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For generations the word "family" has
been a virtual synonym for a wife, a hus
band, and one or more children. And despite
much recent attention to such trends as
increasing divorce rates and the prevalence
of single-parent families, this image some
how persists as the norm. Yet even in 1970
less than half of all families in Virginia
consisted of a married couple living with
their own children. At that time over half of
the families in the state consisted of single
parents with children; related people other
than a married couple; or a married couple
living with other relations, sometimes includ
ing children, sometimes not. By 1980 only 43
percent of all Virginia's families met the
definition of what most people still regard as
the "normal" family.

This News Let4-er, based largely on data
from the 1970 and 1980 Census of Popula
tion, addresses one of the most significant
recent changes in family composition: the
increase in families headed by women
those in which the household consists of a
single, divorced, or widowed woman
together with her children and / or other
relatives. 1

The Bureau of the Census defines a family
as "a householder and one or more other
persons living in the same household who
are related to the householder by birth,
marriage, or adoption."2 Thus, a person
living alone does not constitute a family,

1 Data in this News Letter were derived mainly from 1970

publications and 1980 machine-readable data files of the U.S.
Bureau of the Census. In the latter case, figures often differ from
those currently available in Census publications.

2 u.s. Bureau of the Census, General Population Characteris
tics, Part 48, Virginia (Washington: U.s. Department of Com
merce, August 1982), p. B-1.

while married couples, with or without chil
dren, are a subtype of all families. Another
subtype is listed in 1980 Census publications
as "Female householder, no husband pres
ent." This is the subtype upon which this
News Letter concentrates. The Census for
merly designated this subtype as "female
headed," a designation that will be used in
this article for the sake of convenience.

In 1970 over 130,000 Virginia families
were headed by women with no spouse
present in the family, and such female
headed families constituted 11 percent of all
families in the state. By 1980 there were
almost 200,000 of these families, and they
constituted about 14 percent of all families.
While these female-headed families are not a
new phenomenon, their increase has been
considerable. Furthermore, this increase is
certainly the sign of a significant trend that is
likely to have widespread effects on individu
als, government at all levels, and society in
general.

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO THE
INCREASE

Several factors have contributed to the
increase in the number of Virginia families
that are headed by women. First is marital
dissolution. As is well known by now, the
divorce rate increased dramatically between
1970 and 1980. In Virginia, this meant a rise
from 23 divorces for every 100 marriages in
1970 to 39 divorces,per hundred marriages in
1980; and according to the Virginia 1980
Vital Statistical Report, about 14,000 of the
23,600 divorces that occurred that year
involved minor children. Although there
have been recent increases in the number of
children who remain with their fathers after
a divorce, a substantial majority continue to
remain in their mothers' custody. Thus, in

just one year, divorce alone created between
13,000 and 14,000 new female-headed fami
lies in Virginia.

Another factor contributing to the forma
tion of families headed by women is births to
unmarried women. In Virginia, such births
rose from 12 percent of all live births in 1970
to 19 percent in 1980. A substantial propor
tion of unmarried mothers are teenagers, but
a growing number of single adult women
also are choosing to bear children. Some of
the former, and most of the latter, will
constitute female-headed families.

Finally, Virginia's population, like that of
the nation, aged during the decade of the
1970s. The Bureau of the Census indicates
that the median age of Virginians in 1970
was 26.8 years, and in 1980 it was 29.8 years.
Since the life expectancy of women con
tinues to exceed that of men, an aging
population results in a greater incidence of
widowhood. ltho gh i ·cs for V·rg· ~ia

are not yet available, nationally about 29
percent of all female family heads are wid
ows. A comparatively small proportion of
these are younger women. Most are older,
and their families include relatives other
than their own minor children-grown chil
dren, grandchildren, siblings, or other rela
tives.

