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One in four young mothers in Latin America raises her children without a partner,
yet more than two-thirds do so within extended households, typically with their own
parents. Despite the social implications of single-parent families, it remains unclear
to what extent the prevalence and living arrangements of single mothers have evolved
over recent decades or how they vary by education and partnership status. Using In-
tegrated Public Use of Microdata Series (IPUMS) census microdata from 17 countries
(1963–2020), we show that the share of single mothers has increased over time and
across all educational groups. Most continue to live in extended family households,
with coresidence with parents becoming increasingly common. Living arrangements
of single mothers are strongly stratified: highly educated single mothers are the most
likely to live with their parents, while those with lower education and who have ever
been in a union more frequently live in nuclear households. These findings highlight
the central, yet socially unequal, role of extended family support in the lives of single
mothers in Latin America.

Introduction

In Latin America, roughly one in four mothers between the ages of 25
and 34 is raising children without a coresidential partner. In this work, we
will refer to this group as single mothers. Strikingly, two-thirds of these
women live in extended family households, most often with their parents
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2 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

(Esteve, García-Román, Lesthaeghe 2012). Despite the social significance
of this family pattern, little is known about how both the prevalence of
single motherhood and the household arrangements in which single moth-
ers live are shaped by education (primary, secondary, tertiary) and partner-
ship status (never in union; separated, divorced, widowed; partner absent).
The answer to this question has important implications for understanding
how family solidarity operates in the region and how single mothers or-
ganize their living arrangements. They also speak to the conditions under
which children are raised and to whether different forms of single mothers’
coresidence reproduce patterns of disadvantage or, alternatively, function as
strategies of intergenerational support across all social groups in contexts of
high inequality and informality (Aragao and Villanueva 2021). This study
provides systematic evidence on the gradients by education and partnership
status of single motherhood and living arrangements across Latin American
countries.

To achieve this goal, we draw on census microdata from Integrated
Public Use of Microdata Series International (IPUMS-I; Ruggles et al. 2025)
covering 17 countries in Latin America between 1963 and 2020. We adopt
a regional perspective that highlights country trajectories without delving
into within-region differences. Previous research supports this approach as,
from a global perspective, Latin America is characterized by a relatively
young and stable age at first union and first birth (Fussell and Palloni 2004;
López Ruiz, Spijker, Esteve 2011); a long-standing prevalence of consensual
unions, a pattern that has expanded in recent decades (Covre-Sussai et al.
2015; Esteve, Lesthaeghe, López-Gay 2012); high levels of union dissolution
(Ruiz-Vallejo and Solsona i Pairó 2020); and transitions to adulthood that
often occur within extended households (Becca and Esteve 2025). These
patterns are broadly shared across countries, as are most of the results we
present in this study.

We focus on single mothers between ages 25 and 34 and classify them
according to their living arrangements: those who live only with their chil-
dren (nuclear arrangement); those who live with their children and at least
one of their parents (extended with parents); and those who live with their
children and other relatives or nonrelatives, but not with their parents (ex-
tended without parents). Although census data provide only cross-sectional
observations, they offer unparalleled temporal and geographical coverage
for cross-national analysis and contain sufficient information to approxi-
mate pathways into single motherhood and associated living arrangements.

The article begins by presenting key figures that highlight both the
significance and the growing prevalence of single motherhood in the
region. We briefly discuss the structural factors that underlie these trends,
although they are not the primary focus of this study. The paper proceeds
by describing the family configurations of single mothers and outlining
the central research questions, which explore differences by education and
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FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 3

partnership status. The following sections describe the data sources and
analytical strategy and present findings from the descriptive analyses and re-
gressionmodels. The paper concludes with a discussion and final reflections.

