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Abstract Wealth indicators have not been widely exam-
ined in studies of women’s economic well-being and little
attention has been paid to assets within female-headed
households, specifically. Using SIPP data this study exam-
ined factors associated with asset accumulation of female
householders. Differences between households with and
without children and with and without other adults present
in the household were emphasized. Findings indicated the
presence of children consistently reduced the likelihood of
owning assets but had little impact on equity values when
women owned assets. The effect of multiple adults within
the household varied depending on the asset held.
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Introduction

On June 17, 2004, in a speech to the National Federation of
Independent Businesses in Washington D.C., President
Bush stated “... if you own something, you have a vital
stake in the future of our country. The more ownership
there is in America, the more vitality there is in America,
and the more people have a vital stake in the future of this
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country” (White House 2005). The underlying assumption
of such statements is that most Americans can save and
invest. In considering this assumption, a reasonable ques-
tion to ask is, how do women fare in asset ownership and
wealth accumulation, and what factors contribute toward
higher asset levels for their families or households? After
all, it is widely known women are more likely than men to
live in poverty in the United States. Almost one-third of
female householders have incomes below 100% of the
poverty line and among Black and Hispanic female
householders the percentage living in poverty approaches
40% (U.S. Census Bureau 2006a). According to U.S.
Census data, the number of female householders has
increased in recent decades from over five million in 1970
to 14 million in 2006 (U.S. Census Bureau 2006b). It thus
stands to reason that women, much more than men, will
find joining the Ownership Society a challenge.

Nearly 50 years ago, Titmuss (1962) argued that for-
mulas of inequality in industrial societies must include
examination of wealth as a demarcation of disparity.
Sherraden (1991), in his seminal theoretical work on asset
development, agreed with Titmuss, arguing wealth is a
strong indicator of well-being. As Oliver and Shapiro
(1995) stated, “Most people use income for day-to-day
necessities; by contrast, assets often bring income, power,
and independence” (p. 32). The risk of poverty for female
householders is particularly of concern because gender
income disparities translate into wealth disparities (O’Neill
2003; Schmidt and Sevak 2006). A lack of wealth affects
individuals across the lifespan, while lack of income is
more of a transitory condition (Oliver and Shapiro 1995;
Wolff 2001). Thus, it is alarming that in 2001, female
householders had average net wealth of $27,850, compared
to $86,100 for all households in the United States (Con-
sumer Federation of America 2004). In fact, female



J Fam Econ Iss (2010) 31:90-106

91

householders have the least amount of wealth of all family
types in the United States and never married women with
children have the lowest level of all. Men who head
households have been shown to have about three times the
average wealth of their female counterparts after control-
ling for income, personal, and labor market characteristics
(Conley and Ryvicker 2003; Hao 1996).

While there has been a great deal of research examining
economic well being among women, the vast majority
focus on income and income-to-needs ratio measures.
Wealth indicators have not been widely examined and
research has paid little attention to wealth and asset accu-
mulation among female householders specifically. Wealth,
in addition to traditionally used measures of income, is an
important determinant of economic status and life chances,
especially later in life and for children.

This study aimed to descriptively document the wealth
status of female householders and examine which factors
are associated with female heads’ ability to accumulate
assets. We hypothesized that characteristics of both the
female head and the household will influence asset accu-
mulation. Specifically we examined three questions: (a)
Are there significant differences in asset patterns between
female-headed households with and without children? (b)
Does the presence of additional adults and their relation-
ship to the household head influence asset accumulation
among female householders? (c) Has asset ownership of
female householders changed significantly since the mid-
1990s when many states relaxed regulations on asset
limits?

Theory of Saving

Savings rates and thus wealth accumulation will vary for a
variety of reasons, including level of income, life cycle,
and institutional structure. In neoclassical theory individ-
uals are viewed as rational beings who seek to maximize
individual satisfaction, largely a function of consumption.
In the view of neoclassical economists, income and assets
both represent resources that may be used to finance con-
sumption. Individuals make choices weighing present and
future consumption taking into account income and life
cycle (Beverly et al. 2003; Friedman 1957; Modigliani and
Ando 1957; Wakita et al. 2000; Yilmazer 2008). In order to
smooth consumption over time, households must save
during working years to finance consumption in retirement.
Additionally, according to the life cycle hypothesis, con-
sumption and saving will reflect where an individual is in
their life cycle (Finke et al. 2006; Modigliani and Ando
1957). Younger households might be expected to have
lower wealth due to lower earnings and more accrued debt;
midlife households might be expected to save more for

retirement and work on debt reduction; and upon retire-
ment dis-saving begins to occur.

While neoclassical theory helps to explain savings out-
comes, it does not fully explain wealth accumulation.
Additionally, it is less applicable to poor households.
Theorists observe that institutions matter in shaping and
influencing opportunities, behaviors, and individual per-
formance (e.g., Beverly and Sherraden 1999; Neal 1987;
North 1990; Sherraden 1991). Institutions might be thought
of as “purposefully created policies, programs, products,
and services that shape opportunities, constraints and
consequences” (Schreiner and Sherraden 2007, p. 30).
According to this view, a great extent of saving is done
through policies and structured programs; such as, the
home mortgage tax deduction, 401(k) plans, and individual
retirement accounts. Such programs largely benefit higher
income people. The poor often do not participate in such
policies, and benefits often come through the tax system
that benefits the poor little if at all. Given the dispropor-
tionate number of female householders who live in poverty,
they are much less likely to have the support of institutional
structures.

