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ABSTRACT

FAMILY CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN A RESTRUCTURED ECONOMY:
A CASE STUDY FROM RURAL MICHIGAN

By

Barbara A. Wells

An important body of scholarship has documented the effects of economic
restructuring on poor, working class and middle class urban families. Scholars have
connected such family trends as increasing nonmarital births, cohabitation, extended-
family households, and marital disruption to a restructured economy. This research
brings a sample of White rural families into the scholarly conversation that links
economic context, family structure, and household strategies.

This research is a case study of families with young children in a
nonmetropolitan Michigan county that has experienced economic decline. It uses data
from the Family Interview phase of the multi-method, multi-phase Strategies for Rural
Children and Families Project (Michigan Agricultural Experiment Station Project
#3337). These data were gathered between October 1995 and January 1996. The
sample was selected through systematic stratified sampling procedures. The study is
based on surveys and interviews with thirty families in a small rural school district that
had a poverty rate of nearly twenty percent in 1990. The sample is nonfarm; all sample
families are White.

This study focuses on three central issues: patterns of continuity and change in
family structure and household arrangements, strategies for the construction and
maintenance of family households, and sample mothers’ perceptions regarding and
explanations for their own family lives. First, this research finds that a large

proportion of sample families (77 %) are married couple families. However closer



analysis finds substantial fluidity in the form of unconventional first marriages and
divorce followed by remarriage. Only 37% of sample families may be characterized as
“typical” nuclear families.

Second, the household strategies used by sample families are differentiated by
social class. Middle class families generally sustained themselves by dual earning and
stable, local employment. Working class families used a combination of the following
major strategies: dual earning, commuting to a metro center, living in a mobile home,
and working overtime. Poor families experienced structural impediments to
implementing many effective strategies for resource generation, but nearly all poor
families (89 %) had earnings. Middle class and high income working class parents have
sufficient income to support their children comfortably, while lower income working
class and poor families sometimes engage in elaborate survival strategies.

Third, this analysis finds that research participants placed a high value on
economic self-sufficiency, but finds two sets of assumptions about family life. Middle
class women assumed stability in their marital relationships but working class and poor
worhen did not. In the latter groups, the nuclear family ideal of permanent marriage
did not conform to either their own family experience or their observations in the wider
community.

Rural residence has not insulated sample families from family trends identified
in urban contexts. Yet family adaptations occur in particular social contexts. Unlike
other research that has pointed to the declining significance of marriage among White
women, marriage has remained central to family experience in this context. These
results suggest that the economic transformation of rural space has constructed a set of
conditions for family life that differ from the opportunities and constraints of urban

places.



Copyright by
BARBARA ANNE WELLS

1999



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am grateful to the twenty-nine women and two men who agreed to participate
in a research project about family life in a rural setting. The willingness of these
women and men to share their family histories, their household strategies, and their
perspectives on community and family life made this dissertation possible. While these
individuals remain anonymous, I thank each one for his or her participation.

I acknowledge the guidance and support of my dissertation committee: Maxine
Baca Zinn, Janet Bokemeier, Clifford Broman, and Thomas Conner. I am particularly
indebted to my co-chairs, Maxine Baca Zinn and Janet Bokemeier. I am grateful to
Maxine Baca Zinn for making sure that this work incorporated and addressed central
concerns in the field of sociology of the family. Her direction was invaluable in
keeping me focused and on track. Maxine inspired and challenged me intellectually
throughout this project. I worked closely with Janet Bokemeier on the Strategies for
Rural Children and Families Project. I am grateful for all that I learned from her about
research design, interviewing, and data analysis. It was in working with Jan, that I
came both to care about rural people and to appreciate the uniqueness of rural social
space.

I wrote this dissertation over the course of employment at two institutions. I
thank my colleagues at Hope College, Holland, Michigan, and Maryville College,
Maryville, Tennessee, for their encouragement and support.

My final thanks go to my husband, Ronald Wells, whose companionship and
care sustained me throughout this project. His commitment to supporting me in writing
this dissertation has been unfailing. I have appreciated fully his encouragement and
good advice, but I am most grateful to him for recognizing that what I really needed to
complete this work was time. His willingness to take primary responsibility for

household tasks has contributed significantly to the timely completion of this project.

A%



TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES
Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

Chapter 2 THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Context
Urban Restructuring and Family Life
Theoretical Context for the Study of Rural Families
Rural Economic Context
Rural Restructuring and Family Life
Rural Social Stratification
Social class in rural communities
Racial stratification
Gender stratification
Linking Economic Life and Family Relations
Household strategy
Economic distress
Research Questions

Definitions

Chapter 3 METHODOLOGY

The Broad Rural Children and Families Project Context

The Specific Family Interview Data Set Context

vi

10

12

14

15

20

20

25

26

28

28

33

34

37

42

47

48



The Family Interview sample 48

Method/Data Collection 50
Analytic Strategies 51
Assessing continuity and change in household arrangements 52
Examining family life through the lens of social class 53
Women’s perspectives on family and economy 54
Community Setting 57
County social and economic context 58

Chapter 4 CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN HOUSEHOLD ARRANGEMENTS

64

Introduction 64
Marital Status, Marital History, and Family Arrangements 68
Family Continuity 74
Explaining Table 4 75
Results 86
Conclusions 92

Chapter S RELATING FAMILY CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

TO SOCIAL CLASS 99
Introduction 99
Studying families through the lens of social class 99
Establishing Social Class Among Sample Families 102
Results 103

The Relationship between Social Class and Family Continuity 111

vii



Conclusions
Chapter 6 HOUSEHOLD STRATEGIES

Providing for Children in Economic Strain: Parent-Identified Strategies
for Household Survival

Data and analysis
Making Ends Meet: Strategies for Maintaining Households
Data and analysis
Household Strategies Differentiated by Social Class
Use of strategies for resource generation
Use of consumption-related strategies
Use of network-related strategies
Use of residential strategies
Overview and Conclusions
Chapter 7 WOMEN’S PERSPECTIVES ON FAMILY AND ECONOMY
Introduction
Middle Class Women: Unquestioned Stability

Upper-Income Working Class Women: “A” for Effort at Work and Home

Lower-Income Working Class Women: Better Times and Hard Times
“These are better times”
Making sense of hard times

Poor Women: “We’re Making the Best of It”

Single mothers

viii

117

123

125

126

138

139

161

162

173

174

188

189

203

205

210

216

224

225

233

239

240



Married homemakers
Conclusions
Chapter 8 CONCLUSIONS
Rural Family Structure: Continuity and Change
Household Strategies
The Contribution of an Analysis of Rural Space
Place, class, and marriage
Implications
Limitations of the Research
APPENDICES
Appendix A: A Survey of Children’s Lives in Rural Michigan
Appendix B: Interview Schedule: Children’s Lives in Rural Michigan
Appendix C: Additional Tables

Appendix D: Strategies for Rural Families and Children County-Wide
Telephone Survey: Wording of Questions Cited in Chapter 7

REFERENCES

ix

245

252

257

258

260

264

266

271

279

284

291

301

310

313



LIST OF TABLES

Table 1
County Business Patterns with U.S. Comparisons, 1994
Private Sector, Non-Farm Industries

Table 2
Average Hours, Earnings, and Weekly Earnings by Industry: U.S., 1995

Table 3
Family Structure and Household Arrangements in Study Sample

Table 4
Continuity Profile for Sample Families

Table 5
Social Class Profile of Sample Families

Table 6
Characteristics of Class-Based Groups of Sample Families

Table 7
When you find it difficult to pay for child-related expenses, what do you do?
Percentages of Parents Identifying Strategies in Class-Based Groups

Table 8
Respondents’ Assessments of Income Sufficiency
Responses of Class-Based Groups of Sample Families

Table 9
Household Strategies for Resource Generation
Percentage of Parents Identifying Strategies in Class-Based Groups

Table 10
Employment Status of Married Couples or Cohabiting Couples Sharing Income

Table 11
Non-Economic Social Support: Family-Based and Non-Family Based
Percentage of Parents Identifying Kinds of Support in Class-Based Groups

62

71

76

104

112

127

130

140

142

179



Table 12

In the lifetime of your child, have major events occurred that really changed your
family?

Responses of Class-Based Groups of Sample Families 192

Table 13
Respondent-Identified Stressors (both individual and family)
Distribution in Class-Based Groups of Sample Families 195

Table A
When you find it difficult to pay for child-related expenses, what do you do?
Parent-Identified Strategies by Class-Based Groups of Sample Families 301

Table B
Household Strategies for Resource Generation
Characteristics of Class-Based Groups of Sample Families 303

Table C
Non-Economic Social Support: Family-Based and Non-Family Based
Distribution in Class-Based Groups of Sample Families 305

Table D

In the years it has taken you to raise your (child’s name), what would you say has been
the hardest decision you have had to make regarding (child’s name)?

Responses of Class-Based Groups of Sample Families 307

Xi



Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PROBLEM

Macrostructural change has transformed the U.S. economy in recent decades.
The same forces that have devastated many central cities--globalization of the economy,
capital flight and technological advances--have changed rural areas as well. An
important body of scholarship considers how this restructuring affects families.
Scholars have found that urban Blacks have adapted their family structures and
household arrangements in response to a changed economic context (Wilson 1987,
1996, Billingsley 1992, Jarrett 1994). The effects of economic restructuring on
working class and middle class families have been well documented by Stacey (1991),
Newman (1988, 1993), and Rubin (1994); these family scholars, in general, find that
the postindustrial economy has ushered in a new era of restricted opportunity and
financial insecurity which has destabilized many nuclear families. The existing
literature connecting the structure of the economy to family processes and household
composition is mostly urban-based. Rural families are a population that has been
lafgely invisible in the conversation that links economic transformation and family
structure. The research begins to fill in this gap in the literature.

Research that considers family adaptation to new economic realities occurs in
the context of considerable popular and disciplinary tension. While “family” is a set of
relationships, it is also an ideological construct. Family has a normative meaning, that
is, mainstream society expects families to be structured in particular ways and to fulfill
specific social functions. Therefore, the meaning of family change and family diversity
in this society is contested. This society had for many decades embraced the modern
nuclear family as its monolithic ideal (Thorne 1992). A modern nuclear family may be
characterized as a husband and wife in a life-long marriage who live with their

dependent children in a private household. Central to the modern nuclear ideal is the
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assumption that these are stable households with fixed boundaries. But now, as fewer
families embody this ideal, some members of society point to a crisis of commitment
among individuals and the moral decline of society as a whole. Conservative family
scholars with a structural functionalist orientation have contended that the modern
nuclear family was necessary for the maintenance of modern society.! In sharp
contrast, the perspectives of progressive family scholars conflict with those of
conservative family scholars. Many progressive family scholars view families as
socially constructed in particular historical, economic, and political contexts. These
scholars expect family diversity and anticipate that families will adapt in circumstances
of rapid social change. Judith Stacey finds that accompanying the economic insecurities
of postmodern society is a type of family organization she calls “the postmodern
family” (1991). Among postmodern families, household composition expands and
contracts in response to economic necessities. Family and household arrangements are
characterized by a state of flux rather than by highly continuous arrangements.

The question of changing rural family structure may seem incompatible with
idealized assumptions regarding rural life. Nostalgic pictures of rural family life are
appealing to the American public. Television reruns of “Little House on the Prairie”
continue to bring courageous and tenacious nineteenth century rural families into
American living rooms. Ann Tickamyer refers us back to a 1950s image of rural life;
she contends that “[o]ne of the more agreeable images that surrounds rural America is
the Mayberry image of small town life, with strong families, strong community
solidarity and support, and strong spiritual values” (1996b:9).

Not all representations of idealized rural families look backward to another
historical period. The conservative-leaning periodical, The American Enterprise,

includes a feature called “In Real Life.” A recent contributor describes her family’s

'The contrast between conservative and progressive family scholars is drawn from Dill,
Baca Zinn, and Patton (1998:6-8).
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urban-to-rural transition as follows:

A few years ago, our family left the center of a major city for a small town in
the midwest. We left behind racial hostility, political corruption, dangerous
public housing projects, economic parasitism, vile street language, and a plague
of drug use and crime. ... Our new community had what our previous one
lacked -- friendliness, whole families, sidewalks where children safely frolicked,
a sense of peace and security, and neighborhood gatherings in which to
celebrate these riches. [emphasis added]  (Celine 1996:65)

National Public Radio brings us Garrison Keillor’s popular program, “A Prairie Home
Companion,” in which Keillor tells inimitable stories of the events of the week in Lake
Wobegon, a fictitious rural community populated by sensible Minnesotans with solid
families and traditional values. Romanticized representations of contemporary rural life
offer a sharp contrast to the complexities and disappointments of contemporary urban
life. To generalize, media representations depict White rural families--from the
nineteenth century to the 1990s--as resilient and resourceful nuclear families situated in
inclusive and supportive communities.

It is in this cultural context that I undertake a study of rural families. I consider
how contemporary rural families construct and maintain family life in the context of a
restructured rural economy. I explore the family structure histories and household
arrangements of this rural sample to find how many of these families conform to the
nuclear ideal. I also consider the degree to which family arrangements in my sample
resemble what Judith Stacey has called “the postmodern family” (1991). Placing
“rural” and “postmodern” in the same sentence may seem incongruous. Some
observers of the rural landscape may still be questioning whether rural areas are
typically traditional or modern in structure. The suggestion of “postmodern” may seem
a step too far. In this case, “the postmodern family” refers to family arrangements that
have been documented as associated with the shift to the postindustrial era. To the
degree that factors such as globalization, capital flight, and the growth of the service

economy affect rural areas, the question of the postmodern family is relevant.
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This research is a case study that explores contemporary family life and
household structure in a rural setting.> [See page 37 for clarification regarding use of
“rural” and “nonmetropolitan.”] I believe, as Nancy Naples contends, that "[a] case-
study approach allows exploration of social responses to, and experiences of, the
patchwork quilt of economic and demographic changes from the point of view of those
whose lives are affected by social and economic restructuring” (1994:110-111). I begin
with the assumption that macro economic circumstances shape family structure and
family processes. A primary concern of this study will be to ask how social class
variation creates various contexts for family life. I assume that social class shapes the
relationship of individual families to the restructured rural economy. I explore the
strategies household members use to survive economically and how social class shapes
their access to or propensity to use various strategies. Analysis on the household level
is valuable because households represent the "nexus of livelihood Iiractices and
experiences of individuals, and changes in the wider relations of consumption and
production structuring rural localities” (Redclift and Whatmore 1990:183). I explore
the relationship between household structure and social class. In addition, I analyze
how a sample of rural women account for their family lives and economic
circumstances.

Burawoy's (1991b) discussion of the extended case study method guides how I
conceptualize this research. This method connects macro level processes with micro
level social situations. One of the goals of this method is to refine existing
understandings of social phenomena by extending research to new or relatively
unexplored contexts. Exploring the macro effects of a particular social phenomenon in
new populations or settings enriches and clarifies our understandings of broad social

processes. According to this line of thinking, a study exploring contemporary family

’Rural and nonmetropolitan (or nonmetro) are used interchangeably in this research.
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household structure and family life in a rural setting extends the study of economic
transformation and families beyond its typical urban focus. Such a study illumines
family life in a particular rural community. In addition, such research enables us to
further specify how the broad social process of economic transformation affects
families.

This research uses a data set from the Family Interview phase of the Strategies
for Rural Children and Families Project (Michigan Agricultural Experiment Station
Project #3337). I worked as a research assistant for this project from its inception in
1993 through 1996. [I describe my involvement in this research project on page 48.]
This data set consists of transcripts from semi-structured interviews of approximately
1.5 to 2.5 hours and responses to self-administered pre-interview surveys. The surveys
provide demographic and family history data and assess household composition,
residential mobility, parenting practices, the family economy, and community
satisfaction. Interview data of greatest interest to me are those that explore employment
and economic strategies, social support, family change and perceptions of rural life.