Background

Single motherhood in Latin America

Most Latin American countries share a set of distinctive family patterns that
contribute to the high proportion of relatively young women raising their
children without a partner. Early ages at first union and first birth coincide
with a high prevalence of informal unions and union dissolution (Castro-
Martin 2002; Ruiz-Vallejo and Solsona i Pairó 2020). The combination of
these factors results in a large number of women who become mothers
before age 30, many of whom raise their children without a coresidential
partner (Laplante, Castro Martín, and Cortina 2018). This constitutes a dis-
tinctive pattern at the global level, which can be illustrated using data from
the Global Living Arrangements Database (GLAD) (Galeano and Esteve
2025). A brief look at recent GLAD data shows that, among women aged
30 who live with children, whether in nuclear or extended households,
the share who coreside with their own children as single mothers ranges
from 17 percent to 40 percent across countries, with a regional average of
26 percent. These levels are higher than in any other region of the world.
In Europe, for example, the regional average reaches 17 percent, with the
highest country-level value at 29, while in Asia less than 12 percent of
women raise children without a partner. In Africa, despite South Africa
and Botswana having levels of single motherhood above 50 percent, the
regional average in recent decades is 24, with the highest values largely
attributable to elevated adult mortality.

Moreover, the share of single mothers in Latin American countries
has risen over recent decades, a trend also observed in other regions of the
world, such as Asia (Raymo et al. 2014; Raymo and Zhou 2012), North
America (Dunifon, Ziol-Guest, and Kopko 2014; Elliott, Powell, and Bren-
ton 2015; McLanahan and Percheski 2008; Osborne andMcLanahan 2007),
Europe (Härkönen 2017; Hogendoorn and Härkönen 2023), and Africa
(Adewoyin et al. 2022). Previous research has already documented the
rise in single motherhood (Esteve, García-Román, Lesthaeghe 2012; UN
Women 2019), but trends can now be updated with more recent data and a
broader set of countries. Using the census microdata that will be described
in detail in the methodological section, we constructed Figure 1 to provide
context on the levels and continuous rise in the proportion of women with-
out a coresidential partner among those aged 25–34 living with their chil-
dren. The data reveal a generalized increase across all countries, with a rela-
tively uniform pace of growth that has nonetheless preserved cross-national
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4 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

FIGURE 1 Proportion of single mothers among mothers aged 25–34 who
coreside with their children in 17 Latin American countries, by census year

NOTE: Single motherhood is measured as the weighted proportion of mothers not residing with a partner,
among all mothers, in each country-year sample.
SOURCE: Census microdata (IPUMS-I).

differences. For illustrative purposes, several countries are highlighted (see
Online Appendix T1 for country–year values). Among the 17 countries for
which data are available between 1963 and 2020, the absolute increase in
single motherhood ranged from 1 percentage point in Colombia to 12 per-
centage points in Mexico.

The reasons underlying trends in single motherhood are potentially
diverse and call for a closer examination of the trajectories that may lead
women into this situation. We distinguish three primary pathways.

The first, and most common, involves union dissolution among
women with children. While ages at first union and first birth have re-
mained relatively stable, rates of union dissolution have risen steadily across
the region. This increase has occurred alongside a marked expansion of
consensual unions at the expense of marriage (Esteve, Castro-Martín, and
Castro Torres 2022). Consensual unions have historically exhibited higher
risks of dissolution (Cerrutti and Binstock 2009; Esteve, Castro Torres, and
Becca 2025; Pérez Amador 2008; Ruiz-Vallejo and Solsona i Pairó 2020),
which likely contributed to growing family instability. The case of Colom-
bia illustrates the sustained rise in dissolution for both consensual and
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FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 5

marital unions, with consistently higher rates among the former. According
to Colombian DHS data analyzed in Ruiz’s dissertation (Ruiz-Vallejo 2018),
the share of consensual unions that dissolve within 10 years increased
from 34 percent to 47 percent between the cohorts of union formed before
1991 and after 2004. Similar patterns are reported for Mexico (Quilodrán
Salgado and Arrieta-Arrieta 2022), Uruguay (Cabella 2010), Brazil (Leone
and Hinde 2007), and other countries in the region. Thus, the persistence
of relatively early ages at first union and first birth, combined with rising
union instability, has likely played a central role in the increase in single
motherhood.

The second pathway includes women who have had children and live
with them without ever having coresided with a partner. These women en-
ter single motherhood from the time of pregnancy. Latin America has long
been characterized by high levels of adolescent fertility, a substantial share
of which occurs outside stable unions (Garbett et al. 2025; Lima, Zeman,
and Nathan 2021; Neal et al. 2018; Rodriguez Vignoli and Cavenaghi 2014).
Castro-Martín and colleagues estimated that, across several Latin American
countries, 7 percent of births in 1970 occurred outside a union, compared
with 15 percent in 2000 (Castro-Martín et al. 2011; Laplante, CastroMartín,
and Cortina 2018). As fertility has fallen, the relative contribution of these
women to the single-mother population may have increased. Identifying
this pathway in census and survey data is challenging, given the absence of
retrospective or longitudinal information, although marital status provides
a partial approximation.

