FAMILY COMPOSITION IN THE UNITED STATES

BARKEV S. SANDERS *

ComrrenENsive information on the composition
of families in the United States has been available
only on the basis of items tabulated by the United
states Consus and, of course, for no period later
than 1930. Istimates of family income and its
distribution among thoe population as a whole have
necessarily been based on sample data and have
limitations for many types of analyses. Of the
two most comprehiensive recent studies in this
field, ono! provides data for 1929, when economic
conditions were dissimilar to those of subsequent
years, and tho other, relating to 1935-36, is
admittedly inadequate for the large relief popula-
tion in that period and unsuitable for cortain
analyses of other groups? Important as theso
two studies are, thoy are restricted in their
application insofur as relation betweon income and
the family composition is concorned. Informa-
tion on fumily composition and on family income
and especinlly on the intorrelations of these two
factors in family security is of vital importance to
the Social Sccurity Bourd. Only through such
data can the Board evaluate the scope and ade-
quacy of prosent Federal-State operations in the
fields of public assistance and social insurance
or prepare the estimates of tho coverage and costs
requisite for consideration of the future develop-
ment of these or other provisions for social security.

Judgment of the optimum use of available
funds—for examplo the relative urgency of meas-
ures to promote the security of children or of the
aged—requires information as to the oxtent to
which young and old persons are members of
familios of given types and incomes. To consider
questions of social and fiscal policy such as thoso
involved in a proposed oxtension of the old-age
insurance program to provide benefits to specified
dependents of deceased wage carners, it is noces-
sary both to estimate the present and future
numbers of individuals of designated ago or
marital status and to ovolve benefit scales and
project cost estimates on the basis of information
as to tho bio-legal relationship of these persons to
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the groups of covered workers at given income
levels. The need for continuing analyses of these
types is the greater in a period like the present
whoen there are evident changes in economic and
social aspects of family life and when the declines
of past decades in birth rates and death rates and
tho post-war restriction of immigration aro oporat-
ing to offoct important changes in the ratios of
children and of the aged to the total population.

Data Available From National Health Survey

A uniquoe opportunity to obtain information on
many such points, and ospecially on the inter-
relation of family composition and family income,
was presented by data recorded in the National
Health Survey, made in the winter of 19356-36
as a projoct of the Works Progress Administration
under the supervision of the United States Public
Health Service.? The completed schedules of the
survey were made available to the Social Security
Board, and tabulation of data basic to social
sccurity operations was inaugurated in Fobruary
1938 in Richmond, Virginia, as a WPA project
(No. 365-31-3-5) under the supervision of the
Board’s Bureau of Research and Statistics. This
articlo outlines briefly the basis, purpose, and
scopo of this study of family composition. Sub-
sequent articlos will roport the results of specific
analyses.

Size and Basis of the Family Sample

The family composition study is based on sched-
ules of the National Health Survey obtained in a
house-to-house canvass of nearly 740,000 house-
holds, of which 703,000 were in urban and 37,000
in rural arcas. The urban sample comprises moro
than 2,500,000 persons, representing nearly 4
percent of the urban population enumerated in the
1930 census; the rural sample includes 140,600
individuals. The former included data from 83
citios in 18 States; data obtained in the original
survey for 12 additional cities were discarded
because of inadequacios of one type or another.

1 U. 8. Public Iealth Sorvice, National Institute of Hoalth, The National

Iealth Survey 1885-36: Significance, Scope and Method of a Nation-Wide
Family Cantass of Sickneas in Relation to its Social and Iiconomic Setting. 1938,
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The rural sample includes data from 23 rural
countios in 3 States.

The cities were selected for the survey on the
basis of size and geographic location so as to
give a representative sample for the urban popu-
lation as a whole. In the rural counties and in the
cities with less than 100,000 population in the
1930 census (except for Montgomery, Alabama)
every household was canvassed. In the larger
cities census enumeration districts or parts of
such districts were solected on a representative
basis, and every household in a selected area was
canvassed ; the houscholds included in the survey
and in the family study ranged from about one
in three or four in middle-sized cities to one in 38
in New York City. Table 1 shows the numbers
and percontages of rural and urban households.