Between 1970 and 1980, then, increasing
rates of divorce, extramarital pregnancy,
and widowhood produced a growth rate of
51 percent for female-headed families in
Virginia, compared to a growth rate of 15
percent for married-couple families. Within
the state: however, both the rate at which
these families grew and the degree to which
they constituted a significant proportion of
all families varied both by residence and by
race.
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Figure 1.
Percent Change in Families Headed by Women, 1970-1980

Increase of 40-79.9%

Increase of 80% or more

Increase of less than 40%

GEOGRAPHIC DIFFERENTIALS

Virginia's counties and cities can be
divided into two basic types: metropolitan
and nonmetropolitan. Metropolitan Statisti
cal Areas (MSAs) are Census-designated
areas consisting of one or more large cities
plus their surrounding counties and, in some
cases, smaller independent cities as well. 3

The large city or cities named in the MSA
title are the central city (or cities) of the

- ,the remaini :g-areas-are-th metrop li
tan suburbs. Outside of the MSAs are
nonmetropolitan counties and independent
cities. The counties outside of the MSAs
tend to be more rural in makeup than most
of the metropolitan counties; the cities in
this group are smaller than the central cities
of the MSAs arid usually less urban in
character.

In Virginia, changes in family composi
tion between 1970 and 1980 varied markedly
among these different kinds of localities.
Almost all jurisdictions, regardless of type,
experienced increases in the number offami
lies headed by women. But as Figure 1
indicates, the largest increases occurred
almost exclusively in the metropolitan sub
urbs of six metropolitan areas: Northern

3 In 1970 Virginia contained five entire Standard Metropolitan
Statistical Areas (as they were then called) and parts oftwo others.
Between 1970 and 1980 the makeup of these areas changed
somewhat, and by 1980 two more SMSAs and part of a third had
been added. All metropolitan figures in this report are based on the
1970 figures for those counties and cities that are included in the
1980 MSAs.

Virginia, Charlottesville, Roanoke, Rich
mond, Petersburg-Colonial Heights-Hope
well, and Nodolk-Portsmouth-Virginia
Beach. Of the 24 counties and cities in which
female-headed families grew by 80 percent
or more, fifteen are located in these six
MSAs. A seventh MSA, Newport News
Hampton, experienced these high rates in
only one suburban county, while the Lynch
burg, Danville, and Johnson City-Kingsport
Briste>l a eas had somewha lower growth
rates. In addition, most of the nonmetropoli
tan areas in which the growth rate of female
headed families was extremely high were
adjacent to metropolitan areas.

On the whole, then, high rates of growth
in the number of female-headed families
were a phenomenon of the metropolitan
suburbs. These, of course, were also the
jurisdictions that gained substantial popula
tion between 1970 and 1980, and it therefore
may be expected that they would have
gained families headed by women along with
other types of families. In many cases,
however, the rate of growth was considera
bly greater for female-'headed families than
for all families. For example, the population
of Fairfax County grew by 31 percent during
the decade. The number of all families in the
county grew by 40 percent, but the number
of female-headed families more than
doubled, with a growth rate of 116 percent.

During the 1970s, then, change in the
proportion of Virginia families headed by

women was virtually synonymous with
growth, and this growth was centered in one
particular kind of area. If one examines the
geographical distribution of female-headed
families in 1980, however, as shown in
Figure 2, the pattern of concentration was
more complicated than the pattern of
growth. By 1980, there were two types of
geographical concentration for female
headed families in Virginia: urban and rural.
If all independent cities,-l1oth metropnlitan
and nonmetropolitan, are considered as
urban, then in 1980 families headed by
women made up 19 percent of all families in
the foity-one cities, but only 11 percent of all
families in the ninety-five counties. In fact, in
thirty-three of the forty-one cities, at least 13
percent of all families were headed by
women with no spouse present.

It is interesting to note that while most of
these areas lost population during the
decade, both the number and proportion of
female-headed families tended to increase.
Four mechanisms could account for this
change. First, rates of separation, divorce,
and widowhood, which tended to be higher
in urban than in rural areas, transformed
intact families already resident into families
headed by women. Second, female-headed
families tended to migrate into urban areas,
perhaps to seek employment, perhaps to
seek support services, or both. Third, rates
of pregnancy among unmarried mothers
tend to be higher in urban areas, thus



burden of supporting more than half of the
original family members on less than half of
its income. Also, a considerable proportion
of today's divorces occur in families that
were economically self-sufficient when
intact; thus, many women who head families
are facing poverty for the first time in their
lives. But regardless of a women's former
financial status, the consequences of this
kind of stress on family members are well
known. They include a variety of health
problems, both physical and emotional, that
reduce still further the chances of the female
headed family achieving self-sufficiency.