The third pathway concerns womenwho live with their childrenwhile
their partners are absent due to migration or residence elsewhere. In Latin
America, partner absence related to internal and international migration
may contribute to the rise in single motherhood (Creighton, Park, and
Teruel 2009). These women are formally in a union but assume parent-
ing responsibilities within the household without a coresidential partner. In
this situation, remittances from partners may improve their economic well-
being (Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo 2010; Sana and Massey 2005), thus
increasing the opportunities for independent living compared to divorced
or never partnered mothers (DeWaard, Nobles, and Donato 2018). At the
same time, partner migration could also be disruptive, elevating the risk
of union dissolution due to financial strain or prolonged separation (Lind-
strom, Hernández-Jabalera, and Saucedo 2021). As with the previous path-
ways, capturing this process in census data is challenging. In the absence
of longitudinal information, combining household composition with mari-
tal status offers the most realistic approximation to partnered mothers who
raise their children with absent partners.

The family dynamics underlying the three pathways discussed
above are strongly stratified by social class. Years of schooling offer the
most direct and common way to approximate such social differences.
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6 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

Educational attainment in Latin America continues to reflect substantial
social inequalities, and despite the marked educational expansion of recent
decades, most transitions to adulthood remain strongly differentiated by ed-
ucation (Batyra 2016; Blanco, Solís, and Robles 2014; Rios-Neto, Miranda-
Ribeiro, and Miranda-Ribeiro 2018). A large body of research shows that
higher levels of schooling are associated with later union formation and
childbearing (Batyra 2020; Lima, Zeman, and Nathan 2021; Pesando et al.
2021). However, increases in schooling have not translated into significant
delays in the age at first union or first birth at the population level (Es-
teve, López-Ruiz, and Spijker 2013). This apparent paradox, often referred
to as the “stability paradox,” suggests that improvements in educational at-
tainment have not fundamentally altered the timing of family formation
but rather have reproduced social inequalities at higher average levels of
schooling (Castro Torres 2021).

Educational gradients in family dynamics are visible across multiple
dimensions. Women with lower levels of education have historically faced
higher chances of entering unions through cohabitation, faster transitions
into motherhood, and greater risks of union dissolution (Batyra and Kohler
2022). Although recent evidence points to a gradual convergence in fam-
ily patterns across social strata (Esteve, Castro-Martín, and Castro Torres
2022; Laplante et al. 2015), educational differences still persist. At the same
time, many family behaviors that were once concentrated among the least
educated have progressively extended to more highly educated groups.
The expansion of cohabitation is a clear example of this diffusion. The
rise in nonmarital cohabitation, although likely driven by different mean-
ings and motivations among more advantaged groups (Covre-Sussai et al.
2015), has been particularly pronounced among highly educated women
(Esteve, Lesthaeghe, and López-Gay 2012; Rios-Neto, Miranda-Ribeiro, and
Miranda-Ribeiro 2018). In line with this trend, nonmarital childbearing
has also increased among women with higher education, reaching approxi-
mately 25 percent of births to tertiary-educated women across several coun-
tries by the early 2000s (Castro-Martín et al. 2011).

Despite existing differences by educational level in the share of young
women who are partnered and have children, an important finding of this
study is that the proportion of mothers raising their children without a
coresidential partner has increased across all educational groups. In rela-
tive terms, the rise has been most pronounced among women with sec-
ondary and tertiary education. Moreover, when looking at the most recent
data points, educational differences have narrowed, with the levels of single
motherhood observed among university-educated women now approach-
ing, and even exceeding, those of women with only primary schooling.
These trends are clearly illustrated in Figure 2, which shows the proportion
of single mothers among women aged 25–34 who live with their children,
by educational attainment. Single motherhood is therefore a phenomenon
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FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 7

FIGURE 2 Trends in the proportion of single mothers among mothers aged
25–34 who coreside with their children by educational attainment in 17 Latin
American countries, by census year

NOTE: Primary or less include less than primary and primary completed; secondary and tertiary education refer
to completed levels.
SOURCE: Census microdata (IPUMS-I).

that affects all educational strata. The question that follows, however, is
whether the living arrangements of these groups differ from one another,
and whether such differences persist once we account for factors that may
explain them, such as the varying weight of the pathways described earlier
within each educational group. In the next section, we turn to the issue of
living arrangements.