The Sample in Relation to 1930 Census Datq

As will be seen from table 2, the urban sample
included in the National Health Survey is vory
similar to the total urban population enumerated
in the 1930 census with respect to distribution of
population by major geographic areas. The
urban sample shows a slightly lower porcontage
for the East and a slightly higher one for tho West
than was found in the census data; for the other
two major arcas—Central and South—the same
porcontages are reported in both enumerations,
With respect to distribution by size of city, the
divergencioes are larger. There is a marked
deficiency in the sample’s representation of
population in cities of less than 25,000.

A distribution of the urban sample population
by age groups, sex, and marital status indicates
that there is in general a close corvespondence in

Table 1.—Number and percentage ! of houscholds canvassed in cities and rural counties included in the National
Health Survey and used in the study of family composition in the United States, by States

Houscholds canvassed Iouscholds canvassed Households ennvassed
Stato and city Percent of State and city Pereent of Stato and city Percont of
Number | totnl in city Number | total In city Number | totnlincity
or county or coutity or county
Totnl, urban and Michigan................ 40,007 [............ OIeRoOn. ..o, 92,013 ...
rural ... ..o..... 730,838 §.....o.... - ——r
Detrolt........_..... 21,383 53 LaGirando............. 2,264 100.0
Urban, total........] 703,032 { .. __...._. Flint. . _ ... ...... 4,820 12.8 Portland .. 10, 328 11.0
Grand Raplds......... 5112 11.2 St. Helens. .. 1,279 100,0
Alabama. ... ... ........ 28,000 | ... ...... Houghton............. 091 100.0 Salemo. ..o .olo. 8, 142 100.0
Port Huron........._. 8, 205 100. 0
Birmingham.._......_. 11,173 18.9 Pennsylvania.............. 63,380 ... ... ..
Eufaula.... 1,412 100.0 || Minnesotn.................| 35100 |............ —
QGadsden. . 5, 525 100.0 Duryea.... .. 1,720 100.0
Qreenvllle. 1,048 100.0 Chisholm 1,778 100.0 Indiana. . 2, 400 100,0
Montgomery. . 9,742 50.0 Minneapolls.._._._.._. 12, 206 0.1 Lebanon._ ... 6,412 100.0
8t. Paul ... ..._._. 12, 000 4.2 Philadelphia. . A2, 359 6.6
Callfornla.. ... ......... 45,825 (.. oeeeen. Willmar............... 1. 79 10,0 Pittsbuegh. ... .. 20, 391 12,2
Winona. .. ... .. ... 6,426 100. 0
[ 0211+ J 2, 539 100.0 Texas. ool 44,017 o eeaaes
Qrass Valloy , 807 100.0 || Missouri.................. 50 ......... | e
Jackson..... a83 100.0 —— Amarillo oL Lol 11,041 100.0
Los Angeles_ 20, 207 8.5 Chillicothe............ 2,135 100.0 Dallas_.. 10, RYR 14.8
apn...... 1,812 100.0 Clinton .._....... . 1,616 100.0 Houston. .. 11, 738 12.8
Oakland 8, 361 8.9 8t. Louis......_.. 24,1168 1.1 Woeatherfor 1,407 100.0
Vallejo.. 4,626 100.0 Springfield._.____ 16, 649 100.0 Wlichita Fn 10, 793 100.0
Qeorgla...oeueen . 13,831 | ..., New Jerse¥euu e veameaananen 20,208 |.ooe .. L8100 D 10,474 | . ...,
Atlanta..__.._._....._. 10,737 14.2 . T e T
. q Dridgeton_ ... ... 4,419 100.0 Bingham Canyon. ... 05 100,0
Brunswiek............ 3,004 100.0 ;,rnm m;tvlllo ..... 1, 100 1000 ‘l"'tnlrv]kﬂ‘,(,..(.l ,,,,,,, 641 I%g
ewark.._.._._.. 3,009 12.0 Salt Lake Clty........ 7.775 .
Mliools. .oooooooeeooeen 42,387 1o Somerville..........._. , 100 100.0 Tooele....o.......... 1,143 100.0
Benton.._....__....._. 2, 107 100.0 Trenton..........._.... 7, 580 2.7
Chieago. oo coeeooo.. 38, 501 4.2 Vieginin, oo 14, K90
Normal................ 1,749 100.0 || Now York...._............ 9L719 | .. ... - (l,,,‘.,,,cl,',l,n_ i T T mg
Buffalo....... 24,0565 16.7 “aemvitle. . RH7 100,
Loulsfanf. ...o.....co..... 23,808 1. ......... fludson_... 3, 188 100.0 Richmond. ... . . 12, 511 24,9
Abbeviile......._...._. 1,373 100.0 Newark... ... 1, 881 100.0
x]it}lols,sllor ................ 017 100.0 New York City. 48,278 2.6 || Washingten...._.... . ... 23,038 |. oo
nden.__............ i, 401 100.0 Penn Yan_... ... 1,504 100, 0 Me eyl e
Monroo - 11117117 8,085 1000 || Byracuse.. 211111110 12,20 10,9 Uhlenshrg. ... - s o0
Now Orleans. . ..._.__. 13, 102 1.0 PPl o q
Beattle oo oo 0,721 10.0
Massnchusetts 57,683 Ohlo..ooeiiiiaiiiianes 09, 471 _ Spokano..._._.. ... 8,127 25.0
-------------- ’ Cincinnati.. 12,540 10.0 -
Boston.._.............. 20,768 14.3 Cleveland. . 31,003 1.3 Rural, total
Fall Rlver_. .. ...._.._. 10, 481 3.1 Columnbus. _ 11,057 12,4
Greenfleld. .. ... ... 4,045 100.0 Franklin.. 1,088 100.0 || Georgin (16 countles)._.... 100.0
Ipswich. . ..___. - 1,448 100.0 Lima.. .. .__. 11, 285 100.0 || Michixan (4 countles)._... 100.0
Plttsfield 11,051 100.0 Wilmington. . ......... 1, 1 100.0 || Missourl (3 countles)..._._. 100.0