Literature Review
Importance of Wealth

Research indicates that asset ownership and wealth accu-
mulation have meaningful effects on the well-being of
female householders and their children that go beyond
income and have important intergenerational implications
(Zahn and Sherraden 2003). Wealth has been shown to
have positive effects on health (Robert and House 1996;
Shea et al. 1996). Among female householders, wealth
translates into increased child cognitive development,
educational attainment and parental expectations for their
children (Hao 1996; Zahn and Sherraden 2003). Household
wealth is associated with increased self-esteem among
adolescents (Axinn et al. 1997) and teenage girls whose
parents have higher levels of wealth are less likely to
become single teenage mothers (Conley 1999). Studies
have also found that children whose parents accumulate
wealth are more likely themselves to build wealth includ-
ing homeownership; thereby, extending positive effects of
wealth across generations (Henretta 1984; Oliver and
Shapiro 1995; Pritchard et al. 1989). Further, owning assets
changes one’s outlook on life, creating a more optimistic
future-orientation and improving future economic oppor-
tunity (Shobe and Page-Adams 2001). Finally, assets rep-
resent potential security against future economic
downturns or crises (Parks-Yancy et al. 2007; Sherraden
1991).
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One of the primary forms of wealth in the United States
is homeownership. Approximately one-third of wealth in
America is in the form of owner-occupied housing (Wolff
2001). According to the 1999 American Housing Survey
81% of married couple households were homeowners,
compared to 54% of single female householders and 42%
of female householders with children (U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development 2001).

As is the case with wealth in general, homeownership, in
particular, is associated with a number of positive life
outcomes. In families owning homes, children tend to have
higher standardized test scores (Essen et al. 1978), are
more likely to complete high school (Aaronson 2000; Kane
1994), have fewer non-marital pregnancies (Green and
White 1997) and greater overall educational attainment
(Scanlon and Page-Adams 2001). In addition, homeow-
nership represents greater residential stability for families
which may lead to increased economic opportunity across
the lifespan (Rohe and Stewart 1996). Homeowners are
four times less likely to move than renters (Stegman et al.
1995). Homeownership may also contribute to reduced
periods of unemployment (Goss and Phillips 1997), ele-
vated health status (Stronks et al. 1997), and increased
likeliness of civic engagement (Rohe and Stegman 1994).

Unlike other forms of wealth, automobile ownership is
not fiscally stable due to depreciation of investment across
time. Nonetheless, it is a vital asset in the United States as
it has been found to increase likelihood of economic
independence by enabling families to access educational
opportunities, employment, health care, child care, social
supports, and community relationships (Brabo et al. 2003;
Fletcher et al. 2005) and is, therefore, important in
assessment of household financial well-being. In the United
States a car represents both autonomy and social status for
a family. While 89% of households own a car, 94% of
welfare participants (most of whom are single women and
their children) must rely on other people or public transit
for transportation (Johnson 2000). Punctuating the impor-
tance of the ownership of a vehicle, Wilson (1996) makes
the case that most employers who pay a living wage are
prohibitively distant from low-income families who pos-
sess the skills and need, but not the transportation to take
the job.

Finally, pensions play an important role in future eco-
nomic well-being, especially for women who are more
likely to experience poverty in old age. People in house-
holds where someone obtains income from a pension are
provided some protection against poverty (McNamara
2007). While the ratio of women’s to men’s defined con-
tribution plan accumulations increased from 40 to 44%
between 1989 and 1998, it was concentrated among the age
cohort 45-53. Among other age groups the gender pension
gap increased between 1989 and 1998. And while most
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gender differences in defined contribution plan accumula-
tion can be attributed to differences in earnings and job
characteristics, men are significantly more likely to hold a
pension (Employee Benefit Research Institute 2000).
Additionally, liquid assets (e.g., short-term interest bearing
assets such as savings accounts) are critical to smooth out
short-term fluctuations in income and provide a safety net
in the event of a financial crisis (Hong and Kao 1997; Xiao
and Anderson 1997; Young and Hofferth 1998). A
household is considered asset poor if their asset holdings
are insufficient to meet basic needs (as measured by the
income poverty line) for a period of 3 months (Haveman
and Wolff 2004; Hong and Kao 1997).

Predictors of Wealth Accumulation

Much empirical attention has been given to wealth accu-
mulation in the United States in the past decade. Studies
have revealed the predictors of wealth include age, race,
gender, educational attainment, family structure, and
household income. Indeed being unmarried, minority race
or ethnicity, and having low income and low education
level greatly increases the odds of being in a bottom net
worth quintile (Finke et al. 2006). Wolff (2001) found
wealth accumulates through retirement age and then levels
or moderately decreases. Other studies have shown glaring
disparities between Whites and other racial/ethnic groups
in both emergency funds and wealth attainment (Gittleman
and Wolff 2004; Hong and Kao 1997; Keister 2004). In
particular, African Americans lack wealth compared to
their White counterparts. This is in part due to the advan-
tage Whites have had in inheritance and historical
dynamics in housing segregation and discrimination in
lending against Blacks (Massey and Denton 1993). Given
that African Americans make up a disproportionate number
of female householders, race is an important factor to
consider in examining wealth accumulation among female-
headed households.

As noted, wealth also varies by gender. In most cases,
controlling for differences in observable characteristics,
female householders achieve lower levels of wealth com-
pared to male-headed households (Conley and Ryvicker
2003). However, in a sub-sample of young households (age
26-39) the wealth differences between single females and
single males disappear, suggesting either the wealth gap is
changing among younger single generations or that wealth
gaps emerge later in life among single heads of households
(Schmidt and Sevak 2006). Yamokoski and Keister (2006)
found strong evidence of a family gap in wealth with both
single mothers and fathers compared to adults without
children. The most severe discrepancy was among single
mothers. The largest differences in wealth existed between
female householders and married couples (Schmidt and
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Sevak 2006; Yamokoski and Keister 2006), with the
greatest wealth levels found in married couple households
in which both adults were employed (White and Rogers
2000). The number of employed adults and the number of
children in a household also predicts ability to build wealth
(Keister 2004).

Oliver and Shapiro (1995) demonstrated that educa-
tional achievement typically leads to jobs that pay high
salaries, which, in turn, results in increased wealth. In
general, women’s economic status declines following a
divorce (Holden and Smock 1991). However, research
indicates that among divorced women, human capital
investments and receipt of child support have positive
effects on women’s wealth after controlling for economic
and personal characteristics of the household (Mckeever
and Wolfinger 2001). Unfortunately, women’s educational
and occupational statuses are negatively impacted by
family responsibilities. Both married women and women
with children are more likely to experience interruptions in
schooling and employment (Groot et al. 1990; Sharpe and
Baker 2007), causing wage penalties (Waldfoegel 1997,
1998) which in turn influence earnings and wealth
accumulation.