The older woman who heads a family,
whether as the result of separation, divorce,
or widowhood, usually does not face the
problems connected with child care. If she is

e ow ret' e age, 0 , h . ikely
to find the problem of locating work even
more difficult than does a younger woman.
She is more likely to have relied primarily on
her spouse's income during marriage, to lack
skills, and to be unacquainted with the job
market and the world of work in general.
She'is also more likely to lack basic qualifica
tions, such as a high school diploma. She
also must confront problems associated with
her age, particularly the reluctance of
employers to invest resources in training an
employee who will soon retire and the image
of the older worker as lacking in health,
stamina, and adaptability.

A final problem for families headed by
women is housing. Again, this is a difficulty
that both results from and contributes to the
financial situation of these families. Accord
ing to recent Bureau of the Census reports,
in 1979 half of all American women who
either lived alone or were the heads of
families lived in rental housing, in contrast
to only a fourth of all families. 5 The problem
of adequate housing for those with low
income is hardly a new one. Recently, how-
ve , r'sing pr'c and high mortgage rates

have made it difficult for many intact fami
lies to afford home ownership, and this
problem is even more severe for the ever
growing proportion of families headed by
women, whose average income is much
lower than that of married-couple families.

The housing problem has two dimensions,
the first of which is adequacy. For women
with children, an affordable apartment often
means one that is either small, in poor
condition, or both. Crowded conditions

5 U.s. Bureau of the Census, Families Maintained by Female
Householders, 1970-1979, Current Population Reports, Series P
23, No. 107, Table 14.
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only exacerbate the stress of being the
family's sole provider, housekeeper, and
source of emotional support for the chil
dren. The second dimension is a financial
one. Lack of opportunity to enter the hous
ing market has a long-term negative effect
on economic status. Although it may be
cheaper in the short term to live in rental
quarters, no equity is built up by the
monthly payment, the value of one's prop
erty does not increase, and the rent is not tax
deductible. Further, for most renters,
annual increases in rent are a fact of life; for
many families with limited resources, this
can only result in a high level of residential
mobility. Thus, at the very least, families
that are forced to rent are forced to sacrifice
an opportunity for long-term investment. At
the worst, families head d by women, like
others among 'the very poor, are forced to
live in inadequate housing and to increase
the stress of doing so with frequent residen
tial moves as rents increase beyond their
ability to pay.

The list of difficulties is not meant to
suggest that all families headed by women
are in dire straits. Considerable numbers
are, in fact, comparatively well off. Some
female family heads are professional people,
earning substantial salaries; some receive
child care payments regularly; some are the
beneficiaries ofsubstantial amounts ofinsur
ance; at least half do own their own homes.
However, even many of those who are not
impoverished confront serious problems
connected with the necessity to shoulder
alone burdens that are shared by members of
intact families; and statistics indicate that,
for many, their financial status is at best
precarious. Since the major factors contri
buting to this situation are structural, it
seems unlikely that the status of these fami
lies can improve without outside interven
tion.

SUMMARY

Between 1970 and 1980 the number of
Virginia families headed by women with no
husband present grew substantially, both in
numerical and relative terms. More than
half of these families contained children
under the age of eighteen; in fact, 14 percent
of all persons under eighteen were the chil
dren of women who headed their families.
Since whites constitute a higher proportion
of the population than blacks do, in terms of
absolute numbers there were more white
than black female-headed families, but pro
portionally a higher percentage of black

families were headed by women. Female
headed families were not evenly distributed
throughout Virginia but tended to be concen
trated in metropolitan areas and in the
eastern and southern parts of the state.
These are also areas in which the black
population is concentrated.

The incidence of poverty among families
headed by women is disproportionately high
and is produced by a number of factors,
including lack of job skills and the low wage
levels found in traditionally female occupa
tions. For the younger women, difficulties
associated with locating and finding child
care constitute a major problem. For the
older woman, health and approaching retire
ment raise obstacles to finding work.