! Based on number of households as enumerated In the 1930 census,
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Table 2.—Percentage distribution of the urban popu-
lation canvassed in the National Health Survey and
of the total 1930 urban population, by geographic
area and by size of city

Percont distri-
butfon

Porcont dlstrl-
bution

Blzo of clty Nn- 1930 ur-
tlonal ban

Health| popu-
Burvey | Intion !

Geographicarea | oy f 1930 ur.
tional ban

Health | popu-
Survey| lation !

Al 100 100 7% | PO, 100 100
) 7Y | S, 37 39 || 500,000 or moro...... 43 29
Contral.coooaeeo 33 33 100,000-400,900.__.. .. 31 23
Bouth.o.oeeanens 18 18 || 25,000-00,000. . _... 14 19
Westecorevncncns 12 10 {| Under 25,000........ 12 20

) Fifteenth Censua of the United States: 1030, Population, Vol. I1,

gource: 1. 8. Public HHenlth Service, Natfonnl Institute of IHealth, The
National IHealth Surcvey, 19356-1036, Significance, Scope and Aethod, 1938, p. 6.

theso characteristics with the urban population
enumerated in 1930. In considering the data
given in table 3, allowance must be made for dif-
ferences in definitions for persons classified in the
eategory ‘‘widowed, divorced, and separated.”
The family study, contrary to census usage,
included ummarried parents in this group and also
listed as “separated’’ husbands and wives who were
reported as having been absent fromn the house-
lold for a month or longer, unless the absence was
due to hospitalization. These differences in
classification tend to explain the higher percent-
ages shown for this group in the sample population.