A seemingly obvious correlation, households with
higher incomes have more wealth on average. In part,
households with high income levels amass more wealth
because they are able to do so earlier, longer, and more
aggressively than lower income households (Oliver and
Shapiro 1995; Wakita et al. 2000; Wolff 2002).

While much is known about wealth disparities and the
predictors of wealth accumulation in the United States, one
area remains relatively unexplored. Comparisons of wealth
disparities have been made between various racial/ethnic
groups, age levels, household compositions, and genders.
However, few studies have examined factors affecting
wealth accumulation explicitly among female household-
ers. Additionally, most wealth studies examine aggregate
and net worth. While this study looks at total wealth and
net worth, it is unique in its examination of different types
of assets discretely. Given the benefits and long-term
implications of different asset holdings, understanding the
predictors of each has important implications for social
policy.

Methods

Data

Data for this study were drawn from Wave 3 of the 1996
and 2004 panels of the Survey of Income and Program

Participation (SIPP). The SIPP is a longitudinal survey
conducted since 1984 by the U.S. Census Bureau. Each

panel includes a nationally representative sample of adults,
providing detailed information on household, family, and
individual income and assets. The information is collected
triennially for all individuals in the household for the
4 months preceding each interview.

Each wave includes a core questionnaire, asking basic
sociodemographic information, and one or more topical
module questionnaires, asking more detailed information
on specific subjects. Wave 3 includes a topical module
asking about financial assets. Data for the 1996 Wave 3
were collected between November 1996 and February
1997, and those for the 2004 Wave 3 were collected
between November 2004 and February 2005. In each panel,
the sample for this study includes one non-elderly (ages
25-64) respondent (known as the reference person) from
each Wave 3 female householder. Households containing
married couples were not included in the sample, though
households may contain other, unmarried adults or
dependent children (ages 0-17). The resulting data set
includes information for 6,131 female householders in
2004 and 6,366 female householders in 1996. In each
panel, nearly half of these households contained one or
more dependent children.

In addition to separately analyzing data from the 2004
SIPP, a comparison was drawn with a similar sample of
female householders drawn from Wave 3 of the 1996 SIPP.
This comparison allowed a look at how asset holdings and
values have changed for female-headed households over
time.

Measurement

The dependent variables in this study are measures of asset
holdings and values. Although it is common in research on
wealth for all financial assets to be aggregated to the
household level, we examined one asset (defined-contri-
bution pension plans) at the individual owner level, spe-
cifically those pension assets owned by the female
household head. All other financial assets were aggregated
to the household level. We examined four asset categories:
(a) defined-contribution pension plans, (b) non-pension
interest-bearing assets, (c) home ownership, and (d) car or
truck ownership. Defined-contribution pension plans are
the sum of assets held in an individual retirement account
(IRA) (SIPP variable TALRB); a 401k, 403b or thrift
savings plan (SIPP variable TALTB); or a Keogh plan
(SIPP variable TALKB). Interest-bearing assets include
money held in interest-bearing checking, savings, money
market, certificates of deposit (CDs), municipal or corpo-
rate bonds, or government securities (aggregated in SIPP
variables THHINTBK and THHINTOT). Each asset cate-
gory has two dependent variables measuring first, whether
or not the asset was held, and second, the value of the asset
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for households who held these assets. For pension and
interest-bearing accounts, it measured the dollar amount in
these accounts in the past month. For home and vehicle
ownership, the second dependent variable measures the
value of equity owned.

The literature on asset holdings has identified several
important control variables included in this analysis. These
include (a) race, (b) ethnicity, (c) education level, (d) age,
(e) employment status, (f) total household income and, for
(g) home ownership, a measure of housing values in the
region where the household resides. In addition we know
that household structure and size influence income (Conley
and Ryvicker 2003) and we hypothesized that these also
influence the ability to save. Household structure was
controlled for by variables indicating the presence or
absence of children in the household and of extra adults in
the household, specifically of a nonmarried male or female
partner, a male or female relative, or a person aged 65 or
older.

Race and ethnicity were both categorical variables with
the impact of Hispanic/non-Hispanic ethnicity estimated
separately from race. Education, age, and employment
status were all measured categorically for the female
household head. Total household income is aggregated
within the Census Bureau and, for this study, was measured
relative to the poverty level given household size and
divided into four categories ranging from less than the
federal poverty line to 300% of poverty or above. Because
none of these female householders were married and their
prior status may have had an impact on assets held, a
categorical variable denoted those who were previously
married (divorced or separated), or never married. Widows
were omitted as preliminary analysis showed their asset
holdings to be significantly different from those of other
female householders. Dichotomous variables indicated
receipt of child support or alimony and payment of fees for
child care or care of a person with disabilities.

For estimation of the homeownership models only, four
categories denoting the influence of geographic location on
housing values were created based on median housing
values in each state. States comprising each category are
shown in Appendix Table 5. Years of home ownership and
mobile home ownership were controlled for. For estimation
of the defined-contribution pension, variables measuring
the portfolio of investment products and the number of
years the pension had been held were created.

Analyses
Data were analyzed both descriptively and in multivariate
models. In addition, dependent variables measuring asset

holdings and values were compared at two points in time to
see whether change had occurred since the passage of
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legislation regarding assets that might affect low-income
female householders (Sullivan 2006).

Because the value of each asset is conditional on that
asset being held, there is a potential for selection bias. The
potential non-randomness of the initial decision (or finan-
cial ability) to, for example, purchase a home creates the
necessity to model these two equations as conditional,
within the framework of a model that corrects for the
selection bias, if it exists. Each of the asset categories were
modeled using the Heckman selection model (Greene
1993), in which estimation of the second (value) equation
was conditional on answering yes to the first (holding)
equation. In each, the first (holding) equation was esti-
mated using probit analysis. The second (value) equations
were estimated using ordinary least squares regression. All
estimation was completed in Stata allowing us to account
for the complex survey design of the SIPP.