The overarching goal of this study is to understand better how recent economic
transformations shape family life. A substantial body of literature documents that race,
class, gender, and labor market context influence how families respond to macro
economic change. I study family life in a rural setting to explore how this unique social
and economic context creates family outcomes that are particular to this situation. The

specific goals of this study are the following:

first, to explore the household arrangements in a sample of rural families. This study
analyzes patterns of continuity and change in the family lives of sample households.

second, to examine the relationship between social class, household structure, and
family life. Here I will compare families at a range of levels of economic well-being to
answer these questions:

What characterizes the rural families with higher economic status?

5



What characterizes the families with limited economic resources?
third, to analyze how these rural mothers perceive and explain their family lives. This
data set captures the viewpoints of rural women in diverse social locations and a variety
of family configurations. It allows us to raise the following questions:

How do these women explain their families’ economic circumstances?

How do they account for continuity and change in their family lives?



Chapter 2
THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW

This review brings together several streams of scholarship. A central
component of this review is a discussion of the existing literature connecting
restructuring and family life. This literature focuses on urban families, and finds that
race, class, and gender are significant structural variables that shape family and
individual experience with the restructured economy. My study begins with that
literature and then asks how our understandings of family experience in a restructured
economy are revised by examining the phenomenon in a rural, overwhelmingly White
context. While the rural literature in this area is sparse, it does demonstrate that there
is no typical rural family experience. Yet overall, research indicates that rural
populations are more like central city than suburban populations with respect to the
incidence of poverty, high school dropouts, public assistance recipience, and male
underemployment (O'Hare 1994, O'Hare and Curry-White 1992). This chapter is
organized as follows: first, a brief theoretical contextualization; second, a review of the
urban-based literature; third, a review of the rural literature that provides a theoretical
context, introduces the rural economic context, discusses rural restructuring and family
life, and describes rural social stratification; fourth, a review of the discourse that links
economic context to household decisions and practices. Finally I delineate my research

questions and provide definitions.

THEORETICAL CONTEXT

The three decades since the late 1960s have been a period of significant change
in the organization of U.S. families. Trends such as increasing marital instability,

maternal employment, and nonmarital childbearing have reshaped families. This
7



dissertation uses for its theoretical underpinnings the literature that views families as
socially constructed. According to this perspective, households and families are created
in the context of a particular social location, and adapt in response to changes in
political, material, and economic circumstances (Rapp 1992 [1978], Baca Zinn 1994).
Changes such as those mentioned above may be anticipated in circumstances of broad
structural change.

The past thirty years have also signaled a major restructuring of the U.S.
economy. To summarize briefly, the globalization of the economy was the crisis that
began to transform economic opportunity in the 1970s. Globalization was accompanied
by three corporate strategies: capital flight, union-busting, and the restructuring of the
workforce (Amott 1993). As a result, both central cities and rural areas have
experienced declining opportunity structures. (Duncan and Tickamyer 1988, Tickamyer
and Duncan 1990, Wilson 1987, Broman et al. 1990, Amott 1993). Since 1970 the
workforce has become increasingly female, with low wage women workers substituted
for high wage unionized male workers (Amott 1993). The transformation from a
manufacturing based to a service based economy has resulted in the proliferation of
secondary sector jobs. These jobs tend to be low wage, without benefits, and part-time
employment.

An important body of scholarship connects recent and current changes in
household and family patterns to this structural transformation of the economy.
Researchers who study the contemporary family and the post-industrial economy are
indebted to the historical work of Friederich Engels [1972 (1942)] and Eli Zaretsky
(1976). Engels was the first theorist to link changes in the organization of the family to
stages of economic development. More recently Zaretsky traced major transformations
in the configuration of families in response to developing capitalism. He contends that
in a capitalist system, the economy “to a great extent determines the imperatives of

society as a whole”; the family has changed as the needs of the system have changed
8



(1976:10).

A brief historical sketch of the rise of the modern family in the U.S. and its
connection to developing capitalism illustrates Zaretsky's thesis well. Further, such a
sketch provides relevant context for the contemporary situation in which we observe the
decline of the modern family form. Colonial families were characterized by a “family-
based” economy in which the household was the basic economic unit (Baca Zinn and
Eitzen 1996). The family was an economic enterprise in which all members
contributed to the subsistence of the family. Massive industrialization occurred during
the nineteenth century, and a wage economy developed as part of that economic
change. As a result, men increasingly worked for wages at sites removed from their
residences. Women were increasingly limited to nonproductive work in the home
(Smith 1987, Glenn 1992). This change signaled the emergence of the modern family
form, a nuclear household unit consisting of a breadwinner husband, a homemaker
wife, and their dependent children (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1996:452). This modern
nuclear family was an ideal form. In practice, only families of the middle class or
higher could achieve this ideal. Post-World War II prosperity provided an economic
base for the nuclear family boom of the 1950s (Cherlin 1992). But in every decade,
family experience was differentiated by social class. Working class and lower class
men were not paid the family wage that would enable their wives to confine their labor
to the domestic sphere. People of color have experienced tremendous obstacles to
achieving the ideal of the modern family. The U.S. is a racially stratified society
which has historically devalued racial ethnic families and has systematically denied
people of color access to structures of economic opportunity (Baca Zinn 1990, Glenn
1992, Dill 1994). As a result, most families of color remained in the working class or
lower class, in which case men did not receive the family wage necessary to implement
the modern family form. We see by this sketch that industrialization transplanted

individuals and families from rural areas to growing urban centers. Later in this
9



chapter, I make the point that the continuities of rural family life--where farming
continued to predominate--have been considered too little in the scholarship that traces

the development of modern family arrangements.

URBAN RESTRUCTURING AND FAMILY LIFE

Large-scale economic changes were occurring by the 1970s that would later be
seen as the beginning of the transition to the postindustrial economy. A substantial
body of literature links changing family structure to the macrostructural transformation
of the economy. The work of William Julius Wilson (1987, 1996) and Andrew
Billingsley (1992) focuses on urban African Americans. Without question, economic
restructuring has had a devastating effect on central city employment. Wilson (1987)
illustrates how structural transformation has led to a massive loss of jobs in central
cities and the economic marginalization of Blacks. Wilson connects marriageability to
employment status. Thus, male joblessness is a key factor in the increase in female-
headed families among African Americans in central cities. Billingsley (1992) contends
that the sharp decline in manufacturing that has occurred since the 1960s has hit Black
families much harder than White families, because so few Black men had risen above
the ranks of blue-collar employment. Millions of factory workers lost their jobs, with
those job loses going disproportionately to the Black central city population. Billingsley
(1992) explains:

The impact of this transition on African-American families has been devastating,
beginning in the decade after the end of World War II. This has been the major
cause of expanding black joblessness, expanding single-parent black families
and an expanding sense of hopelessness.  (pp. 134-145)

The impact of this transition on African-American families has been devastating,

beginning in the decade after the end of World War II. By this perspective the African
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American family is viewed as an institution adapting to changed economic and social
circumstances. Families less able to resist the pressures of changing society adapt their
structures, in this case by increasingly taking a female-headed form; the
disadvantageous social location of African Americans in this society required this
adaptation (Billingsley 1992).

Studies by Lillian Rubin (1994), Judith Stacey (1991), and Katherine Newman
(1988, 1993) illumine how economic transformation affects families at a multiplicity of
social locations. Taken together, this body of scholarship shows clearly that the effects
of restructuring have spread beyond disadvantaged Blacks. Rubin (1994) studies
working class families, both White and racial ethnic, and finds that working class life
today is characterized by job insecurity, a declining standard of living, time scarcity,
fragile marriage, and grave concerns about children. Newman'’s (1988, 1993) work
clearly shows that middle class families are not immune to the effects of economic
restructuring. Her study shows that the transformation of the economy has transformed
the life chances of young adults (1993). And downwardly mobile middle class families
experienced negative consequences such as alcoholism, depression, and abusive
relationships (1988).

Stacey’s (1991) study of the White working class in Silicon Valley finds that
along with the emergence of postindustrial society has come a new family form--the
postmodern family. Her methodology engaged her in extensive case studies of two
women and their extended family networks. She concludes that the new economy has
destabilized many modern working class families, forcing them to reorganize and
adapt. These new families--now postmodern families--adapt their household
arrangements as circumstances dictate and continue to adapt as contingencies require.
Postmodern families are characterized by unconventional household arrangements,
including extended-family households, single parent families, and divorce-extended

families. The postmodern family breaks all the rules of the modern family, that is, it is
11



not a privatized nuclear family with a gender-specific division of labor and fixed

boundaries.

THEORETICAL CONTEXT FOR THE STUDY OF RURAL FAMILIES

As the literature review above demonstrates, scholarship that links economic
transformation and families clearly has had an urban focus. From its beginnings in the
progressive era, family studies has examined the negative effects of urbanization on
families (Doherty et al. 1993). Rural areas represented a positive environment for
family life. The transition of families from rural to urban life was seen to increase
vulnerability to poverty, disease, and family breakdown. More recently, family
historians have documented the rise of the modern family form, that is, a privatized
nuclear household in which men engage in productive wage labor and women are
confined to reproductive labor (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1999). The rise of that family
form is closely tied to economic transformations that occurred in the mid-nineteenth
century, transformations which, in fact, did not characterize rural areas until much
later.

Although currently less than one-fifth of nonmetro counties are farm-dependent,
this is a recent change (Buttel et al. 1993). Family farming dominated the nonmetro
economy until the mid-twentieth century. Industrialization was the structural change
that transformed families in urban areas in the mid-nineteenth century. The division of
family labor on family farms continued to resemble the pre-industrial model in which
all family members contributed to family subsistence. As Bokemeier and Garkovich
contend, “The family farm is a unique unit in modern industrial society because the
family enterprise is the focus of both production and reproduction™ (1987:15). Women
remained involved in the productive aspects of family farming until the mechanization

of farming after 1945 (Jensen 1991:14). It was not a small minority of rural women
12



who were so involved, but rather the majority of households in nonmetro areas were
active in family farming until the 1940s. It was after World War II that U.S.
agricultural policy encouraged large-scale mechanized farming (Buttel et al. 1993).
Mechanization and bio-technological advances changed the organization of farming. In
the gendered division of labor that occurred (to varying degrees) on farms, the work
that men did became more central to a farm’s success. At this point women’s labor
became less central for farm success and many farm women became consumers and
some took off-farm employment (Flora 1988, Jensen 1991). Further, at this point
numerous farm families were unable to capitalize a larger, mechanized operation and
left farming for nonfarm employment.

It is significant that the shift from family farming to nonfarm employment in
nonmetro areas has been a recent phenomenon. The social forces that reshaped urban
family households in the nineteenth century were experienced differently in rural areas.
The modern family form emerged both unevenly and later in nonmetropolitan areas.

As I examine how economic transformations since approximately 1970 have affected
rural families, recognizing the particularity of the socio-historical context for rural
family life is important.

One of the assumptions of this study is that spatial context is a dimension of
structural inequality. Much of the literature reviewed in the section above contends that
racial and social class locations shape family experience and family structure. I argue
that, in similar fashion, a family’s location in geographical space shapes its experience
and structure. Rural areas never developed the differentiated industrial base that was
characteristic of urban areas. The opportunity structure in rural areas has continued to
be more limited than in urban areas. Social opportunities and constraints are distributed
systematically and unequally to metropolitan and nonmetropolitan families. Spatial
context, then, is an additional structural variable to consider when analyzing the effects

of macro economic restructuring.
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RURAL ECONOMIC CONTEXT

Poverty in rural America is both widespread and persistent. While the greater
visibility of urban poverty leads many to assume that poverty is predominately an urban
problem, a greater proportion of the nonmetro population has been and continues to be
poor. In the 1950s about one-third of rural residents were poor while fifteen percent
of the urban population were poor (Tickamyer and Duncan 1990). In the 1960s a
presidential commission brought rural poverty to the attention of the nation. This

commission reported,

Rural poverty is so widespread, and so acute, as to be a national disgrace. . .
This Nation has been largely oblivious to . . . 14 million people left behind in
rural America. Our programs for rural America are woefully out of date.
(U.S. President’s National Advisory Commission on Rural Poverty 1967:ix,
cited in Deavers and Hoppe 1992:3)

Out-migration and economic expansion nationwide were responsible for a decline in
rural poverty in the 1960s (Tickamyer and Duncan 1990:70). In 1973, the U.S.
poverty rate was 11.1%, with metro areas at 9.7% and nonmetro areas at 14%
(Deavers and Hoppe 1992). In 1990, the poverty rate stood at 13.5% for the total
U.S., with 12.7% for metro areas and 16.3% for nonmetro areas (Hoppe 1993). By
1996, the U.S. poverty rate had risen slightly to 13.7%, with 13.2% for metro areas
and 15.9% for nonmetro areas (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1997).

Explanations for rural poverty have tended to focus on the failure of rural labor
markets to provide sufficient employment (Deavers and Hoppe 1992). These
explanations do not comport with data showing that the rural poor are likely to be
employed (Hoppe 1993). The problem is not so much the lack of jobs, but the lack of
jobs that pay wages above poverty level. Rural industrialization was the primary

economic revitalization strategy of rural development authorities in the 1960s and
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1970s. Tickamyer and Duncan (1990) note that the relocation of industry to rural areas
has influenced poverty levels in those places only minimally. Relevant here is Brown’s
and Warner's (1991) distinction between growth and development. Economic growth
suggests increased production and efficiency, while development infers, in addition to
growth, the structural and institutional change which results in a more even distribution
of jobs and income in a community. The industrialization of rural areas has typically

resulted in growth, but not development (Brown and Warner 1991).

RURAL RESTRUCTURING AND FAMILY LIFE

A substantial body of scholarship analyzes the restructuring of the rural
economy (see, for example, Rural Sociological Society Task Force on Persistent
Poverty 1993, Tickamyer and Duncan 1990, Fitchen 1991, Lobao, 1996, Duncan
1996). This literature does not, however, systematically focus on the ways in which
macro economic change is shaping and reshaping rural families. This failure to link
economic transformation to its effects on families is symptomatic of a more generalized
invisibility of families in rural sociology. Janet Bokemeier, in her 1996 Presidential
Address to the Rural Sociological Society, is critical of studies of restructuring that
focus on “workplace, workers, their changing work experiences and stratification,” but
ignore families and households (1996:5). She encourages rural sociologists to
rediscover families and households because “families and households are the critical and
strategic social organization through which individuals shape and adapt to social
transformations” (1996:5). Continued inattention to the effects of social
transformations on families diminishes the both the credibility and viability of rural
sociology (Bokemeier 1996).

Given the gap in the rural literature connecting family change and a restructured

rural economy, this section of the literature review briefly outlines the rural
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restructuring phenomenon and then considers relevant scholarship that documents
recent social dislocations experienced by rural families. As stated above, rural
industrialization was the primary strategy to improve the economic well-being of rural
communities during the 1960s and 1970s. While rural industry generally paid lower
wages and offered a more restrictive opportunity structure than did metropolitan plants,
nevertheless, substantial new industrial employment was provided (Sachs 1996). Much
of this new employment was short lived, with the economic restructuring of the 1980s
closing many factories and driving up unemployment and poverty rates in local
communities (Tickamyer and Duncan 1990).

Although the transformation of the U.S. economy from a manufacturing base to
a service base has resulted in growth in the service sector in rural places, higher wage
“producer services” have located in urban areas while the growth in rural areas has
occurred in the areas of “low wage consumer and personal services” (Tickamyer and
Duncan 1990:78). In addition to low pay, service sector jobs in nonmetro areas are
characteristically part-time and temporary (Sachs 1996). The dead-end, secondary
sector jobs have characterized recent job growth in most rural communities are not
expected to raise the economic status of the rural population (Lyson et al. 1993:118).