It is probable also that the lower percontages of
single persons aged 60 and over reported for the
samplo arise from an under-enumeration of singlo
aged persons, many of whom doubtless were in
institutions and hence not reached in a house-to-
house canvass. Ifor children under 16 the samplo
showed a somewhat smaller percentage than was
reported in the 1930 census. This discrepancy
doubtless is duo to the upward trend in ago dis-
tribution of the total population; the percentage
found in the sample is the same as that indicated
in the “medium” estimate of the National
Resources Committee for the population in 1935.4
In general it may be concluded that the samplo
urban population closely approximates the total
population of 1930 with respect to major ago
groups, and distribution by sex and marital status.
The differences indicated in table 3 are not large
and are to be explained primarily by differences in

t National Resources Bonrd. ZXstimates of Future Population by States.
1034,
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definitions adopted for the family composition
study in view of the purposes for which analysis
was undertaken.

Thoe number of families included in the rural
sample of the National Health Survey is velatively
small and highly restricted in geographic location.
As might be anticipated, comparison of this sample
with the rural population enumerated in 1930
indicates a somewhat less satisfactory agreement.
(See table 4.) In general, however, the simi-
laritics are sufficiently close to warrant use of the
rural sample as a valuable, if not wholly precise,
indication of characteristics to be found in the rural

Table 3.—Distribution by wmarital status of urban
sample of persons of given age and sex compared with
a similar distribution of the urban population of the
United States in 19301

Family composi- Unitod Btatos
tion study oonsus
8ex, age, and marital status
Number | Porcent- Poroent-

Number
of por- o dis- age dis-
sans | teibution | Of persons | bR 0ioh

Malos aged 16-80..ccncceecana..

Marrfod *. ..ot
Widowed, divorced, or

775,187 100.0 | 31,890, 236 100.0
482,225 62.2 | 18,412,411 6.3

separatcd Y. ....... 38,773 8.0 703,823 8.6
Binglo. .o oo 254, 189 82.8 | 7,084,002 38.1
Fomnlos aged 16-69. - e eeeeee .. 853, 330 100.0 | 22, 808, 057 100.0
Marrled .. ..... eemaeean 508, 724 89.6 | 14,080,038 03.0
Widowed, divorced, or
soparatod 8. ... ... ..... 108, 385 12.7 | 1,046,004 8.7
LY Y, 230, 227 27.7| 6,307,168 28.8
Malos nged 60 and over........ 102, 240 100.0 | 32,688,820 100.0
Marrlod Y. oo ieeeen.. 71,320 69.8 ] 1,818,008 08.4
Widowed, divorced, or
separatod ...l 24, 001 24.1 607, 307 22.9
BINEIO.ceccecececceieceanns 6,220 6.1 232,024 8.7
Fomnlos aged 60 and ovor...... 122,413 100.0 | 2,975,830 100.0
Marrled . ... eao.... 44,653 86.6 | 1,184,174 88.1
Widowed, divorced, or
separatod 8. . e——a- 67,852 55.4 | 1,681,480 52.1
BINGIO. e e cccecnccemieenans 9, 908 8.1 200, 200 9.8
Malos ngod 68 and over........ 63,710 100.0 | 1,624,407 100.0
Marrled ..o 41, 209 04.8} 1,033,520 63.6
Widowed, difvorced, or
separatod f. ... ... - 18,703 20.8 459, 677 28.8
BINRIO a e ceeceeica e 3, 657 5.7 132, 204 8.1
Fomales aged 68 and over...... 78,878 100.0 | 1,892,103 100.0
Marrledd ... 22,922 290.1 576,378 30.8
Widowed, divorcod, or
soparated *.___.__._._.._. 49, B50 03.2 ]| 1,138,407 60.1
BINRIO. - - ceeeceaccacaaecnn 0, 004 7.7 177,848 0.4

1 Excludes persons of unknown ago and persons under 10 years of age.
The proportion of the latter in tho urban sample to the total urban popu.
Iatlon was 25.9 peroent; tho corresponding porcentago in the 1930 oonsus
was 27.9. In tho National Resources Committoo's medium estimato of the
1935 population, persons under 16 constituted 2.9 percent of the total. Data
aro preliminary,

1 Tho census classifios as *‘marrled” all individuals who were inarried and
living apart whother legnlly separated or not. The study olassifies such
persons as “separatad;’’ absence of the spouse for a month or more was cone
sldered to constitute separation. The study also includes unmarried parents
In this classifiention.
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population as a whole, the more so sinco existing
economic and social data for the rural population
are even more fragmentary and limited than data
on urban population.