Because the two equations in each model were estimated
sequentially, the set of independent variables in each must
differ somewhat. In order to satisfy the mathematical
demands associated with estimation of the Heckman pro-
cedure, we chose to allocate variables across the two
equations where education level is thought to influence
ownership of assets, but not values, and that household
income level influences value of assets, but not ownership.
Similarly, money into the household in the form of child
support or alimony and money out of the household in the
form of payments for care of a child or disabled household
member were thought to influence asset values, but not
ownership. Pension investment options, ownership of a
mobile home, and years held (for both pensions and homes)
were also thought to influence asset values, but not
ownership.

Results
Descriptive Statistics

A weighted profile of the characteristics of female house-
holders included in this study is shown in Table 1. Sig-
nificant differences existed between households with one
adult (the female head) and those with multiple adults, as
well as between households with and without children. The
householders with one adult were, on average, younger.
They were less likely to be of Hispanic ethnicity, to have a
work-limiting disability, or to have preschool age children
than householders who live with more than one adult.
These one-adult heads had higher levels of completed
education and were more likely to be never married, but
had lower total monthly household incomes and were more
likely to have annualized incomes that left their households
in poverty than multiple-adult householders.
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Table 1 Weighted characteristics of the sample (n = 6,131)

Variables Households with one adult (n = 3,935) Households with multiple adults (n = 2,196)
Full sample Children No children Full sample Children No children
Head’s age 43.2% 37.5 46.7%* 443 41.8 45.9%%*
Head’s race
African—American 24.0 34.2 17.8%%* 252 32.5 20.1%%*
Asian 4.3 5.1 3.8 4.2 5.1 35
White 70.6 59.9 77.1%% 69.0 60.5 74.9%*
Hispanic ethnicity 7.9%* 11.4 5.8%* 12.3 17.3 9.0%**
Head’s education
Less than high school 6.8 9.8 5.0%%* 7.7 9.7 6.3
High school graduate 21.9%%* 26.0 19.4%%* 28.1 342 23.9%%*
Some postsecondary education 41.9 494 37.3%%* 422 44.6 40.7
4-year college or above 29.4%%* 14.8 38.3%%* 22.0 11.6 29.1%%*
Head is employed
Full time 63.7 58.2 67.1%* 64.0 59.7 67.0*
Part time (<35 h/week) 12.7 16.9 10. 1% 13.5 14.5 12.8
Not employed 23.6 24.9 22.8 22.5 25.9 20.2*
Head has never married 44.7* 40.6 47.1%* 40.7 37.0 43.3%%%
Previously married 55.3% 59.4 52.9%%* 59.3 63.0 56.7#%%*
Household size 1.7%% 2.9 1.0%%* 3.0 4.1 2.3%%
Number of children under 18 0.7 1.9 0.7 1.8
Have children under age 6 12.0* 31.7 14.7 36.2
Live with a female relative 22.0 35.1 12.9%*
Live with a male relative 16.9 30.5 7.6%%*
Live with a female partner 4.7 3.6 5.5%%%
Live with a male partner 26.1 28.2 24.6
Live with an adult age 65 plus 8.0 5.9 9.5%
Adult has work-preventing disability 12.5%%* 9.8 14.2%%* 19.8 20.7 19.1
Total monthly household income ($) 2,745.6%%* 2,306.3 3,012.4%% 4,346.7 3,796.3 4,723.8%%*
Income
Below 100% of poverty 25.6%%* 354 19.7%%* 14.0 20.1 9.9%%*
100-199% of poverty 20.4 29.1 15.2%* 20.6 29.7 14.3%:%
200-299% of poverty 16.4 17.5 15.7 17.8 21.1 15.6%*
300% of poverty and above 37.6%* 18.1 49.4%* 47.5 29.1 60.2%%*
Received child support/alimony 19.0 46.5 2.3%%* 18.2 379 4.7%%
Own home (%) 44 .4%%* 324 51.6%* 50.6 43.8 55.3%%
Mobile home (as % of total) 3.7 32 4.0 4.0 4.8 34
Mobile home® (%) 8.4 9.9 7.8 7.9 11.0 6.2%
Property value® ($)
Value of home equity” ($) 102,289 83,544 109,436%** 105,805 82,931 118,215%*
Years owned home* 8.4%* 6.5 9.2%% 10.1 8.4 11.0%*
Live in
Highest housing costs states® 28.5% 24.8 20.9%** 335 30.8 34.9
Lowest housing costs states” 17.5 19.8 16.6 16.0 19.2 14.3%%%
Household has a car or truck (%) 75.6%* 73.6 76.7%%* 82.7 79.9 84.6%*
Number of vehicles owned* 1.1%* 1.2 1.1% 1.8 1.8 1.9*
Value of vehicles owned® ($) 6,296.8%* 5,543.3 6,735.6%* 9,670.0 8,760.4 10,259.0%*
Equity in vehicles owned® ($) 2,377.5%%* 1,462.8 2,910.3%* 3,502.3 3,326.1 3,616.4
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Table 1 continued

Variables

Households with one adult (n = 3,935)

Households with multiple adults (n = 2,196)

Full sample Children No children Full sample Children No children

Head has D—C pension (%) 46.5%** 31.9 55.4%* 43.6 32.1 51.4%*

Value of pension” ($) 41,145 25,823 46,372%* 36,133 22,876 41,710%*

Years paid in* 8.4 Hkk 6.4 9.1%%* 7.8 6.6 8.3%*
Invested in

Stocks 75.2 71.8 76.5%%* 73.7 71.8 74.6

Government or Corporate bonds 7.6 6.7 7.9 6.3 5.1 6.9

Savings bonds 3.8 24 4.2 33 2.9 35

Government securities 39 3.8 39 33 29 35

Money market 194 18.9 19.6 17.1 17.3 17.1

Certificates of deposit 10.0 8.7 10.4 10.4 13.1 9.3
Household owns I-B assets (%) 58.8%%* 45.5 66.9%* 55.7 44.0 63.7%%*
Value of I-B assets” ($) 9,750.3%% 4,737.9 11,723.0%* 7,031.9 5,458.5 7,767.1%%*
Total household wealth ($) 87,170%%* 44,587 113,018** 102,455 64,308 128,588%*
Total household net worth ($) 81,652 40,157 106,84 1%** 93,065 56,986 117,782%*