At a time when most forms ofgovernmen
tal assistance, from job training programs
and child care to the Food Stamps Program,
are being cut back or eliminated, answers to
the problems of female-headed families are
not easy to find. Yet these problems are
certainly a matter for public concern, and it
does not seem that they are temporary.
Although divorce rates, one of the major
causes of broken families, are subsiding
somewhat, no one predicts that they will fall
to the levels of twenty or thirty years ago.
Nor is divorce any longer a phenomenon of
the young. Increasing numbers of women
encounter the breakup of their marriages
during middle age.

Given the centrality of economic prob
lems to families headed by women, room
certainly exists for the private sector to
participate in the solution of these problems
in the areas of job training, child care, and
particularly in the upgrading of wage scales
in traditionally female occupations such as
clerical work. If equal pay for equal skills,
education, and work, regardless of gender,
truly existed, then the economic situation of
families with female heads would be signifi
cantly i p ove . ec 0 y is
growing very slowly if at all, however, and
competition for jobs is keen, business and
industry have little incentive to engage in
extensive training programs, to provide
child care facilities, or to upgrade wages and
salaries. Some cooperative effort needs to be
worked out, between the public and private
sectors and among the various segments of
each, because to the degree that women who
head families lack the opportunity for self
sufficiency, they and their families will be
driven to depend more and more on external
resources, and the feminization of poverty
will continue.
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TABLE 1. DISTRIBUTION OF FEMALE-HEADED FAMILIES IN VIRGINIA BY
JURISDICTIONAL TYPE, 1980 PROBLEMS OF FAMILIES HEADED BY

WOMEN

<4 Diane Pearce, "The Feminization of Poverty: Women, Work,
and Welfare," Urban and Social Change Review 11 (1-2); 28-36.

explains much about the relatively high
concentration of female-headed families in
the three groups of rural counties shown in
Figure 2.

The three nonmetropolitan areas in which
female-headed families are concentrated con
tain sixteen counties and two independent
cities; and in all of them 30 percent or more
of all families are black. In fact, if figures for
the areas of metropolitan and nonmetropoli
tan concentration are combined, adding the
northern Richmond, Peninsula and Tide
water areas, (including Isle of Wight County
and the City of Franklin), then black fami
lies make up at least 30 percent of all families
in each of twenty-five of the resulting thirty
one localities. In three others-James City
County and the cities of Chesapeake and
Newport News-the proportion is between
20 and 30 percent. The three remaining
localities-Henrico County and the cities of
Hopewell and Virginia Beach-have lower
proportions of black families, but each of
them experienced a significant increase in
black population over the de'cade of the
1970s. Given that the major areas of concen
tration of female-headed families tend also
to be the major area of concentration of
black families, and given the tendency of
black families to be headed by women, the
concentration of female-headed families
very likely is explained to a significant
degree by the presence of a large black
population.

Percentage of

All female- White female- Non-white female-
headed families headed families headed families

Virginia 100.0 100.0 100.0

In counties 49.9 61.3 32.0
In cities 50.1 38.7 68.0

In nonmetropolitan areas 26.2 30.7 19.7
In counties 84.9 84.8 85.0
In cities 15.1 15.2 15.0

In metropolitan areas 73.8 69.3 80.3
In counties 37.5 50.9 19.0
In cities 62.5 49.1 81.0

In central cities 16.2 19.3 13.3
In other cities 83.8 80.7 86.7

SOURCE: Compiled by authors from data obtained from the U.S. Bureau of the Census.

At the date of this article, only very
limited information on the income of Virgi
nia's fenlale-headed families is available.
However, even this limited information is
sufficient to indicate the high incidence of
poverty among such families. In 1979 about
30 percent of all families that were headed by
women had incomes below the poverty level.
For the percent of these families that
included children under eighteen, the propor
tion was 38 percent. In addition, since the
1979 poverty level for a family of four in a
metropolitan area was $5,805, this propor
tion does not represent all poor female
headed families, but only the poorest. At any
rate, these figures give some insight into the
phenomenon that Diane Pearce, in a 1978

______________________________________ paper, called "the feminization of poverty."4
This phrase, which has come to be widely
used, reflects the growing tendency of all
female householders, with or without fami
lies, minority or not, to constitute a dispro
portionate share of the destitute.