Purpose and Scope of the Study

The purpose of the study undertaken by the
Social Security Board has been to obtain for this
large and generally representative group of the
population an analysis of family composition and
size in terms of the biological and legal relation-
ships pertinent to consideration of present and
potential measures for social security. Fcr this
purpose, persons in the houscholds canvassed were
classified in torms of ‘“bio-legal’”’ families as defined
below. The definition used in the family compo-
sition study differs from the 1930 census definition
of “private families’’ & in that it was so formulated
as to make it possible to identify, within a house-
hold, the members of the family whose relationship
to the head, by blood or law, constitutes a legal
claim on him for support. The 1930 census
definition of private familiecs, on the other
hand, may include in a family all members of a
household related by blood or marriage even
though the relationship (cousin, niece, nephew,
married sons and daughters, and so on) does not
imply, in social insurance usage, that they are
actual or potential dependents of the head of the
family group.

The family composition study provides the fol-
lowing information for each bio-legal family: its
location by city and State; its farm or nonfarm
origin; the length of time the family has been es-
tablished and the period during which it has lived
in the particular city and house; the number of
intercity moves made by the family in the last
10 years or since its formation; the relationship of
each family to others in the household where there
are two or more bio-legal families in the household ;
number of persons in the family and the number
per family of persons under 16 years of age, of
gainfully occupied persons, and of veterans; the
annual income of the family; data concerning home
ownership, indicating value of home or the rental
paid; number of persons per room; race and nativ-
ity of parents; and for each member of the family
the ago, education, occupation, employment status,
and relationship to the head of the family. 'The

8 Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930, Population, Vol. VI, pp. 5-6.
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Table 4. ~—Distribution by marital status of rural sample
of persons of given age and sex compared with a sim.
ilar distribution of the rural population of the United
States in 1930}

IFamily composition United States

study census
Sox, ago, and 'mnrltnl — -
status Number | Percentage | Number | Percentage
distribu- of distribu.
persons tion persons tion
,,,,, -

Males aged 16-59............ 38, 485 100, 0 {15, 463, 007 100.0
Marefed 2o .. .. 21,467 63.6 | 9,303,623 60.2
Widowed, divorced, or

sopnrated L. .. ...... 1, G67 4.3 627, 631 3.4
Singlo. oo 12, 351 32.1 | 5,631,853 30. 4
i reerng|mymsgr e s —

Females aged 16-50......... 38, 007 100.0 [14, 177, 836 1000
Marrfed ... 26, 985 69.2 | 9,023,724 70.0
Widowed, divorced, or

separated 1. ... 3, 509 9.2 848, 443 6.0
Singlee e 8,413 21.0 | 3,405, 669 24.0
B ey oy S ==

Males aged 60 and over..._. 8,737 100.0 | 2,598,713 100.0
Marrled 3. . I, 6, 349 72.6 | 1,776,080 08.4
Widowed, divoreed, or

separnted .. .. 1,892 21,7 682, 513 2.4
Single..oo oo 400 6.7 0.2
B R | B T et e B S PR

Females aged 60 and over. .. 7,057 100.0 | 2,134,313 100,0
Marrled 3. ... ... 3,827 50.0 | 1,042,380 48.8
Widowed, divorced, or

separated *o_. .. __ . .. 3, 189
Single.ee oo 341

Males aged 65 and over..... o 5,_;1(‘;()-

Mareled 0. ... 3,030 068.4 { 1,084,011 64.0

Widowed, divorced, or
separated Y. . .. .. .. 1, 505 461, 374 2.2
Single........oi. 316 148, 323 8.8
s ] HES =S

Females aged 65 and over. .. 5,063 100,0
Married *. ... .. 2,070 41,0 570, 822 40,6
Widowed, divorced, or

separated ... .. 2,703 5.6 748, 460 53.1
Single... ... .. 221 4.4 91,008 6.4

! Excludes persons of unknown age and persons under 16 years of age.
The proportion of the latter in the rural sample to the total rural population
was 33.2 pereent; tho corresponding percentago In the 1030 census was 36.7,
In tho National Resources Committee's medium estimate of the 1935 popula.
tion, peisons under 168 constituted 31.0 pereent of tho total. Data are
preliminary.