Economic restructuring has meant a restructuring of the rural population as
well. Populations changes reflect a pattern of selective out-migration in which many
individuals with the most human capital have left rural areas, while individuals with the
least human capital have remained. Many rural areas have experienced the out-
migration of their middle class populations (Duncan and Tickamyer 1988). Lichter and
his colleagues (1993) refer to a rural “brain drain” as more educated individuals have
moved to metro areas with a broader range of opportunities.

Remote and isolated pockets of poverty have always been part of the rural
landscape. But now, with restructuring, the face of rural poverty has changed.

Tickamyer and Duncan find that restructuring created “substantial numbers of ‘new
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poor’ [who] joined the chronically poor in remote, depressed areas. These ‘new poor’
made it clear that rural poverty would persist as long as there were few job
opportunities, and existing employment was unstable and poorly paid" (1990:78).
Several scholars find reason to compare the restructured rural context to central cities
and the deprivation that their populations have experienced. Duncan and Tickamyer
speculate that “the isolation, alienation, and limited expectations experienced by those
in an urban ghetto are very similar to the experiences of those growing up poor in rural
areas” (1989:246). Davidson (1990) describes the "ghettoization" of the American
Heartland. O'Hare and Curry-White believe that economic restructuring may be
contributing to the growth of a rural underclass (1992:4).

William O'Hare, in his recent examination of poverty in the U.S., writes the
following about the underclass, "The term is generally applied to the poor living in
urban areas, although many people with underclass characteristics live in economically
depressed rural areas as well" (1996:28). O'Hare and Curry-White include as the
"underclass" individuals that exhibit each of the following three traits: high school
dropout; receiving public assistance; and, if female, a never married mother, if male,
long term unemployed (1992:1). Using this criterion of multiple disadvantages, 2.4%
of the rural population had underclass characteristics, as compared to 3.4% of central-
city and 1.1% of suburban populations (O'Hare and Curry-White 1992:12). They find
that 55% of the rural underclass population is White, compared with 17% of the central
city underclass (1992:1).

Rural families increasingly “get by” in the informal economy or by industrial
homework. Christina Gringeri's (1994) study of industrial homework in Midwestern
agricultural communities illustrates the declining quality of work in rural communities.
Community development authorities sought to bring homework jobs into their
communities despite their paying a piece work rate that came to approximately the

minimum wage. Rural homework is clearly associated with the global restructuring of
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the economy, as “part of an international pattern of fragmented, deskilled, and mobile
Jjobs across many industrial sectors” (Gringeri 1994:17). Homeworking--done primarily
by women--is especially appealing in rural areas where women's roles are more
narrowly defined and more strictly enforced than in urban areas (Davidson 1990:143).

Janet Fitchen's (1991, 1992) research describes economic restructuring and
documents how it has substantially reshaped rural life and rural communities in upstate
New York. Fitchen's work brings together the macro and micro levels to show how
large scale economic processes “touch and alter” the lives of rural people (1991:3). She
finds that while in the 1970s marriages were sometimes violent and contentious, they
generally endured. By the late 1980s, however, family relationships had become
increasingly unstable. Fitchen found low income rural women whose relationships
were temporary and whose families were characterized by “instability and flux and by
risk of sudden dissolution” (1992:195). School records reveal changes in family
structure. In one poor school district, by the end of the 1980s only 45% of the children
lived in two parent homes. Fitchen's accounts reveal broad macro economic
transformation and family structure change occurring concurrently.

The rural restructuring literature and the agrarian political economy literature
overlap very little (Lobao and Schulman 1991). The restructuring literature centers
almost exclusively on the nonfarm economy while the agrarian political economy
literature is largely restricted to the structure of agriculture and farming practices
(Lobao and Schulman 1991). My research does not focus on transformations in
agricultural structure and practices, but it is nevertheless important to acknowledge the
farm crisis of the 1980s as a significant shaper of the rural economic landscape. The
farm crisis was precipitated by high interest rates, eroding foreign markets for farm
products, and sharp declines in the price of farmland on the heels of steep increases
(Bultena et al. 1986:437). The effects of the farm crisis were widespread. The Wall

Street Journal reported in 1988, “The U.S. has been suffering more than a farm crisis
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. . .. Itis in the midst of a coast-to-coast, border-to-border collapse of much of its
rural economy” [cited in Barlett (1993)]. The restructuring literature documents the
decline of higher wage employment in the nonfarm structure since the 1970s.
Accompanying that decline has been the loss of good jobs in the farm sector as
thousands of family farmers lost their farms and their means of livelihood in the 1980s.
Several studies have considered the effects of the farm crisis on families (see, for
example, Rosenblatt 1990, Johnson and Booth 1990, Barlett 1993). To generalize,
these studies find the farm crisis generated financial instability and economic
deprivation which were associated with increased marital strain, depression, and
thoughts of divorce.

Bokemeier and Garkovich (1991) contend that family instability in rural areas is
generated by chronic stressors characteristic of the current rural environment. These
stressors, “financial instability, inadequate housing, and inadequate, inaccessible, and
inappropriate social services,” make long-term relationships difficult to sustain and
contribute to higher divorce rates (1991:115). These scholars assert that “[w]hile all
families experience stresses, on the average rural families more continuously face a
greater variety of stresses, and with fewer coping resources or supporting services than
urban families” (1991:114-115).

Recent research on rural Midwest families explores how economic distress
affects family life. Conger an;i his colleagues (1990) examine the relationship of
economic hardship to marital quality and instability in the rural Midwest. They believe
the effects of economic hardship are largely mediated by the experience of economic
strain. Economic strain is a subjective factor that reflects an individual's financial
concerns or worries. Their analysis shows that economic strain increases hostile
behavior and decreases warm and supportive interactions between partners. This, in
turn, decreased marital quality and increased marital instability. This study provides an

empirical link between economic hardship and thoughts or actions related to divorce.
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Conger and Elder (1994) use data from the Iowa Youth and Families Project to
study the processes by which economic hardship affected family relationships in rural
Iowa during the farm crisis. They identify four dimensions of economic hardship: low
family income, unstable work, debt-to-assets ratio, and income loss (1994:10).
Families experience economic pressure as they live with the day-to-day strains of
financial hardship. Such economic stress increases the risk of hostility between
partners which leads to dissatisfaction with the marriage. Conger and Elder find
particularly noteworthy their finding that both women and men responded to economic
stress with feelings of depression and hopelessness. Their analysis shows dysphoric
mood to be the principal path between economic strain and marital hostility. They
suggest that feelings of dysphoria and hopelessness are more common responses to
economic stress than are the hostility and irritability identified by earlier studies

(Conger and Elder, 1994:261, Liker and Elder, 1983, Elder and Caspi, 1988).

RURAL SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Social class in rural communities

A single rural class structure does not exist. Rural communities are relatively
more and less stratified, depending on the particularities of historic economic and social
structures. Some rural communities have been rigidly stratified by class and race for
generations. In places like Appalachia and the Mississippi Delta there tend to be two
social classes: "those who have control and those who are vulnerable to that control, the
haves and the have-nots” (Duncan 1992:xx, 1994, 1996, Dill and Williams 1992). [See
pages 39-41 in the definition section for a discussion of neo-Marxian and Weberian
models of social class.]

The social class configuration of other rural places is more complex. Mooney's

(1983) neo-Marxist class analysis of Midwestern agriculture finds three "pure” class
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locations: capitalist, proletariat, and the "new petty bourgeoisie" (1983:577). He
argues against a model that posits a linear progression from simple commodity
production to a capitalist mode of production. While a capitalist mode of production
has dominated agriculture since World War II, simple commodity production remains a
secondary mode of production (1983:565). Mooney also contends that agricultural
class structure runs counter to the Marxist assumption of an eventual bipolar class
structure. Rather, he finds in the five social relations of agricultural production--
tenancy, indebtedness, contract production, off-farm work, and hired labor--a
multiplicity of contradictory class locations. So, for example, farmers with substantial
indebtedness have the appearance of being their "own boss," but in fact, the control that
financial institutions exert over such farmers places them in a contradictory class
position between petty bourgeoisie and proletariat (1983:572).

Flora (1992) examines the class structure of Midwestern farming communities
(using a Weberian income and occupation-based conception of social class). She
contends that the rural ideology of "we're all just folks" obscures class differences
(1992:202). Further, norms against conspicuous consumption mask wealth and income
differentials. Rural elites have substantial income and investments and are quite
unsympathetic with the needs of wage laborers. Flora notes, "There is still a strong
low-wage, low-tax ideology in rural areas that assumes that anyone earning over $2.50
an hour (especially if not doing heavy physical work) is overpaid" (1992:202). New
employers, even large corporations with company-wide wage scales, are often
pressured by existing employers to adopt low pay scales (Flora 1992:210).

The sentiments and actions above have contributed to the creation of economic
contexts in which increasing numbers of working poor struggle to make ends meet,
often holding multiple low-wage, part-time jobs. In many rural communities, the
working poor constitute a peripheral segment of the population. Transient families,

who work in the lowest paying jobs and then move on to other places, have always
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been a part of rural communities. Flora contends, however, that these families now
remain in communities longer due to limited opportunities in urban areas. While wages
are low, many families are attracted to rural areas by low cost housing (Fitchen 1992,
1995, Flora 1992). These families remain isolated, tending not to be involved in
broader community activities or institutions.

Naples’ (1994) study helps explain the isolation of the poor or near poor in rural
communities. She points out that implied in the romanticized idea of gemeinschaft is a
social homogeneity that does not exist in many rural areas. The transformation of rural
space that includes the in-migration of low income families, both White and racial-
ethnic, exposes the myth of gemeinschaft as a central characteristic of rural life. In her
study, low-income rural residents did not believe they could count on community
assistance during a crisis (1994:118). The values of neighborliness and self-sufficiency
were found to be incompatible in a community context of socioeconomic and racial
diversity. The growing numbers of Mexican-origin families in one town and the
resentment their presence engendered revealed the conditionality of supportive relations
in rural communities (1994:127).

Fitchen's extensive research on declining rural communities in upstate New
York leads her to conclude that rural families are increasingly impoverished (Fitchen,

1981, 1991, 1992, 1995). Fitchen writes,

The depressed villages spiraling downward, as well as the cycling of rural
depressed neighborhoods into another generation of poverty and the growing
trailer parks and clusters, are all part of the general worsening of rural poverty
that local county officials, caseworkers, educators, and human-service workers
refer to, deal with, and are frustrated about because the poverty problem seems
to be getting worse despite their efforts to cope with it. (1992:188)

She attributes increased poverty to four related causes: inadequate employment, housing
issues, family structure changes, and residential mobility (Fitchen 1992:188). The loss

of manufacturing jobs and the dominance of low wage, unstable secondary sector work
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leave families without a secure economic base. Much rural housing is substandard, but
in many communities it is becoming increasingly expensive and beyond the reach of
low wage earners. Marital and partner relationships are increasingly fragile and
extended families seem to be a declining source of social support. The above factors
combine to create a high rate of residential mobility for the rural poor. Some families
move within the same community, around the county or to adjacent counties. Fitchen
finds that residential mobility often reflects both a lack of financial resources and
unstable personal relationships (1992:196).

Fitchen’s analysis illustrates the complexity of the interrelationship between
rural community decline, rental housing and rural poverty. Property owners in
declining communities often turn empty storefronts and single-family dwellings into
rental housing. The availability of rental housing draws displaced low income residents
from nearby rural and urban-fringe communities. Such in-migration often increases the
rate of family poverty in declining communities. Fitchen's research demonstrates that
rural poverty increases both by the impoverishment of community residents and by the
in-migration of poor individuals and families (1992, 1995).

Cynthia Duncan’s (1996) comparative work illustrates why community social
class context is significant. She makes the important connection between community
social class context and economic opportunity for individuals and families. In her
comparison of remote rural communities, she presents two models in which degree of

social stratification is predictive of economic opportunity:
When there is a large middle class that invests in public, community-wide
institutions, social relations and social institutions are more inclusive and cross
class boundaries. The poor are not isolated from other classes. They have
access to informal networks for work . . . . (Duncan 1996:114)

In such communities the poor participate in a broad network of social relations.

Local social and economic contexts characterized by inclusion, as was the New
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England mill town she studied, provide at least some opportunity for upward
mobility.

When, on the other hand, the middle class is small or inconsequential and the
poor, lower class is large, the well-to-do separate themselves from the poor and
expect deference from them. The poor do not have contacts to obtain legitimate
work . ... (Duncan 1996:115)

Duncan describes social relations in a Mississippi Delta and a Appalachian community
as characterized by “patron-client” relations and “caste-like” stratification systems
(1996:115). Such systems of social organization offer little hope for mobility and tend
to perpetuate themselves over time.

Duncan contends that the structure of inequality varies from place to place. It is
this structure of inequality that “determines social interaction and the allocation of
opportunities in rural communities” (Duncan 1996:103). Family members living in
communities with class relations resembling Duncan’s first model are more likely to
accumulate high quality social capital. I use the term “social capital” as does Bourdieu
to refer to the “aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual
acquaintance and recognition” (1988:248). While the poor in both contexts above may
have considerable social capital, it is individuals in the former case that have
opportunity to accumulate social capital that will be convertible into economic capital in
the form of adequate employment (Bourdieu 1988). This research illustrates broad
diversity among rural communities, which, in fact, represents significant opportunity

and mobility differentials.
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Racial stratification

Snipp and his colleagues contend that "without exception racial and ethnic
minorities bear the brunt of economic hardship in rural areas" (1993:175). In 1990, the
poverty rate for nonmetro Blacks was 40.8%, and for nonmetro Hispanics was 32 %
(compared to metro rates of 30.1% for Blacks and 27.8% for Hispanics) [Hoppe 1993].
Jensen and Tienda's (1989) study of nonmetro Black, Mexican, and Native American
families supports Snipp's contention. They studied family poverty rates from 1959 to
1986 and found that nonmetro minority rates were always higher than metro minority
rates. They explain the vulnerable economic status of nonmetro minorities by
conceptualizing the "labor force as a queue of workers ranked according to their
desirability to employers" (1989:511). Because of human capital deficiencies and
discrimination, minorities are at the end of the job line and are the last to be brought
into service. The employment of people at the end of the queue is much more sensitive
to macroeconomic conditions than for more advantaged workers. Thus rural minority
workers are the last to experience the benefit of an economic upswing and the first to
feel the effects of a downturn.

Nonmetro Blacks are concentrated in the South and so, by extension, is
nonmetro Black poverty. Ninety-five percent of all nonmetro Blacks live in the South;
ninety-seven percent of the nonmetro Black poor live in the South. Dill and Williams
(1992), in their study of African American single mothers in the rural South, find that
these women experience the triple disadvantage of poverty, racial discrimination, and
gender discrimination. They conclude that patriarchy, capitalism, and racism are
implicated as they are mediated through the church, Southern culture, economic
development initiatives and the state. Lichter (1989) likewise finds that historic
patterns of economic disadvantage have continued for nonmetro Southern Blacks.
Employment opportunity has not changed substantially for this group since 1970. Black

females are particularly disadvantaged.
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Gender stratification

Tickamyer and her colleagues (1993) contend that most rural scholarship has not
incorporated gender as an analytic category. Little research has considered how
inequalities of gender distribute opportunities and constraints in rural places. Women
have typically been invisible as scholarship focuses on men as economic actors
(Tickamyer et al. 1993). We find in nonmetro areas the same results as for metro
areas, that is, that women in all age groups are more likely than men to be poor. In
1990, the poverty rate for nonmetro adults under the age of 65 was 15.6% for women
and 11.1% for men (compared to 12.1% for metro women and 7.8% for metro men)
[Tickamyer et al. 1993].