Notes: Weighted sample N = 16,922,146. Weight used is that for the household reference person. Standard errors were corrected or the complex
sampling used in the SIPP. Comparisons are both between each household type (full samples, one adult compared with multiple adults) and
within each household type between those with and those without children

# Value for those who own this asset
* p <0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p <0.10

Within both one-adult and multiple-adult households,
those with children were 5-10 years younger than those
without, on average, and were more likely to be African
American and/or of Hispanic ethnicity. These women were
more likely to have just completed high school than women
without children and were less likely to have four or more
years of college. They were less likely to work full time,
more likely to be previously married, and more likely to
have incomes below the poverty line. Nearly half of one-
adult households with children received monthly child
support payments compared with just over one-third of
multiple-adult households with children.

Multiple-adult households were more likely to own their
home and one or more vehicles, while in one-adult
households the household head was more likely to have a
defined contribution pension or to own interest-bearing
assets (Table 1). Households without children were sig-
nificantly more likely to own assets in all four asset cate-
gories compared with households with children and, in
each category, the value of assets owned was significantly
higher in households without children. Total household
wealth and net worth were lower in both one-adult
households and households with children. Even for multi-
ple-adult female households, however, asset ownership
levels were low compared with overall statistics for the
United States. Only half of the multiple-adult female
households in the SIPP owned their own home (44% for
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one-adult households) and fewer than half were contrib-
uting toward a defined-contribution pension.

Multivariate Analyses

Factors associated with ownership and value of interest-
bearing assets and defined-contribution pensions by
household heads are shown in Table 2. Tables 2 and 3
report both the probability of ownership (derived from the
probit selection equation in the Heckman model) and the
marginal effects on value for those who owned these assets,
simplifying interpretation of the relative magnitude of the
effect of each independent variable.

Interest-Bearing Assets

Descriptive statistics (Table 1) show that households
without children were most likely to own interest-bearing
assets. The value of interest-bearing assets was lower in
households with children, but overall higher in one-adult
households than in multiple-adult households. Households
with older heads (ages 55-64) who were White, worked
full time, had at least some post-high school education or
training were more likely to own interest-bearing assets
(Table 2). Those with higher annual incomes and/or had
more education held higher values of interest-bearing
assets, as did those who had never been married and, in
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multiple-adult households, those who lived with a female
partner. While the coefficients on employment of the
household head and values of interest-bearing assets seem
counterintuitive, it is likely this relationship is associative,
not predictive. That is, while female heads who work full
time are more likely to own interest-bearing assets, when
those who work less than full time do own interest-bearing
assets they are of higher value. These households may
receive much of their income from interest-bearing assets,
allowing them to work less. Ownership of these high value
interest-bearing assets may be that of the female head or
another adult household member. More than half of these
households contained an adult with a work-preventing
disability so they may receive disability income as well.
When other demographic and socioeconomic charac-
teristics of the household were controlled for (see Table 2),
both extra adults and children still exerted influence on
holdings and values of interest-bearing assets. In both one-
adult and multiple-adult households, children negatively
impacted the likelihood of holding assets in interest-bear-
ing accounts yet exerted no significant influence on the
value of these assets. In multiple-adult households, inter-
est-bearing assets were nearly $9,500 higher if the extra
adult was a female partner, holding all else constant.

Defined-Contribution Pensions

Pension holdings were more likely in households with an
older, White, well-educated head who was employed full
time (Table 2). Children exerted a negative influence on
pension ownership. A male or female partner in the house-
hold exerted a positive influence on pension ownership and,
if a male partner, significantly increased the value of the
pension. Pension account values were higher among heads
who lived alone and had never been married. Values
increased with both the education level of the household
head and with household income level. Pension values were
significantly higher in one-adult households for those
investing in stocks, government or corporate bonds, or
government securities. In multiple-adult households, pen-
sion values were highest for those investing in stocks, money
market accounts, and CDs. In both household types, pension
values increased by $3,700 to $4,500 for every year they
were held.

Home Ownership

Descriptive statistics (Table 1) show lower home ownership
among one-adult households and households with children.
Home equity was significantly higher for households without
children, yet there was no significant difference in home
equity in one-adult or multiple-adult households overall.
Once demographic and socioeconomic differences are

controlled for (Table 3), the influence of children disap-
peared. Marital status of the household head was important
with never married heads less likely to own their home. In
multiple-adult households, household heads with a female
partner were more likely to own a home, but have signifi-
cantly lower home equity (nearly $12,000 lower) than
households with other adult relationships. Home ownership
was less likely among householders who were younger,
minority, Hispanic, and had lower levels of education. Home
equity was lower in one-adult households with younger
heads, in African American households, and in multiple-
adult Asian households. Although householders who worked
full time were more likely to own a home, home equity was
significantly higher among householders who worked either
part time or not at all. This dynamic is likely similar to that
seen in interest-bearing asset holdings. Perhaps the largest
influence on home equity is the type of home owned as those
who owned mobile homes had 65-70% lower equity than
those owning conventional homes. Relative real estate val-
ues matter significantly with all households less likely to own
homes in states with the highest median housing values. For
those who were able to purchase a home in these markets,
however, home equity was, on average, about three times
higher than for those who owned a home in one of the states
with the lowest median housing values.

