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income lead to a multiproblem family pattern. Table 10.2 
shows the change over 3 decades in births to unmarried 
women.

Socioeconomic Status and Parenting.  Poverty is 
not the only way the economic system affects families. 
Complex societies develop significant inequalities, espe-
cially under capitalism. The inequalities are passed on to 
the next generation through social capital (important con-
tacts and networks) and cultural capital (knowledge about 
the culture that enhances social mobility). In Chapter 7 
(“Stratification”) we discussed the fact that what one 
learns from one’s family,  including the way one 
approaches life, can enhance or restrain social mobility. 
The way parents in different classes parent their children 
has important implications for the children’s economic 
circumstances.

Upper- and middle-class parents engage in the con-
certed cultivation of their kids. They schedule their chil-
dren in multiple activities, engage in more elaborate 
verbal communication with them, and intervene on 
their behalf with teachers and other authority figures. 
Working-class parents, other than providing daily essen-
tials, tend to be more hands-off, an approach that 

Table 10.2  �Percentage of Births to 
Unmarried and Married 
U.S. Women

Year

Births to 
Unmarried 
Women (%)

Births to  
Married  

Women (%)

2013 40.6 59.4

2010 40.8 59.2

2005 36.9 63.1

2000 33.2 66.8

1995 32.2 67.8

1990 28.0 72.0

1985 22.0 78.0

1980 18.4 81.6

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2015a); 
ChildStats.gov (2013); DeParle and Tavernise (2012).

This young woman sits at the wheel of her car with all of her 
possessions inside and her children in the backseat. These conditions 
do not make for effective parenting.
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researcher Annette Lareau labeled the “accomplishment 
of natural growth” (Lareau 2003: 238). Their kids engage 
in more casual, unstructured play; have fewer opportu-
nities to hear and use extended vocabularies; and are left 
to fend for themselves in dealings with adults. Their  
parents tell them what to do with orders, rather than 
reasoning with them, as many middle- and upper-class 
parents do with their children. Their parents also tend to 
use more physical punishment than middle-class par-
ents, who use guilt, reasoning, time-outs, and other 
nonphysical sanctions to control children’s behavior. 
These differences help shape children’s assumptions 
about how authority is exercised and whether it is 
acceptable to challenge authority figures.

Thus, social class factors influence parenting, and par-
enting, in turn, influences one’s prospects for social 
mobility and affluence within the system. The economic 
system and family system are linked and interrelated.

FAMILY ISSUES: DIVORCE 
AND SAME-SEX MARRIAGE
Because family is the basic institution in which all of us 
get our start and most have a lifelong relationship, it is 
no wonder certain issues gain attention from the micro 
to macro levels. Here, we discuss two of these issues 
that crosscut levels of analysis: divorce and same-sex 
marriage.