Rural women’s economic disadvantage is linked to a particular historical
context. Women's economic concerns have been largely ignored in rural social policy.
Historically economic issues in nonmetro areas have been addressed through rural
development policy (Buttel et al. 1993). Rural development policies and programs have
advanced male-dominated economic activities, especially through the promotion of
large-scale commercial farming. Little attention has been given to how such actions
affect rural families and women (Tickamyer et al. 1993:217). Such neglect both
reflects and reinforces longstanding stereotypes about women'’s and men'’s appropriate
roles.

Sachs observes that the global economy has incorporated rural workers on less
favorable terms than urban workers; and further, she contends that rural women are the
most disadvantaged group overall (1996:141). Rural women receive lower wages than
urban women for several reasons. While in general, rural women have lower
educational attainments and limited work skills, this does not comprise the principal
explanation for lower earnings than in urban areas. McLaughlin and Perman’s (1991)
study finds that the primary reason for rural women's lower wages is not human capital

differences, but lower returns to human capital. Rural wages are substantially lower
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than urban wages. In addition, rural women are limited by inferior labor markets that
offer low quality employment (Lichter and McLaughlin 1995). Bokemeier and
Tickamyer (1985) find most rural women employed in low-wage, unstable, secondary
sector work.

Given rural women's low-earning potential, marital status is highly significant in
shaping the life chances of women and their children. The 1990 poverty rate for
nonmetro female-headed family households is 43.2% while the rate for nonmetro
married-couple family households is 9.9% (Hoppe 1993). McLaughlin and her co-
authors observe that rural women’s low incomes increase their dependence on men
(1993:829). Rural women marry at younger ages than urban women (Heaton et al.
1989, McLaughlin et al. 1993). The implications of this pattern are reduced career
and other life options for women and increased likelihood of divorce (Heaton et al.
1989:13). Alternatively, this pattern may reflect a context of few employment or other
life-style options for rural women (Heaton et al. 1989:13).

McLaughlin et al. (1993) study first marriages of rural and urban women. They
find a higher rate of available men to women in rural areas than urban, but they find
that the “quality” of the pool of men is higher in urban areas. Nonmetro women
broaden the definition of marriageable men to include men who are less than acceptable

to urban women. The authors conclude,

The availability of suitable mates may be more important in women's marriage
decisions when economic opportunities for women decrease the economic
benefits of marriage (e.g., in metro areas). However in an area where women's
economic options are more limited (nonmetro areas), marriage may be more
attractive so the availability of suitable men may be less important in affecting
the marriage decision. (McLaughlin et al. 1993:836)

These studies indicate that women's restricted economic opportunity in rural areas
shapes expectations and decisions regarding first marriage. Research does not

specifically consider the relationship between economic constraints and remarriage.
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LINKING ECONOMIC LIFE AND FAMILY RELATIONS

This chapter has thus far focused on the areas of macro structural context and
family life, and then, contemporary family life in rural places. Next I describe the
theoretical base used to link economic life and family relations. I use the concept of
household strategies to mediate between the macro level of social structure and the
micro level of household practices and responses. Second, I review key pieces from

the economic distress literature that I use to frame analytic categories for my analysis.

Household strategy

I use the term household strategy to refer to the decisions family and household
members make and the actions they take to sustain themselves economically. These
decisions and actions are referred to variously in the literature as economic strategies,
household strategies, family strategies, and survival strategies. Such strategies occur
with respect to both production and consumption. I use the concept of household
strategies to explore what it is that household members do to patch together their
economic subsistence or to promote economic well-being. The concept is valuable for
this research because it "links individuals as social actors with broader structures and
institutions” (Wolf 1992:13). I use the concept "strategies" as do Clay and

Schwarzweller, who explain as follows:

[M]ost patterned behavior of households is not preceded by formalized decision-
making. Consequently, "household strategies," we believe, is best regarded in
its broader sense--as a general rubric or umbrella concept that refers to both
deliberate action relative to goals as well as to normatively guided "unplanned”
responses by the household group and its members . . . . (Clay and
Schwarzweller 1991:6)

The central point to be made is that household members respond to conditions in their

immediate environments as they maintain family life.

28



Diane Wolf (1992) explains that "[t]he concept of “household strategies'
appeal[s] to a considerable number of researchers using diverse theoretical approaches
in great part because it mediates between micro and macro levels of analysis"
(1992:13). Researchers who analyze household strategies avoid some of the pitfalls of
other analyses. Louise Tilly contends that an analysis of household strategies avoids
both the tendency toward structural determinism in studies of macro-level social
processes as well the possibility of tautological thinking in analyses of "mentality and
attitude" (Tilly 1978:3).

Household strategies provide a link between the macro level of social change
and the micro level of household adjustment to change. Household strategies are
contingent on the structure of economic, political and social resources in the immediate
environment. Literature that focuses on diverse subjects supports this contention. Edin
and Lein find that the survival strategies of urban low-income women differ by the
social-structural characteristics of the cities in which they reside (1996:253). Tilly and
Scott's (1978) study documents how industrialization in late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth century Europe affected family relations of economic production and social
reproduction. They find women'’s work and family strategies to be responsive to
economic opportunities and demographic pressures (1978:6). Importantly, these
scholars find household strategies to be context-specific. Factors such as uneven
economic development, the quality of men’s work and the availability of children’s
employment shaped differently dominant family strategies in particular communities
with respect to marriage, fertility, education, and labor force participation (Tilly
1979:139). How a household is situated in the broad socioeconomic context affects the
strategies household members can and do adopt (Davidson 1991:12). Davidson
describes the particularity of the adoption of household strategies as follows: "the
household, in effect, filters the opportunities and constraints presented by the wider

society, but always in conjunction with the needs, aspirations, and power of its
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respective members" (1991:12).

Household strategies are shaped by social class placement. For example, two
strategies identified by Tamara Haraven (1987)--residing nearby to one's kin and saving
for the college education of one's children--are not equally feasible for all families.
Several scholars, including Stack (1974, 1996), Dill and Williams (1992), Schein
(1994), Edin and Lein (1996) and Jarrett (1992, 1994) document survival strategies of
the poor. Common findings among these studies are first, that the range of strategies
available to the poor or near-poor is limited; and second, that poor households depend
on social networks to survive economically. For example, Stack's (1974) classic study
describes how poor, urban Blacks in “the Flats” used networks of kin and non-kin for
the exchange and distribution of resources, possessions, and services. Dill and
Williams find that the survival strategies of poor African American single mothers in
the rural South include depending on extended family networks where resources from
work and welfare and pooled and redistributed (1992:108). Edin and Lein's (1996)
research documents that urban poor aﬁd low-income single mothers used work-based
and network-based strategies to supplement welfare or low-wages in order to make ends
meet.

Saraceno contends that demographic variables combine with contextual variables
to "establish the framework of possible resources for family and individual well-being
and strategies for achieving it" (1989:11-12). She names household composition, life
cycle phase, and absence or presence of extended kin network as demographic factors
that combine with contextual factors such as income, market resources, and public
resources to shape the range and attractiveness of available options (1989:11).

Saraceno refers to "obligatory choice," that is, choices made in the absence of viable
alternatives (1989:16).
Much of the discussion of household strategies focuses on the work-family

nexus. Work-related strategies are comprised of "the work involved in patching
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together, coordinating, supplementing and adjusting available resources" (Saraceno
1989:9). In addition, Saraceno also directs her readers to the work involved in the
cultural and symbolic production of family. For example, households in which women
are housewives reflect a specific household strategy that is related to producing a
particular cultural representation of family. Thus, in some families, "[i]n order to
maximize the well-being of the family, one person dedicates herself full time during the
entire adult life span to serving the family," while another family member produces
income (Saraceno 1989:9). This author notes that the ability to choose this household
strategy is dependent on the level of available household resources.

Hochschild's (1989) discussion of gender strategies, as they relate to how
women and men divide work and family responsibilities, illustrates that strategies to
maintain households are shaped by gender stratification. She documents how men’s
and women’s unequal power and status in broader society influenced what men and
women were willing to do to sustain marriages and maintain households. Hochschild
does not use the term “household strategies,” but her research clearly shows that
decisions and actions undertaken by individual household members occur in the context
of a society-wide system of gender inequality.

I use the concept of household strategies carefully because it is somewhat
problematic both conceptually and methodologically (Moen and Wethington 1992).
Some scholars object to the term "strategy.” Wolf contends that the term implies long-
term planning and conscious decision making despite the fact that behavior of
household members may often be passive and nonstrategic (1992:17). Wolf describes
one household's practices as the following, "we find not strategies, but motley and
assorted decisions and behaviors to which others respond by resisting, desisting,
withdrawing, or accommodating--or some combination thereof" (1992:5).

Garrett and Lennox contend that analyses of survival strategies “generally reflect

the theoretical predilections of researchers” (1993:239). The main issue is how a
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researcher would know a strategy if she or he found one. In most cases, householders
do not label their own actions as strategies, but rather, they are labeled as such by
researchers. Further, implied in “strategy” is a wider range of options than many
families find in their day to day experience. Garrett and Lennox suggest that
researchers avoid the pitfalls of such analyses “only if researchers identify structural
factors that limit choice and favor certain patterns” (1993:239). Saraceno warns
similarly about the use of the term "household strategy."” Her concern is that a focus on
micro-level strategies may obscure institutional and social factors. So, for example,
persistent poverty may be blamed on the ineffectiveness of individual strategies
(Saraceno 1989:12).

A second important critique of this concept centers on the implicit assumption
that the household is a unitary whole whose members’ “best interest” is equally served
or equally disserved by various strategies. This assumption connects to popular myths
about family life that do not hold up to scholarly scrutiny. Instead, family members
frequently have varying and competing interests (Baca Zinn and Eitzen 1999:17). Asa
result of structured inequalities of gender and generation, decisions are not made
democratically or unanimously within families nor do decisions benefit all family
members equally (Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994, Wolf 1992). As Redclift and Whatmore
state, “the household is rarely an equitable, harmonious and utility-maximizing unit”
(1990:190).

The critiques above shape how I have conceptualized household strategies for
this research. Clearly this review demonstrates variation in how researchers use the
concept of household strategies. Several of the objections raised above are diffused by
adopting the Clay and Schwarzweller conceptualization of household strategies that
includes both “deliberate” and “unplanned” actions (1991:6). In my use of the concept,
I assume the following: first, the level of consciousness among social actors varies;

second, household strategies reflect social inequalities of gender and generation; and
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third, household strategies do not necessarily meet the needs of all household members.
I use the concept in this research because it enables me to link individual action with

broader social structures and institutions (Wolf 1992:13).

Economic distress

Economic distress is clearly associated with lower levels of marital and family
satisfaction (Voydanoff and Donnelly 1988). A substantial body of scholarship
considers how financial hardship affects family relationships. Research documents that
financial hardship has important consequences for family relationships, including
increased marital conflict, diminished marital cohesion, less supportive family
relationships, less effective parenting, and more family violence (see, for example,
Liem and Liem, 1988, Perrucci and Targ 1988, Broman et al. 1990, Ross and Huber
1985, Voydanoff 1990, Conger et al. 1994).

Voydanoff and Donnelly find economic distress to be associated with the use of
the following coping behaviors: financial management efforts, informal economy
involvement, do-it-yourself substitutions for market goods and services, increased
family work effort, and financial overextension using credit or spending savings
(1988:103). They find, however, that these behaviors do not, however, generally
moderate the negative effects of economic distress on family and marital satisfaction.
Family pride and accord are two coping resources associated with higher marital
satisfaction (1988:107). These partially moderate the negative effects of economic
distress on family relations.

Moen and her colleagues (1983) describe three family responses to economic
hardship. Families respond to economic pressure by restructuring the family economy,
altering family relationships and by increasing individual tensions and strains
(1983:225). The family economy may be restructured in such ways as using alternative

sources of income, reducing expenditures, and adding earners. Family relationship
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changes range from changes in the distribution of decision making power to permanent
disruption through divorce. Economic change affects both family relations and
individual adjustment. Unemployed men are particularly vulnerable to adverse
individual outcomes.

Much of this literature focuses on adaptations to fluctuations in families'
economic status rather than chronic poverty. This emphasis reflects research finding
that the disruptions caused by income loss may create greater family stress than the
actual level of living itself (Elder and Caspi, 1988). Analysis of the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics (PSID) data reveals that most cases of income instability can be
characterized as "spells” of poverty rather than chronic poverty (Gottschalk,
McLanahan, and Sandefur 1994). Workers at greatest risk for economic setbacks are
secondary sector workers and workers with low seniority (Amott, 1993, Moen et al.,

1983).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The problem statement in chapter one and the literature review above bring me
to explore the following specific questions in this research.

1. First, how are the family households in this rural sample configured? Do we
find that current household arrangements are longstanding or do we observe
considerable fluidity in household structure?

I discussed two contrasting family arrangements in the theory and literature
review above, modern nuclear families and postmodern families. Modern families are
characterized by stability, by which I mean continuity and permanence; postmodern
families are characterized by instability and fluidity, by which I mean discontinuity,
unpredictability and change. These contrasting arrangements represent ideal types. I

conceptualize family arrangements as a continuous rather than dichotomous variable;
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family arrangements encompass a range of possibilities along the continuum between
modern families and postmodern families. As I analyze the family lives of this rural
sample for evidence of stability and fluidity, I do not assume that continuity is
necessarily positive and that change is necessarily negative. But central to the idea of
the postmodern family is the understanding that change in family arrangements is often

an adaptation or adjustment to difficult individual or family circumstances.

2. Second, what are the relationships between social class, household structure,
and family life? I examine how households strategies are differentiated by social class.

The research cited above demonstrates the significance of the material base on
which family life is constructed. The most economically vulnerable households are
found to be those least able to establish and maintain normative family patterns and
conventional household arrangements. I examine how family continuity is distributed
by social class among these rural families.

The literature above demonstrates that the strategies families use to sustain
themselves economically are also differentiated by social class. I explore how sample
families sustain themselves in this restructured economy. Families in different social
classes will experience the constraints and opportunities of the local economic context
differently. Beech observes that rural families faced with low-paying, part-time, often
seasonal employment opportunities “patch together an array of diverse work options”
(1988:35). Alternatively, the rural economy does support a middle class. I
systematically examine the difference social class makes as sample families adapt to the
economic necessities of this community. In addition, I explore the contextual factors
that influence the adaptive choices families make as they sustain themselves

economically.
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3. Third, how does this sample of rural women explain their own family lives?
Specifically, how do these women account for their families’ economic circumstances?
And, how do they account for continuity and change in their family lives?

This part of my research centers on women’s perspectives on their family
arrangements and their economic circumstances. The focus shifts from the families
whose histories they recount and patterns they describe, to the women research
participants themselves. Semi-structured interviews allow researchers to actively
involve their respondents in constructing data about their own lives (Reinharz 1992:18).
The goal in this part of my research is to give voice to the women who have spoken
about their individual and family lives. Sachs contends that in the U.S., "agrarian
ideologies romanticize and celebrate rural life and families, often covering or veiling
women's situations in these communities and families (1996:7). I consider what it
means to be a rural woman in a particular spatial location.

I explore whether rural women experience some contradiction between their
own circumstances and two prevailing ideals: economic self-sufficiency and the
permanent nuclear family. The scholarly work on welfare and rural populations
suggests that rural people will blame themselves for their economic difficulties.
Welfare users in urban areas have been found to view poverty as related to larger
structural forces, while rural welfare users saw poverty as related to personal
deficiencies (Rank and Hirschl 1988). Studies of the rural poor have found this
population to be less likely than the urban poor to use the programs for which they are
eligible and are more likely to discontinue using it while remaining eligible (Rank and
Hirschl 1988, 1994); the rural poor often hide their use of welfare from disapproving
family and friends (Naples 1994).