Vehicle Ownership

Cars and trucks are the assets that female householders are
most likely to own. Still, both vehicle ownership and equity
in vehicles owned was significantly lower in one-adult
households and households with children (Table 1).
Households with multiple adults own two vehicles on aver-
age, while households with one adult own one. Vehicle
ownership patterns (Table 3) are similar to those seen for
other household assets with older, White, previously mar-
ried, better educated and employed household heads more
likely to live in households owning one or more vehicles.
Among minorities, African-American households were
least likely to own a vehicle and had less equity in the
vehicles they owned than other racial and ethnic groups.
Multiple-adult households were more likely to own a vehicle
if one of the adults in the household is the male partner of the
household head. A female partner in a multiple-adult
household reduced the probability of owning a vehicle, but
had no impact on vehicle equity. As education level of the
household head increased so did the amount of vehicle equity
in both one-adult and multiple-adult households.

Change Since 1996

The top section of Table 4 shows the percentage of female
householders in 1996 and 2004 holding assets in each of

@ Springer



J Fam Econ Iss (2010) 31:90-106

100

8’67 —
V8 —
cov8—

%C06T 1—

¥'L9
1'€01
1°6£9
7T6£6
9VIv
9°¢I9
6'LT6
00CI—
#¥' L9
%5005
8'6¥C

1"291
L'L0E—

8°8v1
8CLI—
8¢elc—

#26'LLST—

#1'€10°T—
['9¢L—

Y

L'88
9'¢8
#1706
*C'LL
0S8
£98
*x¥'CO
*%6'L8
#L'18

#xG'0L
#xE'V8

#xL"C8

s L'8L

6'68

#x9"CL

L'L8
8'C8

#0 TTTSE
6901°L

TOv0°L
0'769°1—
0018 11—

§S66°LT—
1'8178—
T961°ST—
LLESLT
9'650°9—
0y98°11—
L€LOS
€070°S
#%0°896°8
#1°609'Y
#L'61S°C

v'8EL'S
#1'866°CT

1'L66°6—
I'SLESCT—
#%$T60°SE—

#%0'618°GE—

0'8TLEI—
§eeTTI—

S'LS
0'Is

L0S
g9¢
8'vS
#xL'€9
0s
9Cs
#0179
#x0'6F
*L'SY

#%£' 8¢
#xC VY

#x8'EY

EI 07

0Ly

#xL'6E

#xS'LT
%89G

¥'Se
#8°000°T—
s 'ELY T—
#x7' 8T8 T —

6viL—
819
6'9Sr—

#x£ 68
%9789
#xL06€

1495
899

6861
I'6cc
£606—

#x0'SLO6—

%0 L96—
0'8L—

8'8L

S'6L

#5118
#50'8L
#5GTL

Ry
% 1'LL

%V CL

#31'€9

1'es

#x0'L9

€LL
I'LL

#xC'6TL0E
0'889°C

0'699°L
#x9°€01°TT—
#xC YT IT—

€E€ELT
VI€TE—
v'LE'Y

xx1"€8E°CI
xxVVL6'S
%S 69V Y

1'18€°01
€Yol

Tovel
80S*ST
TIECET—

#%C €06°07—

#x8°61C 8V —
#x0"€19°6C—

20
94

159y31Y puodag
1sUS1y Py,

(sonyea Sursnoy oSeIoAL 18IS 1SOMOT)

(uosxod [ ppe) ployssnoy
ur suosiad Jo Ioquiny
Kiaaod Jo 95001 moRg
K1aa0d Jo 9661001
Kanod Jo 9%667-00C

(Kaa0d Jo 9500¢ 2A0Qe dwodU])

ey

#x0°6S
#x9'8¢
%C'SE

#%xC 0C
#%C €€

#%x5°0¢

+x8°0¢

TS

#x7°0¢

%%V’ LT
w167

QIBD PIIYd I0J ABd
Kuowrtesioddns priy)
ployesnoy ut piiyy
19p[0 I0 €9 NPy
Joured Qe
1oured orewo,
QAIIR[AI IR
JATIR[AI S[BWd]
9A0QE 10 939[[00 Tedk-1
A1epuooass-jsod owog
arenpeId [ooyos Y31y
(Tooyos Y31y uey) SsoY)
pakordwe 10N
qwn ued
(owm [[nJ pekojdwa peay)
PALLIBW QAN
(pourewr A[Snoradig)
oruedstyg
ueISy
UBOLIOWY UBOLIJY
(amym)
6£—6C 98e peoy
#$—0 o3¢ peoH
(+9-G¢ 93e peaH)

($) anea Kymba
uo S)09JJ2 [eulSIejy

(%) diysioumo
Jjo Kypiqeqoig

($) anea Kymba
UO $199JJ9 [RUISIRIA

(%) diysioumo
Jjo AKypiqeqoig

(¢) anpea Aynbs
uo S)09JJ [eulSIejy

(%) diysioumo
Jjo Kypiqeqoig

($) anea Kymba
uo S)09JJ2 [eulISIejy

(%) diysioumo
Jjo Aypiqeqoig

JOTYRA

Qwoy

JIOIYIA

Qwoy

(961°C = u) synpe S[AN[AW YIIM SPIOYISNOF

(S€6°€ = U) NP AUO IM SPIOYISNOH

sa[qereA juapuadopuy

£)nba pue diysioumo 9[OIYaA pue JWOY P[oYasnoy Furjdodjje sI10Joef JO [SPOW UOIII[AS UBWIIIH WO} sanfea Aynbo uo s309je [eurdrew pue diysioumo jo A)fiqeqold € d[qelL