Single mothers’ living arrangements and intergenerational support

We began this article by noting that approximately two-thirds of single
mothers in Latin America live in extended households (Esteve, García-
Román, and Lesthaeghe 2012), coresiding with members of their extended
families. In most cases, these are their own parents, who play a central role
in the provision of childcare (Aragao and Villanueva 2021). Intergenera-
tional coresidence between two adult generations is a common feature of
family systems characterized by strong intergenerational ties (Becca, Esteve,
and Castro Torres 2025; Hogendoorn and Härkönen 2023; Raymo and Zhou
2012). It often constitutes a normative form of intergenerational support,
typically expressed through shared housing and pooled resources among
relatives (Reyes 2020). Extended households represent an adaptive family
strategy, in which intergenerational transfers of resources may contribute
to the well-being of all family members (Bengtson 2001; Bianchi 2014).
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8 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

The most extensively studied forms of intergenerational coresidence
are those typically associated with patrilocal family systems, in which filial
obligations establish stable patterns of coresidence between adult children,
especially sons, and their parents, and often involve two adult couples living
together and are commonly found across several Asian contexts (Dai, Es-
teve, García-Román 2025). Such systems have historically contrasted with
settings where neolocal residence predominates, raising ongoing debates
about whether patrilocality reflects deeply rooted cultural norms or func-
tional adaptations to economic conditions (Becca and Esteve 2025; Gruijters
and Ermisch 2019). Latin America, given its mestizo heritage, does not fit
neatly within either framework (Cuno 2010), and extended households in
the region are generally understood to arise less from culturally prescribed
patrilocal norms and more from material need and adversity (De Vos 1987,
517).

In the case of women raising children without a coresidential partner,
whether or not such a partner ever existed, coresidence with other relatives,
typically their own parents, is particularly widespread and plays a central
role in everyday family organization. This pattern is common across much
of the Global South. Nevertheless, data from the GLAD (Galeano and Es-
teve 2025) confirm that Latin America is the only region where the preva-
lence of extended living arrangements among single mothers consistently
exceeds 50 percent in all countries. Evidence from other sources further
underscores this pronounced regional contrast. For instance, intergener-
ational coresidence among single mothers in Europe varies substantially,
from 0 percent to 6 percent in Northern and Western countries to 13–
39 percent in Southern and Eastern Europe (Hogendoorn and Härkönen
2023). In Japan, roughly one in three single mothers lives with their parents
(Raymo and Zhou 2012), compared with about 20 percent and 10 percent
in Taiwan and Korea, respectively (Chen 2016; Park, Choi, and Jo 2016).
In the United States, Pilkauskas and Cross (2018) estimate that 20 percent
of unmarried mothers and 10 percent of children of separated, divorced,
or widowed women reside in multigenerational households. Against this
comparative backdrop, Latin America stands out: intergenerational coresi-
dence among single mothers is not merely common but a defining feature
of family organization in the region, reaching around 70 percent in most
contexts (Esteve, García-Román, and Lesthaeghe 2012). Longitudinal data
for Mexico show that more than two-thirds of extended households among
single mothers are formed at the moment of union dissolution (Trias-Prats,
Floridi, and Esteve 2026). Among Mexican women born in the 1980s, over
half move into an extended household in the same year they become single
mothers, according to previous research based on retrospective data from
the Encuesta Demográfica Retrospectiva (EDER) (Becca and Esteve 2026).