With respect to family structure, I am interested in exploring how women
account for their family circumstances. How do women explain their own experiences,

whether they be deviations from the stable nuclear family ideal or family relationships
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that typify that ideal? Existing rural literature gives little indication of the perspectives
of rural women. Many scholars, in their consideration of changing rural family
structure have not connected it to macro level forces, but rather to changing family
values and micro level factors. Lichter and Eggebeen find a willful retreat from
marriage, pointing to “normative changes in family formation and structure”
(1992:169). Fitchen's (1991) work contains a similar theme of declining family norms.
She finds that while in the 1970s marriages that were contentious and sometimes violent
generally endured, by the late 1980s longstanding difficult marriages were more likely
to end in divorce. She attributes higher rates of marital disruption to changed attitudes
regarding the permanence of marriage. Schein’s (1995) study of urban and rural single
mothers focuses on micro-level factors and finds that family disruption is primarily
caused by men'’s “betrayal” of women. On the other hand, numerous studies by
Conger, Elder, and their colleagues (1994) connect marital and family dissatisfaction

back to large scale economic shifts.

DEFINITIONS

Rural-Nonmetropolitan

While the terms rural and nonmetropolitan (or nonmetro) are used
interchangeably in this study, it is nonmetropolitan areas, as defined by the U.S.
Census, that are the focus of this study. Nonmetropolitan areas are those areas outside
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) or Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas
(CSMAs), and are designated on a county by county basis. Nonmetropolitan areas are
of primary interest because they are typically isolated from economic and educational
opportunities available in more populous locations. Rural places [population less than
2,500 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1996a:4)] may exist within MSAs, sometimes as

exurbs of central cities from which residents commute to jobs in the urban center.
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Residents of such places would not be likely to experience the same opportunity

constants that nonmetropolitan residents encounter.

Social location

Social location refers to one’s position in society based on race, class, and
gender hierarchies, as well as other relevant social characteristics (Baca Zinn and
Eitzen 1999). The discussion of this concept is based on ideas developed by Baca Zinn
(1990). The concept of social location takes into account multiple stratification systems
in society that distribute opportunity and privilege unequally. A social constructionist
perspective finds families to be created in the context of a particular social location. A
family’s social location will affect the way it is influenced by material, political, and
economic circumstances. Differing social locations produce families configured in
different ways. So, for example, because middle class African American families have
a different social location than do poor African American families, we expect to find
significant differences between these families.

The concept of social location can be extended beyond race, class, and gender
hierarchies to include other relevant characteristics. For example, religion (Protestant
or Catholic) could be included as an aspect of social location in Northern Ireland. The
concept of social location can also be extended to include a spatial dimension. Social
opportunities are distributed systematically and unequally by race, class, and gender,
and by spatial context as well. Rural residence, like urban residence, creates distinctive
patterns of opportunities and constraints for families. Spatial context can be seen as
one of the factors that affects how families will be influenced by various social

circumstances.
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Social class

The dominant models for understanding social class in the U.S. are the neo-
Marxian relational model and the Weberian distributional model (Lucal 1994). The
neo-Marxian model is relational in that it is based on relationships among people. It
attributes class on the basis of money, power, and role in the capitalist economy, and
usually distinguished five classes: the ruling class, the professional-managerial class [or
middle class], small business owners, the working class, and the poor (Eitzen and Baca
Zinn 1998:253). The Weberian model is distributional in that it is a gradational scheme
based on the relative possession of a set of attributes (Lucal 1994:141). What Lucal
calls the “Americanized Weberian model” is based on income, wealth, occupational
prestige, and educational attainment (1994:141).

This analysis uses a neo-Marxian model of social class to divide sample families
into social class categories (Vanneman and Cannon 1987, Wright et al. 1982,
Higginbotham and Weber 1992). This model captures well how social class creates
distinctive contexts for family life. The way in which this model conceptualizes the
differences between the middle class and the working class is theoretically important for
this research. Higginbotham and Weber explain that “[t]he middle class, or
professional-managerial class, is set off from the working class by the power and
control it exerts over workers in three realms: economic (power through ownership),
political (power through direct supervisory authority), and ideological (power to plan
and organize work)” (1992:421). Key to understanding the ideological realm is the
division between the manual labor of the working class and the mental labor of
professionals and managers (Vanneman and Cannon 1989:57). Social class divisions
are made on the basis of the nature of one’s work, with middle class work characterized
by “giving orders” and working class employment characterized by “taking orders”
(Collins 1988). It follows from this way of framing class divisions that the middle class

has greater control not only over their work lives, but also over the economic aspects of
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their family lives. An important theoretical insight relevant to this research is that it is
this greater control over the economic aspects of one’s life that allows the middle class
to construct family lives characterized by greater continuity than the working class or
the poor.

The neo-Weberian model of social class distinguishes between the middle class
and the working class on the basis of blue-collar or white-collar employment. With this
model, white-collar workers such as salespeople and clerical workers are included in
the lower-middle class (Eitzen and Baca Zinn 1998:252). I believe that the context for
family life among these categories of the white-collar work force is much more similar
to that of blue-collar workers than to other white-collar workers who have more
responsibility on the job, higher pay, and greater economic security. My contention is
that if the goal is to understand class-based differences in family life, that the neo-
Marxian framework does better in creating analytic categories of families with similar
resources and supports.

The neo-Marxian conception of social class illumines well the relative economic
vulnerability of individual earners and the families they support in the restructured
economy. The globalization of the economy and the high mobility of capital has left
the rural working class relatively powerless, as evidenced by abandoned factories and
the presence of manufacturing jobs that pay $5.00 an hour. This study considers
middle class families (following Higginbotham and Weber’s example) to be those in
which one earner--either male or female--is employed as an administrator, professional
or manager. Families of lower than middle class are divided into the working class and
the poor. Middle class employment includes -- in addition to higher pay -- benefits that
enhance families’ economic security. These families have primary sector employment
characterized by job security, pensions, health insurance, and sick pay. Working class
and working poor employment -- in addition to offering lower pay -- frequently lacks

these supports. Families who are subject to layoffs, lose wages due to illness, and have
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limited or no health insurance clearly construct family life on a more tenuous base than

do middle class families.

Economic status

By economic status, I refer to a family’s economic position in society, using the
criterion of income. Economic status is related to social class, but is something
different. A family improves its economic status, that is raises it income, when the
primary earner moves from a factory job paying $8.00 an hour to a similar job paying
$12.50 an hour. The family's class position remains unchanged, however, because the
nature of the work remains the same. Likewise, a family enhances its economic status
when additional family members join the labor force. But adding earners is not likely
to change a family's social class, because new earners are not likely to have better

employment credentials than the worker already employed.
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Chapter 3
METHODOLOGY

Given the paucity of research on family life in a restructured rural economy, my
objective is to provide an exploratory analysis of that subject. I have chosen the case
study method as compatible with my research questions. First, this method allows me
to take into account the particularities of local context, what Naples, in her discussion
of the method, calls the "locally expressed manifestations of social and economic
change" (1994:111). Second, this approach allows me to explore the perceptions and
the lived experience of individuals whose lives have been affected by recent social and
economic transformations (Naples 1994). Third, case studies illumine the diversity and

complexity of family life. Chodorow claims the following for case studies:

[Clases enable us to see multiple levels of information, give us some access to
the richness and depth that form any family structure and process and any
individual life history . . . Cases destabilize, and I would say, thereby enrich,
any conclusions we wish to draw about the family now or in the future, and they
point us, in their labyrinthine complexity, to new ways of seeing and
understanding families. (1993:462)

My conceptualization of “case study” follows the conventional understanding
that a case study is an analysis of “social phenomena specific to time and place” (Ragin
1992:2); or similarly, an examination of “a single social phenomenon or unit of
analysis--for example, a particular community, organization, or small informal group”
(Singleton et al. 1993:317). Social scientists have tended to dichotomize social research
into quantitative variable analysis research and qualitative case study research.
Methodologists find this division to be problematic as researchers increasing adopt
triangulated methods (Ragin 1992).

This research uses both qualitative and quantitative methods. Triangulation is a

highly regarded research strategy in which qualitative and quantitative data inform and
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complement each other (Cook and Fonow 1990). The reciprocity between qualitative
and quantitative data produce a more comprehensive understanding of specific social
phenomena than can be arrived at by single method research. More importantly,
triangulated methods are believed to increase the validity of the data produced.
Reinharz (1992) contends as follows:

The multimethod approach increases the likelihood that these researchers will
understand what they are studying, and that they will be able to persuade others
of the veracity of their findings. Multiple methods work to enhance
understanding both by adding layers of information and by using one type of
data to validate or refine another.  (p. 201)

Rural research has traditionally relied on survey methodology. Bokemeier and
Yount point out that rural sociology’s reliance on quantitative methodology to answer
any and all research questions has “inhibit[ed] the ability of sociologists to comprehend
social complexity and change” (1993:187). | They advocate a triangulated research
design in which qualitative methods are used to assess perspectives, values and
assumptions of rural community members. Such a strategy reduces the possibility that
researchers will impose external categories and frameworks on rural issues that are best
understood from the perspective of local social actors.

This research uses qualitative data in the form of interviews and quantitative
data in the form of questionnaires and government documents. The interplay between
these data sources is important. Interviews provide women’s retrospective accounts of
family, household, and personal events over the course of the lifetime of a second or
third grade child. These accounts contain important understandings of and perspectives
on family life and rural residence, but interviewees are frequently nonspecific about the
timing of events. Questionnaire data especially valuable to me are the specific
demographic, economic, and life course data necessary for documenting family
continuity and change. Information such as dates of family moves and children’s dates

of birth enable me to fill in the gaps in women’s interview accounts of their family
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transitions.

Qualitative interviews are the major research tool of this study, nevertheless,
quantitative data are vital to addressing the central issues of this research. The
approach taken in this case study follows from Burawoy’s (1991 a, b) discussion of the
extended case study method. Burawoy, in discussing how the extended case study
differs from grounded theory, makes several points relevant to this research. Grounded
theory focuses on the general as it seeks to discover generalizable theory from the
ground up (1991a:8). Burawoy critiques this method, contending that grounded theory
"represses the specificity of each situation" (1991b:275). The extended case study
method, on the other hand, focuses on the particularities of each situation. This method
"constitutes the social situation in terms of the particular external forces that shape it"
(1991b:274). The assumptions behind the extended case study approach are compatible
with how I frame this exploratory study, first because I seek to extend the study of
family life in a restructured economy beyond its current urban focus; second because
this method tries, as I do, to "understand how micro situations are shaped by wider
structures" (Burawoy 1991b:282). Employing the Burawoy approach, then, requires
triangulated methods. This research depends on quantitative data, generally in the form
of government documents, that specify the particularities of the research context.

Reliance on qualitative data is appropriate to this exploration of family structure
and household arrangements in a rural context. Qualitative methodology is appropriate
both for investigating dynamic social situations and for analyzing situations in which the
research participants’ interpretations of events and activities are focal to the study
(Bokemeier and Yount 1993). An exploratory qualitative analysis of rural family and
household structure is particularly relevant given recent critiques of existing
conceptualizations of family households. Tickamyer (1996a) in her discussions of the
challenges presently confronting rural sociology contends that reliance on the U.S.

Census for data regarding household and family structure is problematic. Categorizing
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family households as married-couple, female-headed, or male-headed oversimplifies the
range of typical household arrangements in contemporary U.S. society. Census data
provide a static snapshot of family life in an era when alteration and change may more
accurately describe the experience of many families. Fitchen finds that many rural
women have temporary relationships with boyfriends “whose major instrumental and
emotional participation in the lives of women and children, as lovers and as fathers, is
virtually ignored in most definitions and enumerations” (1992:195). Fitchen's (1991,
1992) observations point to the shortcomings of our current categories. She contends
that the terms "female-headed household" and "single mother" homogenize the vastly
different life experiences of, for example, a sixteen year old new mother and a much
older divorced mother (Fitchen 1991:143) Further, the term "two-parent family"
misleads by suggesting a stability that does not necessarily exist (Fitchen 1991:143).
Harris and her colleagues (1995) believe that the research subject of social
change in rural places is compatible with what they call the “alternative” theories and
methodologies of postmodernism, feminism, and narrative analysis. My research is
indebted to insights from each of these. In this discussion that follows I do not mean to
homogenize within-group differences among postmodernists, feminists or narrative
analysts. Rather I focus on what I believe are the essential insights of these
perspectives that can most readily be appropriated by a variety of social researchers.
Harris et al. write that “less skeptical” postmodernists explore the personal experiences,
conflicts and contradictions, and subjective judgments (and more) of those whose life-
worlds they wish to understand (1995:589). Narrative theory and methodology is based
on the premise that narrative analysis is valuable because stories construct, explain, and
maintain social organization (1995:590). Much of feminist methodology proceeds from
the goal of understanding women'’s daily lives. Feminists most often use semi-
structured or unstructured interviews in which interviewer and interviewee interact

freely, thus allowing for clarification and expansion that other methods do not generally
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allow (1995:596).® Harris and her colleagues conclude, first, that postmodernism
reveals the limitations of conventional frameworks for understanding complex social
processes; and second, that narrative and feminist frameworks when used by alone or
combined with more conventional approaches, provide the means for an enriched
understanding of those processes. My research questions, method, and analytic
strategies reflect insights from these perspectives.

The case study has been a relatively unexamined method, but recently several
scholars have begun to grapple with methodological issues surrounding case study
research (Ragin and Becker 1992). An important question concerns generalizing from
case studies. Implied in many case studies is the generalizability of results. Walton
writes that while “[a]t bottom, the logic of the case study is to demonstrate a causal
argument about how general social forces take shape and produce results in specific
settings,” yet only rarely do researchers claim that their research pertains to only a
particular setting or circumstance (1992:122). Walton recommends that case studies
make “modest claims,” and that researchers only “gingerly” extend the argument of their
research from the particular to the broader universe (1992:122). I carefully specify that
my research explores a particular setting and do not mean to imply that findings are
generalizable to “all families” or “all rural families.”

This research is a case study of thirty families with young children in a rural
Michigan community. This study uses the Family Interview data set from the
Strategies for Rural Children and Families Research Project. These data are comprised
of a set of thirty semi-structured interviews and self-administered pre-interview

surveys; they were gathered between October, 1995 and January, 1996.

*Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge that feminist methodologies vary and
include feminist empiricism (Harding 1991).
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THE BROAD RURAL CHILDREN AND FAMILIES PROJECT CONTEXT

The Family Interview data set is part of a larger body of data generated by this
four year interdisciplinary project. The Strategies for Rural Children and Families
Project, which began in 1993, has a multi-methodological design that involves three
phases of study. Phase One involved an assessment of the macro environment
(community) using secondary data analysis, interviews, and focus groups. Phase Two
involved an assessment of the micro environmetit (families) using in-depth, in-home
family interviews and a county-wide telephone survey. Phase Three drew together data
from the previous phases to identify barriers to community, institutional, and family
strategies to moderate the impact of poverty on children. This research project was
funded throﬁgh the Michigan Agricultural Expefiment Station. Co-Principal
Investigators were Janet Bokemeier and David Imig. I worked as a research assistant
for this project from its beginning in 1993 through 1996. To give some examples of
my participation this research team, over the course of this research I administered
student assessments, analyzed assessment data using SPSS, and presented results to
school officials; I recruited focus group participants, led focus groups, coded and
analyzed results using Ethnograph; I presented project progress reports to a community
human services committee.

The research site of this project is a rural Michigan county that has experienced
economic decline and has a substantial poverty population. This county was chosen as
the research site, in part, because community leaders had identified children, youth and
family concerns as a priority issue. Community leaders encouraged the cooperation of
county social service agencies and school districts.