pringer

A's



J Fam Econ Iss (2010) 31:90-106 101

5 the categories examined in this paper. These are cross-
o sectional samples and, thus, are households with the same
% 2 . basic characteristics at each point in time rather than the
E E o :\g % i; § same households interviewed at two points in time. The
Bz “dEEeL D percentage of female householders who owned assets
< 2 5 — . .. . . .
=g TT97235 & increased significantly in nearly all categories (weighted
= t-tests).
E S The distribution of relative asset values is shown in the
o | E = bottom section of Table 4. Because the value of the dollar
~ 18 E S o changes each year with the increase in inflation, asset
|52 & = & . .
22 g 3 ~ 2 values for 1996 cannot be directly compared with those for
= . . .
]‘ o s 2004. Rather than simply using the Consumer Price Index
£ ; = g to convert 1996-2004 dollars, the values of each asset were
« s Q . . .
= g o | = % % = divided by a base value to create a relative value for each
i 22l % s "o = & Qg asset that could be compared across the two time periods.
s| |EE|SL goE1 s B . !
= 52| = z = b = g § o | = For the assets held by the household head, interest-bearing
= 2= - 3 ! 0 . . . .
é <z & TET79£ 2|58 assets and defined contribution pensions, this base value
< "E’ was the total income for the female householder last
= b @ E month. Relative values of these assets, thus, are shown as
= :i‘g- E either a fraction or a multiple of monthly income. For
2|2« E example, in 1996 the median one-adult female householder
s|E|g5e| @ n . . . . .
S12|£z2| ¢ g 3 with children had interest-bearing assets equivalent to 40%
2 of their monthly income while defined contribution pension
g g . . .
o S funds were over two times their monthly income. By 2004,
8 ? “ the median one-adult female householder with children had
= Q . . . .
° =2 g L% | : interest-bearing assets equivalent to only 23% of their
= ) * Ye) . . . . .
£ Z. P f,; 2 g monthly income while defined contribution pension funds
2= e ¥ = . . . ..
=S Ko s & R were about three times their monthly income. Similar
= 8 3o T A VN — | . . . .
& results are seen in multiple-adult households. Median is
P wn . .
=R 2 used in this table rather than mean due to skewness
za = inherent in asset values.
< |5 % - 2 Each of the assets held by the household, i.e., home and
§ 2 g 2 K é vehicle ownership, were examined relative to their market
[aW . . .
a ° = “ 2 values. Home equity was examined relative to total prop-
& g 3 erty value and vehicle equity was examined relative to total
I 3L . . = vehicle value. For example, in 1996 the median multiple-
= = . . o .
£ B % 3 . & o & ¥ @ | E adult household without children had equity in their house
:; E-lg=x Segit Gz equivalent to about 67% of its total value and owned their
= [N - - [N o . . .
o g Sl & E o g % § § TEm cars outright (100% equity). In 2004 households fitting the
E =8| = - b= 1 e« —=15 same description had 55% equity in their homes and 45%
S <8 £ equity in the vehicles they owned. Similar declines in
o . .
4 > a & equity values are seen for other household types, both with
_5:°) N e | 3 and without children. Despite these declines, for most
2 < o .
2| E5|%€ § f: * § household types both net worth and total wealth have risen
R B ~ 3 significantly relative to total monthly household incomes
:*é (bottom of Table 4). For example, in 1996 the median
" e g female householder had net worth above 3.5 times their
2 _L-; 3 % g v monthly income. This rose to nearly five times their
g § % = g | = = monthly income in 2004. Similarly, total wealth rose from
= e o < . .
g | g 9§ 2 o 72 %, nearly five times monthly household income to nearly
S |5} -] 8, S o N g < 8 . . .
o | B 2 89 B 2z 4 2 gla 3 seven times monthly household income. Still, net worth
PR S .z & 0 s 32|y v . . .
= _§ éﬁ E2 £ 38 E ¢ EEE|l8 L and total wealth holdings were considerably lower in
= |2 =82 3SxEna Ll households with children than in those without children.
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Table 4 Assets held by female householders, 1996 and 2004

Assets Full sample One adult Multiple adults
Children No children Children No children
1996 2004 1,996 2004 1996 2004 1996 2004 1996 2004
Household Heads who owned (%)

Interest-bearing assets 52.3 57.8%  36.8 45.5%  65.0 66.9 36.7 439*% 600 63.7
Pension (defined contribution) 294 455% 202 31.9% 375 55.4% 189  32.1* 340 514*
Households that owned a:

Home 413  46.5% 289 324 46.6 51.6% 383 438 48.8  55.3%

Car or truck 743  78.0%  66.2 73.6% 747 76.7 75.6 799 82.6 84.6
Assets held by the household head (Median)

Ratio of the value of interest-bearing assets 0.68  047* 040 0.23* 1.15 0.76* 0.35 0.23* 062 0.59

to total income last month

Ratio of the value of defined contribution pensions  3.65  4.78*  2.22 3.01 4.72 5.83 228  3.50%  3.82  5.56%

to total income last month
Assets held by the household:

Ratio of home equity to total property value 0.67 0.53* 046 0.45 0.83 0.60* 0.53 0.43* 0.67  0.56*

Ratio of vehicle equity to total vehicle value 1.00  0.53* 1.00 0.31*%  1.00 0.80 1.00  0.55* 1.00 0.52%

Ratio of total household net worth to total 3.62  490* 0.89 1.19 8.32 10.70 2.14 2.57 594  7.70

household income last month

Ratio of total household wealth to total 493  6.80% 1.74 2.16 10.00 12.68* 3.24  3.67 7.69 979

household income last month

Notes: Weight used is that for the household reference person. Significant differences in medians determined using the binomial exact CI.
Standard errors on means were corrected for the complex sampling design used in the SIPP. Comparisons are between years within each

household type
*p < 0.05

Discussion and Implications

This study posed three research questions. First, are there
significant differences in asset patterns between female
householders with and without children? Descriptive
analyses indicate that female heads with children, in both
one-adult and multiple-adult households, were less likely
than households without children to own interest-bearing
assets, defined contribution pensions, a home, or vehicle.
Controlling for personal and socioeconomic characteris-
tics, the likelihood of owning interest-bearing assets or a
defined contribution pension was significantly reduced by
the presence of a child in the household. However, when
a woman did own these assets, children had no negative
impact on equity. This suggests that the barrier may be
at the entry point, getting an account started, rather than
an inability to add to the account balance over time.
Savings mechanisms; such as, the Child Trust Fund
recently adopted in the United Kingdom (Gregory and
Drakeford 2006), may provide a model that could be
adapted for use in the U. S. Interestingly, the presence of
a child had no impact on home or vehicle ownership or
equity.