1 Tho census classifles as “married’” all individuals who were married and
living apart whether legally separated or not. The slurl{ classifies such per-
sons ag ‘‘separated’’; absence of the spouse for a month or moro was con-
sidered to constituto separation. 'T'he study also ineludes unmarried parents
in this classification,

information is placed on punch cards so that
any of the items enumerated above can be cross-
tabulated against any other item or items to in-
dicate interrelationships.

Definition of Bio-Legal Family

A “bio-legal” family is defined for purposes of
this study as comprising (1) one or both spouses
and their unmarried children, if any, including
adopted or foster children, living together as a
family unit; or (b) unmarried sisters and/or broth-
ers, including adopted or foster brothers and sis-
ters, living together as a family unit; or (c) per-
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gons living in extra-familial groups, as here defined,
or by themselves, who are considered as separate
one-person families. Among the 740,000 house-
holds canvassed there were nearly 978,600 bio-
legal families, including 931,400 in the urban and
47,200 in the rural snmple.  In the surveyed popu-
lation as a whole and in both the urban and rural
samples there is an average of 1.3 bio-legal fam-
ilies per houschold.

The families enumerated in this study have been
classified in five major categories as follows, accord-
ing to membership and the relationship of the
members to the head:

1. IHusband and wife families. IFamilies with
both spouses, with or without children.

2. INusband or wife families, husband. Families
with only the male spouse, with or without
children.

3. IHusband or wife families, wife. Families
with only the female spouse, with or with-
out children,

4. Nonparent families, male. IFamilies without
either spouse, with an unmarried male as
the head, with or without sisters and/or
brothers.

5. Nonparent families, female. TFamilies with-
out cither spouse, with an unmarried
female as the head, with or without sisters
and/or brothers.

Table 5 shows the numbers of fm];ilies of theso
various types and the numbers of individuals in
such families. Ior hoth the urban and the rural
sample populations, by far the largest number of
persons—76.9 percent and 81.9 percent, respec-
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tively—were in families including both husband
and wife, with or without children. Such families
comprised 59.5 percent of all urban families and
65.5 percent of the families in the rural areas. In
both urban and rural areas, the next largest group,
in terms of the numbers of families and also of

Table 5.—Number of bio-legal families of given typeand
number of persons in such families

Number of famnilies Number of persons

Type of family 1

Total | Urban| Rural | T'atal | Urban | Rural

Total...ooooooo... 078, 648|031, 309| 47, 170(2, 644, 508]2, 504, 104]140, 464
ITusband and wife........ 585, 070|654, 170] 30, 003(2, 041, 4981, 920, 889]118, 100
Husband or wife (hus-

band)..ooccaioiaanon 07,173] 03,5609 8,674 05, 386/ 5,402

100, 848
Husbanaq or wife (wife). .. |183, 095(176, 844] 7, 151 839: 113] 825, 847| 18, 206
Nonparent ?nnlo ........ 00,004| 02,782 8,222] 74,704| 70,084 3,7
Nonparent (female)...._.. 70,297| 73,008 2,320} 88,345] 85,408 2 847

! According to mombership and the relationship of the members to the
head. Data are preliminary.

individuals concerned, was that comprising fam-
ilies in which the wife was the head and the hus-
band was dead or absent. These families include
13.0 percent and 9.4 porcent, respectively, of the
persons comprised in the urban and rural samples,
and represent 19.0 percent and 15.2 percent of the
families in those samples. Families classified
under each of the other three types represent from
3 to 4 percent of the total number of individuals
and from 5 to 8 percent of the total number of
families in the population canvassed.

The next article on the study of family compo-
sition in the United States will consider the
distribution of the families and individuals accord-
ing to economic status.
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