent were between
the ages of 20-29 years; by 2000 this proportion had dropped to 33 percent. Since living

arrangements and headship propensities are strongly related to age (Santi, 1987,
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1988,1990; Sweet, 1984), it is tempting to conclude that the changes in the age structure
will exert downward pressure on the headship rate for younger cohorts but upward
pressure for middle age cohorts.

Table 12 shows that the propensity to live alone decreased obviously in the
younger cohorts, but the aging of the population continued to drive these trends at the
aggregate level and makes the headship rates for single, childless persons increase
steadily.

I11. Household Level Analysis and Summary

In the previous analysis, the factors affecting the change in the number of
households were studied under a broad demographic context. This section will focus on
the change in the inventory of American households by showing the change of
households by type.

Table 13 reveals that the proportion of households headed by married couples
continued to decline for 1985 to 2000. These patterns of change mirror the changes
observed in the marital status and child status of the population at the individual level and
the minimal household unit level. These population trends, in turn, are attributable to
such demographic factors as the rising age at first marriage, decreasing martial fertility,
and the aging and “nest-leaving” of children of older married couples (Santi, 1988). Since
the headship rates for married couples have remained at nearly 100 percent throughout
this period, these changes in the processes of family formation were translated directly
into a change at the household level.

A similar interpretation applies to the growth of households headed by single

parents. The increase in the proportion of these households is accounted for mainly by
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increases in the presence of single parents in the population at large. These changes are a
result of marital disruption and nonmarital fertility for females. During this period, single
father family households increased very quickly and single mother family households just
increased moderately. However, due to the small percentage of the single father family
households among total household units, single father families only contribute a small
share of the total increase in the number of households.

Other family households were most probably affected by changes in the
propensity of adult children to live with their single parent. It is interesting to find that
male headed other family households increased more quickly than female headed other
family households during this period. Partly this could be due to a tendency for males to
be reported as "householder" in such households.

The increases in the proportions of single-person and other nonfamily households
were a result of increase in the proportions of single, childless persons in the population
and the increasing propensity for these persons to head a household. Decreasing
tendencies to live alone among young adults and increases in living with nonrelatives
were observed from 1985 to 2000. Whether or not this change in young adults living
alone is due to economic factors (for example, income changes or cost of housing
changes) (Michael, et al. 1980) or due to a reversal of the postwar "rise of the primary
individual" among young adults (Santi, 1987, 1988, 1990) deserves further study.
However, the changing age structure and the aging of the large baby boom cohorts will

continue to increase the proportion of single-person and nonfamily households.
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Notes

1.All of the data in this paper are from March CPS files for 1985, 1990, 1995 and 2000,

except where indicated.

2.Since there are low numbers in widowed and married-spouse absent categories at early

ages, I combined these two categories.
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