@ Springer

Second, does the presence of additional adults and their
relationship to the household influence asset accumulation
in female householders? The impact of an extra adult in the
household is also somewhat mixed depending on asset.
Household heads with a female partner were more likely to
be homeowners and to have a defined contribution pension
plan. These same female partners reduced the probability
of owning a vehicle, while a male partner significantly
increased the probability of owning a vehicle. Female
household heads with male partners were less likely to own
defined contribution pension plans, but those who did had
significantly more money in them. Surprisingly, sharing a
house with a relative appears to have little, if any, signif-
icant impact on asset ownership or values.

Third, has asset ownership of female householders
changed significantly since the mid-1990s when many
states implemented reforms in asset limitations? Between
1996 and 2004, the percentage of ownership among female
heads overall increased significantly in all four asset cate-
gories. While the value of interest-bearing assets to income
ratio declined between 1996 and 2004, the ratio of defined
contribution value to income increased significantly
between 1996 and 2004. This increase may signal forced
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defined contribution participation by employers who are
getting out of the defined benefit pension business. It also
may suggest that some substitution of savings mechanisms
may be taking place over time, with households choosing
to invest in pension funds rather than leave their money in
more readily accessible savings accounts. Interestingly,
between 1996 and 2004 equity values in homes and vehi-
cles declined significantly. This could suggest that due to a
healthy economy, including lower interest rates and readily
available credit, women were purchasing more expensive
cars and homes. It might also indicate that due to the
number of women moving from welfare to work, more low-
income women purchased cars and homes thus lowering
overall equity ratios. While ratios for home and vehicle
ownership declined, ratios of household net worth and total
wealth to household income increased significantly between
1996 and 2004, revealing that overall female householders
are doing better in wealth accumulation.

After controlling for demographics and socioeconomic
factors, in general female householders who were older,
White, better educated, and worked full time were more
likely to own assets. Overall, characteristics and socio-
economic factors appear to have a greater role in whether
or not a female head owns an asset than its value.

Previous research has provided evidence of the positive
effects assets can have on individual and household well-
being. Thus, many women are missing out on these
potential benefits. In particular adult female householders
with children, non-White, lower-income women, younger
women, and less educated women are at a disadvantage in
ownership and equity of assets. Additionally, structural
issues including women’s disadvantage in the labor market
through lower earnings and less opportunity for mobility
are likely to play a role in women’s ability to accumulate
assets. While the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and
initiatives; such as, Individual Development Accounts
(IDAs), may help structure access to asset ownership, other
efforts are clearly needed. Although the proportion of
women who have pensions has risen sharply over this
period, less than half the female householders in this study
in 2004 are defined contribution pension holders. This
indicates that either women are not taking advantage of
pensions when available from their employers or are not
provided the opportunity to invest in defined contribution
pensions. One remedy shown to increase participation is
for employers to require employees to opt out of partici-
pation in these savings plans rather than the more common
requirement to opt in (O’Neill 2007). While slightly more
than half of female households hold interest-bearing assets,
those who don’t are likely to be more susceptible to income
shocks and perhaps more likely to turn to public assistance
support without a safety net (Young and Hofferth 1998).
Pensions and homeownership in particular have important

implications for the economic well-being of older women.
The added income of a pension provides some protection
against poverty and owning a home reduces monthly
housing costs and provides a potential source of added
income; such as, through a reverse mortgage.

In addition to policy support, findings of this study point
toward programmatic response at the community level and
heightened awareness among financial service providers
and such professions as social work. Part of the role of
social workers working with low-income women, for
example, should be to facilitate connection to saving and
asset accumulation opportunities. Connecting women to
banking services, economic education classes, and asset
development programs; such as, homeownership programs
and IDAs are examples (Garasky et al. 2008; Han and
Sherraden 2009; Haynes-Bordas et al. 2008).

Limitations

This study provides an initial look at asset holdings among
female householders. While the SIPP is a rich source of
information about asset ownership and value, it lacks
policy-relevant variables that may better explain why
female householders tend to have lower assets than
households headed by males. For example, we do not know
whether or not women in this study have access to the
institutional structures (low-cost checking or savings
accounts) that are critical to the accumulation of interest-
bearing assets and that may lead to banking relationships
that help facilitate investment in longer-term assets such as
IRAs and homes. Perhaps more importantly we do not
know why women do not invest more. Is it because (a) their
incomes are lower on average, than those in male-headed
households, (b) the presence of a child lowers their risk
tolerance (Chaulk et al. 2003), or is it (c¢) women prefer to
better understand investment options and strategies before
engaging in those markets? The poor have been shown to
save when provided institutional structure and opportunity
such as through IDAs. Indeed in one national demonstra-
tion of IDAs, low-income women were more likely to be
savers than men (Schreiner and Sherraden 2007), sug-
gesting that income levels, though important, are only part
of the explanation. Future studies that examine both per-
sonal and household characteristics as well as institutional
structures are needed to more fully understand the wealth
accumulation capacity of women.

Appendix

See Table 5.
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Table 5 States grouped by median housing value

Highest median
housing values
($204,719-391,102)

Second highest
median housing values
($145,177-202,937)

California
Hawaii

District of Columbia
Massachusetts
New Jersey
Rhode Island
Connecticut
New York

New Hampshire
Maryland
Colorado
Washington

Nevada
Oregon
Minnesota
Alaska
Virginia
Delaware
Ilinois
Utah
Vermont
Florida
Arizona

Michigan

Third highest median
housing values
($110,020-143,182)

Lowest median
housing values
($79,006-106,656)

Maine
Wisconsin
Georgia

Ohio

Idaho
Wyoming
Montana
North Carolina
Missouri
Pennsylvania
South Carolina
New Mexico
Tennessee

Indiana

Nebraska
Kansas
Texas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Towa

South Dakota
Alabama
Oklahoma
North Dakota
West Virginia
Mississippi
Arkansas

Note: Median values are in 2004 dollars

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (2004)
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