Community leaders’ concern centered around the issue of school readiness.
School officials were alarmed that increasing numbers of county children were arriving

at school ill-prepared to begin kindergarten. Children who were seen to be “not ready”
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for school were believed to be primarily poor children. As part of our collaboration
with community leaders in Phase One, project researchers and research assistants
administered reading assessments to measure emerging literacy in first graders in
several county schools. These reading assessments were administered in the school
district located in the county seat and also in a small, more rural district. The families
of the first graders in the small rural district became the population from which the
sample was drawn for the Family Interviews. Project researchers assessed the
emerging literacy of 129 of 131 first graders in the small rural district in May, 1994.

These children were in second and third grade at the time of the family interviews.

THE SPECIFIC FAMILY INTERVIEW DATA SET CONTEXT

The interview protocol and survey reflect the collaboration of the entire research
team [See Appendix A for survey questions relevant to this research and Appendix B
for a copy of the interview schedule.]. All team members contributed to producing
research instruments that would generate data relevant to the diverse research interests
represented in this group. At this point in time, the project had three research
assistants. Each of us was responsible for ten interviews. In some cases we
accompanied each other on interviews; in other cases, one of the principal investigators
served as a co-interviewer. Research Assistant Cynthia Struthers and I had primary
responsibility for the day to day administration of this phase of the research project.
Interviews were transcribed by the Michigan State University transcription service;

research assistants cleaned and coded data and created Ethnograph files.

The Family Interview sample
The thirty families interviewed in this study were selected through systematic

stratified sampling procedures. The sample was stratified along two dimensions
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relevant to project goals--child’s reading accuracy in May, 1994, and family’s use of
Department of Social Service (now Family Independence Agency) programs, based on
Fall, 1995, records. I describe our sampling procedures including the dimension of
children’s reading accuracy despite the fact that emerging literacy and academic
achievement are not related to the central concerns of this study. Nevertheless, it is
important to the integrity of this study that it be clear that a particular group of students
was excluded from the sampling frame. Based on information furnished by the county
DSS office, families were divided into current DSS use, former DSS use, and no record
of DSS use. Students were divided into four groups of readers: high accuracy,
medium-high accuracy, medium-low accuracy, and low accuracy. The medium-high
group was dropped from the sampling frame. The medium-low and low accuracy
readers were combined into one group.

Students were placed into one of six cells based on the three DSS assistance
categories and either high or low reading accuracy. Students who had enrolled in the
school system subsequent to our literacy testing and were in the third grade were used
to replace students who had left the school system since the literacy assessment. New
students were substituted on the basis of DSS use only as reading scores were not
available. The low reading accuracy cells were twice as large as the high reading
accuracy cells. We hoped to interview twice as many families with a low accuracy
reader. We hoped to interview more low income than middle or higher income
families. We used current DSS use as a proxy for low income. We assumed the group
of previous users would have lower income than those with no record of DSS use; we
also assumed that a segment of the previous use population would be families
susceptible to spells of poverty. Names were systematically selected from each of the
six cells. The achieved sample was made up of children in the following groups:
eighteen low reading accuracy, ten high reading accuracy, and two new students with

no reading accuracy record. According to our information from DSS, our achieved
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sample was made up of six families on DSS, twelve families formerly on DSS, and
twelve families with no record of DSS use.

The project goal had been to interview more DSS families than we actually did,
but we encountered an obstacle to communicating with this group. The principal
difficulty was the lack of telephones in this population. Our “no phone” protocol
required contacting parents by mail and asking the parent to telephone us collect or to
return mail a card in a self-addressed stamped envelope expressing interest in being
interviewed or indicating no interest. We had little success in communicating with this

segment of our sampling frame.
METHOD/DATA COLLECTION

Both field and survey methods were used in gathering these data. Parents
willing to participate in this research agreed to both an interview and to completing a
survey. While all school bulletin announcements, mailings, and telephone contacts
expressed the desire to interview a parent, our Family Interview sample was made up
of 28 mothers, one father, and one couple.

Semi-structured interviews were incorporated into the Family Strategies project
as a primary means of assessing the micro-environment of poor and nonpoor children.
Such interviews allowed researchers the opportunity to interact with parents in the
context of individual homes. Interviews provided parent accounts of family change,
family experience with community institutions, children’'s experience, economic
strategies and personal assessments [See Appendix B for the interview schedule.].
Interviewees were given a good deal of latitude to speak to their individual concerns as
parents, women (or men), partners (or ex-partners), and extended-family members.
Therefore, while specific questions were asked, these questions did not place rigid

limits on the data. Interviews varied substantially in length, reflecting the role of
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interviewees in shaping the interview.

Interviewees were mailed the survey titled “A Survey of Children’s Lives in
Rural Michigan,” which the interviewer collected at the time of the survey [See
Appendix A for survey questions used in this research]. Surveys provided specific
information regarding household membership, marital status, income, community
satisfaction, and parent and child interactions. Questions were both closed- and open-
ended. While both the interview and survey data subsets are valuable and useful as

independent sources of data, together they form an extraordinarily rich data set.

ANALYTIC STRATEGIES

This research differs from most qualitative studies in that the instruments were
not designed exclusively by the researcher to specifically address a set of research
questions. The interview schedule and questionnaire were written by six researchers
with a diversity of interests around the theme of rural family life. As a result, the
analytic task has been different than in a more conventional ethnographic study. I have
imposed my research questions on an existing data set--a data set I had a significant
hand in shaping--but data that were already gathered before my research proposal was
finalized. As a result, this research is not primarily an analysis of interview responses
to questions that assess the concerns of this research directly. For example, no
interview or survey questions asked research participants to recount the household
changes that have occurred over the target child’s lifetime. Rather, household changes
have been pieced together from numerous references, in locations predictable and
unpredictable, in the survey and interview. Similarly, families who indicated that
providing for children was “no problem” were not asked how they did manage to
garner the resources to provide for their families. Again, evidence of household

strategies were found throughout the interviews. This example points to the necessity
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of considering what families said about maintaining their households economically, but
also what they did to maintain them. C. Wright Mills made the important distinction
between “talk and action,” that is, what research participants say and what they do
(1940:329). I found that families usually did much more than they said they did to
maintain households. Again, a good deal of detective work was necessary to find what
were sometimes passing references in seemingly extraneous data to how they sustained

themselves economically.

Assessing continuity and change in household arrangements

In Chapter 4, I systematically examine the household arrangements of these
families over the lifetime of the second or third grade child who was the focus of the
family interviews that constitute the data set on which this study is based. I begin with
the assumption that conventional categorizations of families by household type do not
capture the level of family continuity among sample families. Both Ann Tickamyer and
Janet Fitchen have critiqued conventional analytical categorizations of families and
households. Parent's (usually mother's) retrospective accounts are the source for these
data. I consider the child (a second or third grader) and his or her parents as the family
unit whose household arrangements over time will be analyzed. If the child has not
lived continuously with both parents, I study the child and his or her custodial parent
(usually the mother). I create a continuity profile of each family based on available
data. I assess the following for each family: household composition changes, marital
history, residential mobility and why, employmeﬂt instability, and length of present
marriage or relationship. These assessments allow me to document the relative
continuity of each family’s household arrangements. Many of the relevant data are
found in the surveys and in direct responses to interview questions. The pre-interview
survey includes questions about residential mobility and the reason for the moves,

household composition, the relationships between household members, length of
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marriage, and separation and cohabitation. The interview asks parents to identify the
family change that has had the greatest effect on the child. Other necessary data are
embedded in interviews. For example, questions about marital instability are not
explicitly asked, but a mother may refer to her son’s anxiety when she and her husband

separated temporarily.

Examining family life through the lens of social class

My analysis surrounding the second research question may be broken down into
three parts: first, exploring patterns of family continuity by social class; second,
examining parent-identified household survival strategies; and third, exploring
household strategies by social class. I consider household strategies in the context of
patterns of social support, family stressors, and family changes.

A central goal for this part of my research is to make sense of the multiplicity of
family experience found in this small community. I find that social class provides a
useful framework for understanding family diversity in this sample of White families.
Social class position shapes how families experience the advantages and disadvantages
of rural places. I explore how this sample of rural families makes end meet. I analyze
what parents do when they experience economic strain. I consider how some families
achieve a comfortable standard of living. I look for distinctive patterns of family life
by social class.

In Chapter 5, I divide this sample of families into middle class, working class,
and poor families. I use Higginbotham and Weber (1992) to operationalize social class.
I consider middle class families to be those in which one earner--either male or female--
is employed as an administrator, professional or manager. I divide families of lower
than middle class into the working class and the poor. The working class is the largest
class in this sample; I subdivide the working class into higher and lower income

subgroups. I consider how the distribution of family continuity and change (as
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categorized in the continuity profile from Chapter 4) is distributed by social class.

Chapter 6 focuses on household strategies. In assessing household strategies, I
began this research with analytic categories adapted based on coping behaviors and
adaptations identified in the economic distress literature (Voydanoff and Donnelly 1988,
Moen et al. 1983). I focused primarily on three broad types of adaptations to the
family economy: financial transactions, household operations, and residential and
compositional changes. These categories guided my preliminary analysis. From these
categories I developed categories that better fit the data set used in this study.

I analyze household strategies on two levels. In the first instance, I analyze
parent’s responses to the question of how they provide for their child’s necessities when
it is difficult to do so. This analysis considers how parents provide for children in
circumstances of economic strain. Parent responses to this open-ended question divide
into four main categories: parents who did not have a problem providing for children,
parents with resource-generation strategies, parents with consumption-related strategies,
and parents whose children had to “go without.” Second, I analyze what all families do
to provide for their families materially at a particular social location. In this section,
household strategies are divided into four broad categories: strategies related to
resource generation, strategies related to consumption, network-based strategies, and
residential strategies. My goal in this part of the research is to illumine the range of
opportunities and options available to sample families and the range of obstacles they

experience.

Women’s perspectives on family and economy

My objective for research question three is to analyze women's accounts of and
explanations for their own family and household arrangements and for their own
economic circumstances. I use women’s responses as a source of data that illumines the

values, expectations and assumptions that underlie their construction of family life in a
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particular social context. In Chapter 7, I explore how women perceive their options,
choices, and responsibilities as they maintain family life in this rural community. In so
doing, I seek to illumine their personal theories about their family circumstances.
Recent economic restructuring has brought changes that may require a number of
adjustments, including the renegotiation of family boundaries, ideologies, and power
relations. I am interested in exploring the degree to which women's perceptions of
their own family lives are shaped by what are believed to be enduring values of rural
America: the traditional family, economic self-sufficiency and hard work.

A guiding assumption of this chapter is the central tenet underlying feminist
research: women’s lives are important (Reinhartz 1992:241). I assume that women are
competent actors in their own lives. My objective is to accurately represent their
perspectives and their experiences. This chapter makes ample use of block quotations
from the interviews in order to give women a platform from which to speak in their
own voices. These passages allow the reader to listen directly to the speakers without
the intrusion of or mediation by the researcher. Readers who “hear” the passion,
resolve, or desperation in the voices of research participants are better able to
understand women’s actions within the broad context of their family lives.

This research assumes that families are socially constructed in the context of a
particular social location. Theoretically then, while sample women live in a specific
community with a particular set of labor market constraint, women of diverse social
classes experience the opportunities and constraints of their community differently.
This research considers how women in different social classes understand their own
economic positions. I consider whether women share the same perceptions of the local
economy. From the vantage point of women who are well-off economically, the
structure of economic opportunity may be perceived positively, while women who are
struggle economically would be expected to view it negatively. I explore what women

assume and perceive about making a living in this rural context.
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The poor are widely perceived by broad U.S. society to hold value systems at
some distance from mainstream values that promote economic success. Welfare
recipients are popularly believed to be lazy and unwilling to work. I consider whether
poor women express less commitment to the ethic of hard work and self-sufficiency. I
also analyze women’s responses to interview questions regarding welfare reform to
illumine their perceptions of why people in their community are poor. Interview
questions especially relevant to examining how women understand their families’
economic circumstances are those questions regarding employment history, making
ends meet, obstacles to good jobs, attitudes and perceptions about welfare use in the
community, and the advantages and disadvantages of living in a rural community.

In asking how women account for stability and change in their family lives, I
explore what sample women expect from family life. I consider the degree to which
women reference their family experience against the assumed permanence of the
nuclear family ideal. Do women expect stability and permanence in family
relationships or do they understand family relationships to be tenuous? In the cases of
women who have experienced considerable family changes, I explore how they account
for the changes. Do they, as did Schein's (1995) study sample, blame men who
betrayed them? In the cases of women who present a stable and harmonious family
life, I explore how they explain their experience. Do they view themselves as typical
or atypical in this community? Specifically relevant interview questions are those in the
following areas: women’s accounts of family change, and women'’s self-assessments as
workers, mothers, and partners.

I contextualize this part of my research with descriptive data from the county-
wide random sample telephone survey (n = 300) that is part of the larger Strategies for
Rural Children and Families Project. The telephone survey covers a range of family-
related issues. Most relevant to this research are community perceptions regarding

welfare, gender-specific family roles, the availability of divorce, and the well-being of
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children in single-parent homes. This survey clarifies the broader community context

in which the women in this study construct and make sense of their family lives.

COMMUNITY SETTING

The setting for this research is a small rural school district in a nonmetropolitan
county in Michigan.* The county is divided into several school districts, three of which
do not cross county lines. The smallest school district, with 7,066 residents in 1990, is
the research site. This district is also the most rural and the poorest district in the
county. Median family income in the school district was $25,405 in 1990; this
compares to $26,719 median family income in the county and $36,613 statewide.
Nearly twenty percent of this population was poor, compared to about thirteen percent
in Michigan. The child poverty rate was 27.5% in this district in 1990; this compares
to 24.9% in the county and 18% in Michigan. This county had the second highest child
poverty rate in Michigan in 1990. In 1990, 12.3% of school district households had
public assistance income, compared to 9.6% statewide. School district children are
among the most economically disadvantaged in the state.

The district is comprised of two small villages with populations of
approximately 200 and 500 residents and the surrounding open country. The two
villages as well as the county seat are located on a two-lane state highway that
transverses the entire state, south to north, from the Indiana border to the Mackinaw
Bridge. The smaller village is located eight miles south of the county seat. The larger

village is six miles south of the smaller village and approximately fourteen miles south

*Social and economic data for the school district, county, and state in this section are
drawn from the following sources: Michigan State University Extension Bulletin n.d.,
McPherson 1997, Strategic Planners Alliance 1997, CACI Marketing Systems 1994,
U.S. Bureau of the Census 1972, 1983a, 1994, 1996a, and web sites for the State of
Michigan and the U.S. Census Bureau.
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of the county seat. Vacationers travelling to the most popular tourist destinations in
Northern Michigan historically have driven through these villages. Approximately
twenty years ago a limited access, multi-lane divided highway was built to carry the
traffic that sometimes congested this two lane road. Completing the section of the
highway that bypasses these villages was a step toward achieving a perennial goal that
has had wide political appeal in West Michigan, that is, completing a limited access,
divided highway from the west side of the state to the Mackinaw Bridge. The divided
highway passes a mile or two west of each village. Near each village is a highway exit
that bears the village name. Forty miles south of the more southerly village is the
center of the second-largest metropolitan area in Michigan.

The school district has three schools. An elementary school is located in each
village; the high school is located in the larger village. This school district spent
$3,461 per student in 1990-1991, the lowest rate of expenditure in the county.
Statewide educational expenditures range from $2,651-$8,539 per pupil. The research
site is primarily non-farm; only 5.5% of the district population lives on farms. The
median housing value is $41,312. This low figure reflects a wide usage of mobile
homes or trailers for housing.

Children in this district are more likely to live with two parents (or one parent
and a step-parent) and less likely to live in a female-headed household than are children
statewide. In this setting, 78.8% of children live with two parents or one parent and a
step-parent (73.4% in Michigan), 15.8% of children live with their mother only (22.9%
in Michigan), and 5.4% of children live with their father only (3.7% in Michigan).