A number of structural factors contribute
to the extremely low income levels of fami
lies headed by women. Among the most
important are lack of opportunity to acquire
the skills needed for competition in today's
job market, low levels of pay in the tradition
ally female occupations, and lack of reliable,
affordable child care facilities. In the case of
younger women, in particular, these often
interact, causing these women to abandon
efforts to work and to rely on public assist
ance for support.

In fact, for many younger women who
head families, the lack of suitable child care
facilities creates an insurmountable obstacle
to finding and holding a job, intervening at
every stage of the process. Opportunities for
retraining and for upgrading skills to com
petitive levels frequently hinge-on the ab'1ity
to attend classes where child care is not
provided. Particularly for those women with
few skills who enter sex-segregated occupa
tions at the lowest levels, low wages can
make it more expensive to work and pay for
child care than not to work at all. Mean
while, alimony and spousal support pay
ments are being awarded less frequently
than before, and child support payments,
though granted more readily, are often neg
lected by the father.

All of this means that under today's
economic conditions, when two incomes are
an economic necessity for many intact fami
lies, the previously married woman who
heads a family frequently must shoulder the

lived in rural or suburban counties and one
third in cities, while for blacks the propor
tions were almost exactly the reverse.
Although both white and black families
headed by women tended to be located in
metropolitan areas, white families were
again disproportionately found in counties
rather than cities. Sixty percent of the white
families were located in suburban counties
and cities, while for black families the pro
portion was 30 percent.

In absolute numbers, then, more families
in Virginia were headed by white women
than by black women, but in relative terms
the opposite is true. Black families were
much more likely than white families to have
female heads. They also were more likely to
contain children under eighteen, and they
tended to include more children in this age
group than did whites. Black female-headed
families were also found disproportionately
in metropolitan areas, particularly in the
central cities of those areas.

This metropolitan concentration must,
however, be qualified, since the relatively
low overall proportion of black female
headed families present in nonmetropolitan
counties is partly the result of the extremely
uneven distribution of the black population
in Virginia, which ranges from very low
concentrations of blacks in the western part
of the state to eastern counties in which the
population is more than half black. In fact,
this uneven distribution, together with the
tendency for a higher proportion of black
than white families to be headed by women,
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Figure 2.
Percent of All Families Headed by Women, 1980

creating additional female-headed families.
Fourth, these families were the ones left
behind in a more general pattern of outmi
gration. All four of these mechanisms most
likely operated at once to contribute to the
current pattern of city-county differentials
in the concentration of families headed by
women.

Even more striking than the concentra
tion of such families in cities is their concen
tration in MSAs. In 1980, 74 percent of all
female-headed families in Virginia lived in
metropolitan areas, accounting for 15 per
cent of all metropolitan families. Moreover,
this is a relatively long-standing pattern. In
1970, 72 percent of all such families were
located either in metropolitan areas or in
jurisdictions that were to become metropoli
tan by 1980, constituting 11 percent of all
families in those areas. Finally, within the
MSAs the pattern of city versus county
differentials seen on a statewide basis here
repeats itself. Although, as previously dis
cussed, the proportion of families headed by
women actually grew faster in the suburbs
than they did in the cities, in absolute
numbers the situation is reversed. Despite
large increases in the suburbs, nearly two
thirds of these families continued to be
concentrated in the cities.

As Figure 2 indicates, however, relatively
high concentrations of families headed by

women were by no means limited to metro
politan areas. The second type of geographi
cal concentration found in Virginia is, in
fact, definitely rural. Just as cities form areas
of particularly high concentration within
MSAs, certain groups of counties make up
areas of particularly high concentration
within the more rural areas. In three major
areas of this sott, the proportion of female
headed families in each county is at least 13
percent, and often much higher. These areas
are (1) a group of counties in and adjacent to
the Northern Neck and Middle Peninsula;
(2) the Eastern Shore counties of Accomack
and Northhampton; and (3) a large group of
Southside counties, which when combined
with the metropolitan Tidewater area, com
prise almost the entire southeastern quad
rant of the state.

In summary, between 1970 and 1980 the
number of female-headed families grew
rapidly in the urban and suburban areas of
Virginia. However, this growth did not
mean that these areas ended the decade with
a monopoly on high proportions of such
families. Significant concentrations of fami
lies headed by women remained in rural
areas as well. Before looking further to
suggest how this pattern might be explained,
however, our discussion first will examine
some racial differentials in the distribution
of female-headed families.

