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Poverty and Families in the United States.  The 
poverty threshold for a family of four in the United States 
was $24,250 in 2015, and for a single person, it was 
$11,770 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
2015a). The 2014 poverty rate, the most recent available, 
was 14.8%, at 46.7 million people. However, for children 
under 18, the poverty rate was higher: 21.1% in 2014. 
The poverty rate in the United States was 2.3% higher 
than in 2007, reflecting the recession’s continuing effect 
on some families (U.S. Census Bureau 2015b). Table 10.1 
shows the percentage of individuals and families in 
poverty.

The feminization of poverty, discussed in earlier  
chapters, is a global problem. It occurs where single  
motherhood is widespread and where there are few  
policies to reduce poverty, especially for this group  
(B. Williams et al. 2013). Single mothers, whether in  
capitalist or socialist countries, have some common 
experiences, including dual roles as workers and moth-
ers, lower earnings than men, irregular paternal support 
payments, and underrepresentation in policy-making 
bodies. What differs around the world are governmental 

policies that help mothers with child support, childcare, 
health care, maternity leave, and family allowances. 
Single mothers are as prevalent in Sweden as in the 
United States, but U.S. single mothers are many times 
more likely to be poor because of fewer support systems 
from the state (Casey and Maldonado 2012). For single 
teens, early motherhood, lack of education, and insufficient 

FIGURE 10.4  Total Duration of Paid Leave After Childbirth: Selected Countries
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Source: Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2014a).

Table 10.1  Families in Poverty by 
Type of Family: 2013

Poverty Status and 
Family Type

Total Percentage 
Below Poverty Level

Total (all) families 11.6% (9.5 million)

Married-couple families 6.2% (3.7 million)

Single female 
householder

30.6% (4.8 million)

Single male householder 15.7% (1.0 million)

Source: DeNavas-Walt and Proctor (2015).