County social and economic context
This research site is located in a nonmetropolitan county with a 1990 population
of 37,308. This population is predominately White; in 1990, 95.8% of the population

was White, 2.6% Black, less than 1% Asian or Native American, and 1% classified as
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Hispanic. The county population increased 0.9% between 1980 and 1990. During that
decade the population of the county seat declined by 12.2%, while many out-county
areas experienced substantial growth. The population of the county seat has continued
to decline since 1990, falling from 12,603 in 1990 to a U.S. Census estimated
population of 10,471 in 1996 (Michigan Press 1997°). With this 16% decline, the
county seat had the dubious distinction of having the fourth greatest percentage drop
nationally.

Private sector employment in the county is strongly oriented toward the service
sector. A U.S. Census report about county business patterns for 1994 found that
76.9% of non-farm private sector employment in this county was in the service sector,
while 22% was in the goods-producing sector. [The remaining 1% of employment was
unclassified or not sufficiently specified to classify.] Table 1 indicates the
subcategories in each sector according to their Standard Industrial Classification (SIC)
code. This table compares county data to total U.S. data from 1994. U.S. data
indicate that this county is somewhat more service-sector oriented than is the U.S. as a

whole.

[Table 1 about here]

The greatest contrast between this county and U.S. totals is found in the mix of
service-producing employment. This county has 63 % more retail employment than
does the U.S., along with 27% less transportation and public utilities employment, 66 %
less wholesale trade employment, 42% less FIRE (finance, insurance, and real estate)

employment, and 7% less service employment. These differences are highly significant

5 This citation refers to an article that was published in 1997 by a newspaper serving a
large metropolitan center in Michigan. I refer to this source as "Michigan Press 1997,"
withholding the specifics of the reference to maintain the anonymity of the research
setting.
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Table 1
County Business Patterns with U.S. Comparisons, 1994
Private Sector, Non-Farm Industries

County
Goods-producing
SIC code
10-- Mining NA
15--  Construction 3.9%
20-- Manufacturing 18.1%
[Goods-producing sub-totals 22.0%
Service-producing
SIC code
40-- Transportation and public utilities 4.7%
50-- Wholesale trade 2.2%
52-- Retail trade 353%
60-- Finance, insurance, and real estate 4.3%
70--  Services 30.4%
[Service-producing sub-totals 76.9%

NA: Not available, less than 0.3%

U.S.

6%
5.3%
19.4%

25.4%]

6.4%
26.5%
21.7%
27.4%
32.7%
74.6%]

Sources: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1996.
Washington D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, Table 654; U.S. Census Bureau,
1994 County Business Patterns. [Online] Available http://www.census.gov/epcd/cbp/

map/94data (2 Aug. 1997).
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to employees. On average, retail work has lower pay and offers fewer hours than any
other category of non-farm employment. In 1995, average pay for nonsupervisory
U.S. workers ranged from $7.69 an hour for retail work, to $12.33 for FIRE work, to
$15.08 for construction. Table 2 shows the U.S. averages for hourly earnings, weekly

hours, and weekly earnings by industry.

[Table 2 about here]

Nonmetro wages are generally lower than U.S. averages. Therefore, the hourly
earnings and weekly earnings paid in the research county are expected to be lower than
U.S. averages found on Table 2. An important conclusion to be drawn from this table
is that a county with over one-third of its employment in retail trade is a county with
more part-time, low wage employment than the average U.S. county. The lowest
average pay of all retail workers goes to those employed in what the U.S. Census calls
“eating and drinking places.” In this county, fully 13.8% of private sector non-farm
employment is in these establishments (7.6% in U.S.)

This county has a relatively high rate of public sector employment. In 1994,
29% of county jobs were in the government sector; this compares to 17% of non-farm
employment in the government sector nationwide. The high rate of government
employment is largely explained by the presence of a regional university in the county
seat. In 1995 when these research data were gathered, enrollment stood at around
9,000 students. The university has been a major employer in the county. However, in
the four years prior to this research, enrollment had gone into a steep decline, falling by
over 2,500 students by 1995 when these data were gathered (Michigan Press 1997).
The enrollment dip has had a significant impact on the county economy. The
University Board of Trustees has implemented program cuts and eliminated jobs.

Government employment, as a percentage of total county employment, has declined in
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Table 2
Average Hours, Earnings, and Weekly Earnings, by Industry: U.S., 1995

Hourly Weekly Weekly
earnings hours earnings
Service-producing
Transportation and public utilities $14.23 39.5 $562
Wholesale trade $12.43 38.3 $476
Retail trade $ 7.69 28.8 $221
Finance, insurance, and real estate $12.33 35.9 $443
Services $11.39 324 $369
Goods-producing
Mining $15.30 40.4 $684
Construction $15.08 38.8 $585
Manufacturing $12.37 41.6 $515

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1996.
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, Table 652.
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recent years.

This county has continued to move away from an orientation toward agriculture.
The number of farms has declined since the 1960s: from 792 farms in 1969, to 687
farms in 1978, to 639 farms in 1987, and 595 farms in 1992. The farm population is
now less than 3% of the county population.

Nearly one-quarter of county workers are employed outside the county. The
rate of commuting to jobs outside the county increased between 1980 and 1990. In
1980, 20.8% of county workers commuted to jobs outside the county; by 1990, 24.7%
of county workers were commuting to jobs in other counties. In 1990, 9% of county
workers reported a commute of 30 to 44 minutes to work, while 11% reported a

commute of 45 minutes or more.
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Chapter 4
CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN HOUSEHOLD ARRANGEMENTS

This chapter explores the following questions: How are the family households in
this sample configured? Do we find that current household arrangements are
longstanding or do we observe substantial fluidity in household structure? In this
chapter I analyze the range of continuity and change in the family lives of this rural
sample. This chapter is divided into four main sections: a literature-based discussion
of the research question and anticipated results; an analysis of the relationship between
present marital status, marital history, and household arrangements; the development of
a continuity profile that categorizes the family experience of each sample family; and

conclusions.

INTRODUCTION

The question of continuity and change proceeds from the literature review which
discussed two contrasting family arrangements: modern nuclear families and
postmodern families.®* Modern families have continuous and permanent arrangements
while postmodern families are characterized by fluidity and change. These contrasting
arrangements represent ideal types, rather than dichotomous categories; family
arrangements are expected to encompass a range of possibilities.

The literature demonstrates both that the transformation of the economy is
associated with change in the configuration of families, and that nonmetro families are
embedded in economic contexts characterized by secondary sector employment that is

unstable and of poor quality. Research has documented the association of economic

My central concern in this chapter is family and household structure. I do not focus on
the gendered division of labor that is expected to accompany the modern family form.
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insecurity and higher rates of divorce and nonmarital childbearing in many contexts,
including nonmetropolitan (Lichter and Eggebeen 1992). Other contemporary family
structure trends such as remarriage, cohabitation, and extended family households are
less visible in conventional data sources. Family scholars have relied on marital status
as a proxy measure for marital stability. Reliance on this traditional measure has been
relatively unexamined both theoretically and methodologically. This research explores
the household arrangements of this sample of rural families with young children. A
universal or monolithic rural family surely does not exist. In a sample of thirty
families, I expect to find diversity in the household arrangements of these rural
families. This study explores the range of family continuity in the sample.

The literature suggests more than one plausible result in a study of this subject.
Census data indicate that nonmetropolitan families are more likely than metro families
to be married couples. In 1990, 82.1% of all U.S. nonmetro family households were
married couple households; 77.6% of all U.S. metro family households were married
couple households (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1992).” One line of argument could
hold that families in rural areas may be less susceptible to macro-level forces that
destabilize urban families. In the rural literature, spatial theories have traditionally
argued that rural space and culture differ fundamentally from urban space and culture
(Tickamyer et al. 1993). Spatial theories are used to explain the distinctive aspects of
rural space. Such theories focus on the concept of uneven development, with rural
areas (including rural people) less advanced on a continuum of modernization
(Tickamyer et al. 1993). These theories have idealized rural space and rural people.
Since the 1960s, however, the bi-polarity of the gemeinschaft-gesselschaft and rural-
urban typologies have encountered broad empirical and theoretical challenges (Lobao

1996, Redclift and Whatmore 1990). Empirical research has found rural-urban

"These census data describe all family households. The research sample is limited to
family households with at least one young child.
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differences to be both small and decreasing (Lobao 1996, Tickamyer 1996b, Naples,
1994). Theoretical work has criticized the functionalist assumptions undergirding
modernization theories and has also noted their failure to examine social inequalities
and power relations (Tickamyer et al. 1993, Lobao 1996).

Recent scholarship from a structural perspective might, by another line of
argument, also lead one to suppose that rural families are more stable than urban
families. The rural context has not been, nor is yet, conducive to women’s economic
independence. Tickamyer and her colleagues (1993) conclude that rural development
policies have “construct[ed] or deepen[ed] women’s economic dependence” (1993:217).
The structured gender inequalities in rural areas promote women'’s economic
disadvantage in rural labor markets by discouraging human capital investment and
perpetuating gender-based discrimination in the workplace (McLaughlin and Sachs
1988). Further, the stigmas of welfare receipt and single mother status operate as
mechanisms of social control to restrict the options of rural populations more than those
of urban populations (Bokemeier and Tickamyer 1985, Naples 1994, Rank and Hirschl
1988, 1994, Jensen and Eggebeen 1994). These structural constraints may impose
limits on the range of diversity in rural family arrangements. One might conclude from
this literature that rural families are likely to be marked by continuity more than fluidity
and change. Perhaps rural areas could be constructed as the last bastion of modern
nuclear family arrangements.

Albrecht and Albrecht’s (1996) study of urban-rural family structure differences
finds that rural-urban differences are largely explained by the very high rate of married-
couple family households among the farm population. They contend that the current
convergence in rural and urban family structure reflects the major decrease in the
farming population in the recent past. While the Albrechts’ study is not based on the
metropolitan-nonmetropolitan county-based designations that guide this study,

nevertheless their results are relevant to this research. They conclude that while small
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but significant differences remain between urban and nonfarm rural family structure,
the most significant family structure differences are found between rural farm families
and both rural nonfarm and urban families.

An alternative framing of this question is to suggest that the higher rate of
married couple households does not necessarily indicate a context of greater family
stability. Restructuring has left an economic context in which family instability could
be anticipated. Rural restructuring has lowered the quality of male employment. Work
that is marginal, seasonal, and in the informal economy characterize not only women’s
employment, but men’s as well (Fitchen 1991). Fitchen (1991) finds that substantial
marital disruption occurred during the 1980s in the depressed rural New York
community she studied. Lichter and McLaughlin, citing studies of urban families,
contend that lack of economic opportunities indirectly undermines traditional two-parent
families (1995:691). The decline in rural opportunity structures has created a large
group of rural residents who may experience marital instability. Fernandez Kelly
contends, “Nuclear households are destabilized by high levels of unemployment and
underemployment or by public policy making it more advantageous for women with
children to accept welfare payments than to remain dependent upon an irregularly
employed man” (1990:185). Thus, high rates of divorce may characterize rural areas.

A high remarriage rate may be obscuring the extent of marital instability in rural
areas. Factors specific to the rural context may well result in a situation in which rural
women have greater incentives to remarry than do metropolitan women. Rural women
are less economically viable than urban women and are more constrained by the social
stigma attached to both welfare receipt and single mother status. Instead of finding
rural areas to be places characterized by very stable marriages, an alternative thesis,
taking into account the same contextual factors cited above (low earning potential, low
welfare benefit levels, and the stigma of welfare and single motherhood), holds that

rural women may pursue remarriage as their best social and economic option. This
67



would follow the suggestion of McLaughlin and her colleagues (1993) that first
marriage represents for women an important economic opportunity in a rural context in
which they have limited economic opportunity.

Theories that idealize rural space and rural people have ignored rural family
diversity. Social processes are in place that lead us to expect to find a range in the
experience of family stability and change in a small rural community. This research

explores that diversity in a sample of families of young children.

MARITAL STATUS, MARITAL HISTORY, AND FAMILY ARRANGEMENTS

I begin by providing a general description of the study sample. This sample is
made up of thirty families that live in households ranging from two to eleven members,
with a median size of four persons. Mothers range in age from 25 to 48 years, with a
median age of 33. Fourteen of twenty-nine (48 %) of mothers work full-time, nine
(31%) are full-time homemakers, four (14 %) work part-time, one (3%) is unemployed,
and one (3%) is a full-time student. Fathers, stepfathers, and cohabiting male partners
range in age from 27 to 54 years, with a median age of 34 years. Twenty-three of
twenty-seven men (85%) work full-time, and four (15%) work part-time (including two
men who work part-time in informal self-employment). Annual family income is
distributed as follows: ten of thirty families (33 %) have incomes greater than $35,000;
ten (33%) have incomes between $20,000 and $35,000; and ten (33 %) have incomes
less than $20,000. The majority of respondents self-identify as having grown up in a
rural county: fourteen (47 %) in the county in which the research site is located, three
(10%) in another rural county, and thirteen (43 %) in an urban county.

Data used in this analysis were derived from survey and interview data. The
survey asked present marital status. If married, respondents were asked to indicate

whether the marriage is their first marriage (and how many years married), or a
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remarriage (and how many years in current marriage). The survey did not ask whether
spouses had been married previously. Household arrangements were assessed
primarily from responses to the survey question which asked, “Who lives in your
household?” Respondents were asked to provide the sex, date of birth, and years of
school completed for all persons living in the household, including self, spouse,
children/stepchildren, and other adults or family members. Interview data and in some
cases interviewer observations served as checks on these survey data. Marital histories
were constructed from survey and interview data. Surveys provide a chronology of
births, the length of current relationship, and a chronology of residential mobility and
the reason for moving. Family transitions were frequently discussed when respondents
were questioned about the hardest decision regarding their child, family changes,
employment history and community and family support [See Appendix A for survey
questions and Appendix B for interview schedule.].

I provide next an overview of sample families by categorizing them by present
marital status, marital history, and household arrangements. This sample of families
divides into marital status groups that approximate both other families in this nonmetro
county and the population of U.S. nonmetro families; seventy-seven percent (n=23) of
sample family households are married couple families, ten percent (n=3) are separated,
ten percent (n=3) are divorced, and three percent (n=1) are widowed. In 1990,
82.5% of all families in the nonmetro county in which this research occurred were
married couples (U:S. Bureau of the Census 1994); in 1990, 82.1% of all U.S.
nonmetro family households were married couples (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1992).

Earlier in this chapter, I asked whether a high rate of married couple households
indicated the existence of a sample of stable modern families. I return to that point
here to examine whether more than three-quarters of sample families do indeed fit the
description of a modern family. I examine how taking into account marital history and

household arrangements changes how families are categorized. Table 3 illustrates the
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relationship between current marital status, marital history, and household
arrangements in this sample. A modern family is considered to be a nuclear household
made up of a breadwinning husband and caretaking wife who live with their dependent
children together in a separate household. Modern families are stable households with
fixed boundaries; permanence and stability are the hallmarks of modern families.
Postmodern families represent a type of family structure that is quite different.
Postmodern families are adaptive households that expand and contract as contingencies

require; fluidity and change are the hallmarks of postmodern families.

[Table 3 about here]

For the purposes of this analysis I assume that family households formed by
remarriage do not fit the modern family criteria of permanence and nuclear structure
(Kingsbury and Scanzoni 1993:207). Interview and survey data reveal that of the
twenty-three married couple households, fifteen are households formed by a
respondent’s first marriage and eight are households formed by a respondent’s
remarriage. Preliminarily, then, taking into account marital status history, fifteen of
thirty families, or 50%, appear to be conventional nuclear families. A closer look at
the family histories of these fifteen sample families reveals that two of the households
formed by first marriages are, in fact, first marriage stepfamilies. In both cases,
women had nonmarital births, and later entered first marriages with men who were not
their children’s biological fathers. This result leaves thirteen of thirty, or 43% of
sample families as approximating modern family arrangements.