RACIAL DIFFERENTIALS

In 1980 almost a third of all black families
were headed by a woman with no spouse
present in the household. This rate is more
than three times as high as the correspond
ing rate for whites. Over half of all women
who headed families of both races had
children of their own under age eighteen
but the proportion for black female heads
was 66 percent, compared with 54 percent of
whites. The average number of children was
also greater for black women who headed
their families than for whites. Black.female
headed families contained an average of 2.1
minor children, while the corresponding
figure for whites was 1.6. Moreover, since
the Bureau of the Census lists only "own
children"-children of the woman who
heads the family-these differentials are
probably understated, since black families
are somewhat more likely than white fami
lies to include children other than those of
the head, particularly grandchildren.

Table 1 indicates that there were also
important differences between black and
white female-headed families in terms of
their geographical concentration. In 1980,
about 119,000 families in Virginia were
headed by white women; about 76,000 were
headed by black women. Among white
female-headed families, almost two-thirds
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CONSTITUTIONAL STUDIES IN THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION CURRICULUM

A Project Funded by National Endowment for the Humanities

Inclusive Dates of Grant: July 1, 1983-July 1, 1984

Project Director:
Professor John A. Rohr

Center for Public Administration and Policy
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University

Blacksburg, VA 24061
(703) 961-5133

The purpose of this project is to integrate
the study of constitutional issues into the
curriculum ofthe Center for Public Adminis
tration and Policy at Virginia Polytechnic
Institute and State University. The sixty-
seven students currentl enrolled in the
Center are all at the post-master's level. The
project will introduce these graduate stu
dents to a neglected area in public adminis
tration education-the influence ofconstitu
tional principles and development on
American administrative practices. Since
many of the Center's graduates will go into
teaching careers, their awareness ofconstitu
tional issues will influence the public admin
istration curriculum at many colleges and
universities other than VPI & SU.

Since the Center is a professional school,
it has no humanities curriculum as such. The
study of the history of the relationship
between the Constitution and public admin
istration is proposed as a way of integrating
humanistic studies into the curriculum in a
manner that is consistent with the necessar
ily limited scope of professional education.

The first course, "Constitutional Founda
tions of Public Administration," will be
offered in Blacksburg in the fall quarter 1983
and at VPI & SU's Falls Church Extension
facility in the winter. The second course,
"Constitutional Themes in Public Adminis
tration," will be offered in Blacksburg in the
winter and at Falls Church in the spring of
1984.

"Constitutional Foundations of Public
Administration" is based on Hannah
Arendt's argument on the normative signifi
cance of "founding" periods in politics. The
course will examine the attention given to
administration in three such founding peri
ods: (1) the founding of the Republic in the
1780s; (2) the founding of public administra
tion as a self-conscious activity in the 1880s;
and (3) the founding of the present adminis
trative state during the New Deal period.

The second course, "Constitutional
Themes in Public Administration," will
examine the way in which constitutional

history has influenced four major areas in
public administration: public finance, public
personnel management, executive leader
ship, and intergovernmental relations.

The teaching strategy will emphasize con
stitutional arguments made by legislators
and administrators rather than simply ana
lyze court cases. The purpose of this strategy
is to present the Constitution as a governing
instrument rather than simply as a text
awaiting authoritative judicial interpreta
tion.

Three faculty members involved in the
project have academic appointments in the
Center. All three have their Ph.D.s in politi
cal science, from the University of Chicago,
Harvard University, and Indiana Univer
sity.

For further information about the pro
ject, contact the project's director, Professor
John A. Rohr, at the address or phone
number given above.

Editor's note: Since 1987 will mark the 200th anniversary ofthe United States Constitution, the News Letter is carrying regularly in this space announcements ofupcoming activities
andpublications on constitutional themes ofinterest to Virginians. Fundingfor this service has been provided in part by a grant from the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities and
Public Policy. For further information on the 200th anniversary of the U. S. Constitution in Virginia, contact Timothy G. O'Rourke at the Institute of Government, 207 Minor Hall,
University of Virginia, Charlottesville 22903 or A. E. Dick Howard at the Office of the Governor, Richmond 23219.
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