A further assumption guiding this research is that extended family households do
not meet the criteria of bounded, nuclear structure. One of the married couple families
in a first marriage is living in a four-generation extended family household. This

family does not, therefore, fit the description of a modern family. This result leaves
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Table 3
Family Structure and Household Arrangements in Study Sample

Marital Status Marital History Household Arrangements
8 remarried 8 22 married couple hhs.
77%married 23 < W
15 1st marriages 2 extended family hhs.
1
2
10% separated 3 3 Ist separated < 3 mothers w/children
1
1
10% divorced 3 3 1st divorced < 1 2 cohabiting households
1 /
3 % widowed 1 1 1st widowed 1 — 1 father w/children
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twelve of thirty, or 40% of sample families as typifying modern nuclear family
structure.

Finally, I examined the chronologies of marriages and births for families in first
marriages. In two cases, marriage to the child’s father occurred some years subsequent
to the birth. The family mentioned above as currently living in an extended family
household married two years after the birth of a child. In another case, the marriage
occurred five years after the birth of the child. These families do not embody the
stability and permanence assumed in the definition of a conventional modern family.
This result leaves eleven, or 37%, of sample families as conforming to the definition of
modern family structure and household arrangements.

The following section describes the household arrangements of this sample of
families, beginning first with the household arrangements of married couple families
and then considering the arrangements of the seven single parent families in this
sample. [Table 3 captures the relationship between marital status and household
arrangements.] This description of household arrangements reveals a side of family
organization that is not readily apparent from analyses of marital status. Twenty two of
twenty three married couple families live in single family households. One family,
noted above, lives as a sub-family in an extended family household. Three sample
families are headed by women whose marital status is separated. Two of these mothers
live with their children; the third has a cohabiting partner. Three sample families are
headed by divorced women. One divorced mother lives with her children as a sub-
family in her mother and stepfather’s household. A second divorced mother lives in a
cohabiting household with a partner and his children. The third divorced mother lives
in a household with her children. The final household is made up of a widowed father
who lives with his adopted daughter. A significant finding is that while six women are
divorced or separated single mothers, only three live in households made up of only

themselves and their children.
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These data reveal a greater complexity to family life than is initially apparent.
Marital status is not entirely predictive of family arrangements. Married couples do not
necessarily live in single family households nor do single parents necessarily live in
single adult households. Taking into account three factors--present marital status,
marital history, and household arrangements--enables us to assess how many sample
families conform to the modern family ideal.

This analysis also reveals the inadequacy of using present marital status as
indicating the stability of families and permanence of marriage in a population. A high
percentage of married couple families in a population is often presumed to indicate a
high level of family stability. An increasing rate of female-headed families is used as a
primary indicator of family instability and change. Present marital status provides a
current snapshot of the marital status of household heads in a population. But it does
not fully illumine family history events that have shaped the lives of children. In this
sample, twenty-three (77 %) families are married couple families, and seven (23 %) are
single parent families. We might conclude from these data that seven of thirty sample
children do not live with both their parents. Such a conclusion is erroneous. We
cannot know without taking into account marital history that, in fact, thirteen sample
children (43 %) do not live with both parents. If conclusions were drawn solely on the
basis of present marital status, nearly half of these cases would go undetected. Such
results would present an inaccurate picture of family life and seriously misrepresent
children’s experience. Marital status has limited validity as a measure of marital
stability and permanence.

It is unwise to conclude that because U.S. nonmetro areas have a rate of married
couple family households that is 4.5% higher than that of metro families, nonmetro
families are significantly more stable than urban families. A higher rate of married
family households indicates only the obvious--that a greater proportion of rural families

live in married couple households, which is a different matter than indicating stability
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and continuity in family life. A higher rate of married couple families may reflect a
different set of structural and cultural constraints rather than greater family stability.
As suggested above, remarriage may represent for rural women an economic strategy
in a context of limited choices. On the other hand, I do not mean to suggest that the
results presented here point to greater family fluidity in rural areas than in urban areas.
[Such a contention could not be made on methodological grounds, in any case.]

Rather, I contend that we cannot assume that present marital status tells us very much
about the family structure history of any population. Using marital status as a primary
measure of family stability may lead to false assumptions about the relative continuity

and fluidity of family life in any sample.

FAMILY CONTINUITY

The question at stake is how much stability and fluidity is found in the family
lives of this sample of rural families with young children. Exploring this question
requires an in-depth analysis of family transitions and household arrangement among
sample families. I created a continuity profile of each family to examine systematically
several indicators of stability and change over the lifetime of the child who was the
focus of the Family Interview data set (hereafter sometimes called the target child).
Parents’ (usually mothers’) retrospective accounts were the source for these data. The
child (a second or third grader) and his or her parents constitute the family unit whose
household arrangements over time were analyzed. If the child did not lived
continuously with both parents, the subjects of study were the child and his or her
custodial parent (usually the mother). The following were assessed for each family:
household composition changes, marital history, residential mobility (taking into
account the reason for the move), employment instability, and length of present

marriage or relationship. Conclusions about the continuity of each family’s household
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arrangements are based on these and other data. Family scholars will acknowledge an
“ontological necessity” in the study of families, by which I mean that there are certain
changes that are inherent in the nature of family life. Family households experience

change as they expand and contract when a child is born, siblings are added, and adult
children eventually leave their parents’ household. Expected life course events such as

these are not the family changes upon which this study focuses.

Explaining Table 4

Table 4 presents the results of this analysis. Sample families are divided into
three main categories: high continuity, moderate continuity, and low continuity. The
low continuity category has a subcategory: low continuity-acute. The table presents
data for each family on the indicators of family continuity and change listed above:
number of moves, marital history, length of relationship in years, changes in household
composition, and employment stability. In addition, the following contextual data are
provided: household size, number of children in the household, annual household

income, and occupation.

[Table 4 about here]

Residential moves

Surveys and interviews provide data regarding moves. The survey provides
space for listing three moves and the reasons for moving. [See Appendix A, page 286.]
In cases in which families had moved more than three times, additional moves were
reconstructed from interview data. Reasons for moving are not included in the table,
but were taken into account when categorizing families for stability and fluidity.

Clearly the meaning of moving varies by life circumstances. In some cases, moving
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indicates meeting life goals, such as “bought house” or “moved out of city.” Other
moves were precipitated by difficult family events, such as “broke up with their dad”
or “home burned.” No moves in the high continuity families were made in response to
family crises. The Davis family®, which has the most moves in the high stability
category, moved for “father’s work,” to be “closer to relatives,” and finally for
“school district wanted.” For families characterized by more fluidity, moving was

often related to economic circumstances or marital history events.

Marital history

The marital history column indicates marital status and summarizes family
structure changes over time. Marital history data were derived from both surveys and
interviews. Compiling complex marital histories was like putting together the pieces of
a complicated puzzle. Survey data regarding moves, births, economic status, and
employment from the survey were pieced together with interview data to construct a
history of marital and family structure changes. Responses to specific interview
questions as well as more open-ended personal narrative responses provided necessary
details. In circumstances other than conventional, that is, marriage followed by (or at
the approximate time as) the child’s birth, or in other potentially confusing family
circumstances, the timing of the child’s birth is indicated by an “x”. The following
examples illustrate how the marital history column entries are meant to be read. In the
case of the Mannellis, the child was born in his mother’s second marriage. The more
complex marital history for the Newmans reads as follows: first marriage, followed by
the child’s birth, followed by divorce, followed by a non-marital birth, followed by a

second marriage.

%The names of individuals and families have been changed to protect their privacy. All
direct quotations are taken verbatim from transcriptions of tape-recorded interviews.
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Household composition

The household composition change column is related to the marital history
column. This column clarifies and specifies household composition change associated
with marital history events. In addition, noted in this column are instances of
“doubling-up,” that is, taking in as a sub-family, friends or relatives who have lost
their housing or have problems with their partners. Household composition changes
are presented from the perspective of the child, that is, adding a stepfather is listed
(rather than from the mother’s perspective, adding a husband). The relationship
between the marital history and household composition is illustrated by referring again
to the Newmans. This family’s household compositional changes have included living
as an extended family household (with their maternal grandparents when their parents
were divorced), adding a sibling, adding a stepfather, and adding step-siblings (four

children who join their household every weekend).

Length of relationship

This column lists the length of the current marriage, or in the case of cohabiting
couples, how long they have lived together. Surveys were the source of data for
married couples; interviews were the source of data for cohabiting couples. Data
regarding household size and number of children in the household were drawn from the

survey section, “Who lives in your household?” [See Appendix A, page 284.]

Employment stability
This category is conceptualized as a household status, except for the cases in
which households do not pool their income. Employment stability takes into account

the following factors, if known: sector of employment, level of employment,
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occupational continuity, length of employment,® capacity to work, and work history.
Employment stability is conceptualized as a five-point range, consisting of high,
moderately high, moderate, moderately low, and low. The labor market status of both
adults is considered in married or cohabiting households (as long as income is pooled).
Social assumptions regarding men’s role as primary breadwinner influence the
assignments of households to employment stability categories. Thus, a household in
which a man has been unable to hold a steady job will be categorized as having lower
employment stability than a household in which a woman has been in and out of the
labor force. Four family households have adults with limited capacity to work. Three
women have physical disabilities (Ruthann VanDyke, Margaret Griffin, and Kimberly
Sue Campbell) and one woman is developmentally disabled (Andrea Smith). When
categorizing these families by employment stability, I took into the account the clear
inability of two women to work (Ruthann VanDyke and Margaret Griffin) and the
reduced capacity of the other two to be employed (Kimberly Sue Campbell and Andrea
Smith). At the same time, because these families had historically depended exclusively
on male earnings, their employment stability was largely based on husband’s labor
market experience.

Three examples serve to illustrate how households were assigned to employment
stability categories. The Kennedys are a married couple family with two earners, an
elementary school teacher wife and a carpenter husband. This family is designated as
having high employment stability. Their family experience illustrates the rationale of
conceptualizing employment as a household status. Mrs. Kennedy has secure primary
sector employment, a $40,000 salary, and a graduate degree she hopes will eventually
allow her to move into educational administration. Mr. Kennedy’s carpentry work is

somewhat seasonal. He may be unemployed two to three months during the winter.

°I consider employment of more than five years with a single employer to be stable
employment.
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His unemployment occurs at a time when his wife is very busy with her work, so he
takes over more responsibility for household tasks and children when he is unemployed.
Because of his wife’s high level of employment, the instability of his employment
during the winter is not problematic. When Mr. Kennedy is exceptionally busy during
the summer months, his wife is responsible for children and household tasks.

Robin Miller’s household is an example of a household that is not pooling
income. She and her cohabiting partner share household expenses but each is
responsible for their own personal and child-related expenses. Based on her
employment only, the employment stability for the respondent and her children is
categorized as moderate. She has been employed as a clerical employee at a local bank
for four years at a wage that is now $6.00 an hour. Robin’s full-time job is currently
secure, but there is no chance of advancement without a college degree. As to long
term employment stability, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts many categories
of clerical workers to be among the fastest declining occupations between 1995 and
2005 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1996b).

The Newmans are an example of a household with low employment stability.
This household is a single earner household consisting of a homemaker wife, her four
children, and her husband of 2 1/2 years who is employed in low-wage manufacturing.
Patty Newman has been out of the workforce for six years and has not worked since
moving to this county. She describes her husband as a “jack of all trades” in the
informal economy before he got a secondary sector factory job paying $5.00 an hour
approximately ten months prior to the interview. He has no health insurance and has

had several layoffs for periods of about one week.

Income
This column lists family income levels in the same categories as those used in

the survey. [See Appendix A, page 289.] The survey asked respondents to select the
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income category reflecting their total family income for 1994. Respondents’ income
category selections were compared to responses from the household resources section
of the survey that asks about participation in government assistance programs, receipt
of child support or alimony, and wages. [See Appendix A, page 286.] In a few cases
discrepancies occurred as a result of household employment or compositional changes
since 1994. In such cases, income levels were adjusted to reflect current
circumstances. Incomes in brackets indicate households that are not pooling income.
Both families living in extended family households (McCullen, Smith) list only sub-
family income, not total household income. Likewise, one of the families living as a

cohabiting household (Miller) does not pool income.

Occupation

Occupational categories were drawn from both surveys and interviews.
Respondents were asked to list their main occupation or job title on the survey as well
as the kind of work they did [See Appendix A, p. 286]. Their employment history was

discussed further in the interview, as was their partners’ employment.

Methodological notes

The survey asked the respondent to list the places their child has lived since
birth, beginning with their current address. Some respondents listed their last three
moves, but had worked backed chronologically only through 1992. In cases in which
additional moves were reconstructed from parent accounts, it is likely that the number
of moves was underestimated. For example, Melissa Nichols listed three moves, but
said in the interview that her daughter had moved eleven times. In fact, she and her
daughter had moved three times to different locales, but detailed information about
moves to different residences within a particular locale was not gathered in the

interview. It would not be possible to piece together eleven moves from the interview
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account. In addition, the high incidence of mobile homes in this rural area suggests a
reconceptualization of the idea of moving. Sometimes families living in mobile homes
do not move, in the sense of changing addresses, but they change trailers. They have a
different residence, but remain on the same land, and maintain the same address. The
change may represent a substantial upgrading of their housing. For example, Tiffany
Walsh compares the “12 X 40 pile of junk” they lived in for three years and the
“mansion” (a new trailer) they live in now--all at the same address.

This study examines family structure events over the lifetime of a second or
third grader. Data were gathered that pertained to family continuity and change over
that nine or ten year period. It is clear from this research, however, that mothers’ and
fathers’ prior events also shape these children’s family lives. For example, a child in a
first marriage may have a half-brother or half-sister as a result of a mother’s previous
nonmarital birth. In the case of the Davenports, Nicole gave birth to a son at age 14
and then married at age 23, forming a first marriage stepfamily. The child who was the
subject of this research was born in this first marriage, yet his family experience
includes another child who does not share the same father. Likewise, a child born in a
second marriage may have numerous half-siblings from the previous marriages of his or
her parents. In the case of the two children born to the Griffins, Mrs. Griffin already
had four children, and Mr. Griffin had two children prior to this second marriage.
These two children were born into a complex array of half-siblings who influenced their
family experience. In retrospect, this research would have benefited from gathering
additional data on events that occurred prior to the birth of the target child.

The survey asked the respondent to list their children and stepchildren, and to
indicate stepchildren with an asterisk. This part of the survey provides invaluable
contextualization for present family experience. This study of contemporary families
reveals family life to be more complex than the researchers anticipated. One

shortcoming of the survey has to do with asking respondents to indicate children and
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stepchildren. This analysis finds that the realities of family life go well beyond this
division. In several cases it is not clear whether children born to mothers prior to the
target child and prior to their marriage have the same father as the target child. Thus,
it is not always clear if a family household is comprised of a couple with their two
children, one of whom was born prior to the marriage, or of a couple with their child
and another child unrelated to the husband. The prior case would be a nuclear family
household; the later case would have been formed as a stepfamily household. This
observation points to the multiplicity of experience within a family household.

Children who do not share the same father are likely to experience family life
differently. This research would have benefited from greater clarity as to the parentage

of other children within the households of some families.

Results

This sample of thirty families divides equally into the three main analytic
categories: ten families fit the high continuity category; ten families fit the moderate
continuity category; and ten families fit the low continuity category. Families in each
category are ordered, in a relative sense, from greatest to least continuity within that
category. The diversity and complexity of family experience does not allow for a
precise rank ordering of these families.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>