For single mothers, coresidential arrangements can substantially miti-
gate the economic, temporal, and emotional strains associated with raising
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FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 9

children without a partner (Shirahase and Raymo 2014). Living with ex-
tended family members provides an important source of support, as single
mothers typically shoulder both caregiving and breadwinning responsibil-
ities (Guarin et al. 2025; Hogendoorn and Härkönen 2023). Intergenera-
tional coresidence with parents or other relatives can buffer these pres-
sures by pooling resources and sharing childcare, thereby improving the
well-being of mothers and their children (Amorim, Dunifon, and Pilka-
uskas 2017; Guarin et al. 2025). A growing body of research, particularly
in the United States, also highlights potential benefits for children: those
living with single mothers and grandparents have access to greater eco-
nomic resources, perform better in school, and are more likely to enroll
in college compared to children living solely with a single parent (Deleire
and Kalil 2002; Pohl, Batyra, and Esteve 2026; Sun and Li 2002). Evidence
from Latin America points in a similar direction. Previous work shows that
children growing up with a single mother, whether or not other extended
kin are present, perform better in school and exhibit higher levels of school
participation than those living with unmarried cohabiting parents (Esteve,
Castro Torres, and Becca 2025). Likewise, female-headed households are
not necessarily associated with more precarious material conditions than
other household types (Liu, Esteve, and Treviño 2017). These findings
challenge traditional perspectives that link single motherhood to poverty
and adverse child outcomes (McLanahan and Percheski 2008; Thomson,
Hanson, and McLanahan 1994), particularly when analyses do not in-
corporate mediating mechanisms such as intergenerational support and
coresidence.

While these patterns underscore the importance of intergenerational
coresidence as a key mechanism of support for single mothers, the extent
to which such arrangements can materialize depends fundamentally on
the availability of kin with whom to share a household. In other words,
even when the need for support is high and the benefits of coresidence
are clear, single mothers’ living arrangements are ultimately shaped by the
demographic opportunities and constraints of their kin networks. Fertil-
ity declines across all education levels have reduced household size and
the number of lateral kin, such as siblings, aunts, and uncles (Alburez-
Gutierrez, Williams, and Caswell 2023; Becca, Esteve, and Castro Torres
2025). In contrast, declining mortality and rising life expectancy (Martinez
et al. 2021) have increased the availability of vertical kin, such as parents
and grandparents, with whom single mothers now share more years of life
(Settles et al. 2009). Improvements in healthy life expectancy also mean
that parents remain able to provide childcare for longer periods (Alburez-
Gutierrez, Mason, and Zagheni 2021). At the same time, intergenerational
coresidence will depend not only on kin availability but also on competing
demands for familial support. For instance, parents with multiple adult chil-
dren may have limited capacity to support all of them (Lawson and Mace
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10 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

2009), and single mothers with larger numbers of children may face hous-
ing constraints that reduce the feasibility of shared living arrangements.

Variation in extended households by education and partnership status

Building on the importance of single mothers in Latin America and the
prevalence of extended households among them, this study examines
whether coresidence patterns vary by education and partnership trajecto-
ries, and whether these patterns have changed over time. While our data
do not allow for causal inference, they can reveal associations and patterns
that have not yet been documented. To date, no research has systematically
examined how single mothers’ living arrangements are stratified by educa-
tion, partnership status, and household type across countries in the region,
or how these patterns have evolved over time.

We first consider the nature of living arrangements. Has the proportion
of single mothers living in extended households changed, and how has the
composition of these households evolved, particularly regarding the pres-
ence of parents versus other adults? In the context of demographic change,
including declining fertility, increased parental survival, and shrinking ex-
tended families, we expect parents to play a relatively larger role in extended
households compared to more complex arrangements.

Coresidence strategies are likely to vary by partnership status. If eco-
nomic disadvantage shapes living arrangements, we would expect to find
differences between single mothers who identify as single, who likely never
coresided with a partner in a stable union, and those who are separated, di-
vorced, widowed, or in union with an absent partner. The latter group may
be more likely to have maintained an independent nuclear household with
children following union dissolution or the partner’s migration and to be
receiving economic support.

Educational stratification may also shape living arrangements in com-
plex ways. Less-educated single mothers may relymore on extended house-
holds due to economic constraints, yet their families may have fewer re-
sources or face greater competition for support (Lawson and Mace 2009).
Conversely, higher educated single mothers may be better positioned to live
independently, but their families may also have greater capacity to provide
coresidential support or to offset the opportunity costs associated with rais-
ing children without a partner. Although single motherhood has increased
across all educational groups, suggesting some convergence in family be-
haviors, pathways into single motherhood remain stratified by education
and social class (Castro Torres 2021).

While fully verifying these assumptions is difficult, they have been ap-
proximated using longitudinal data, for example, with the EDER in Mexico
(Coubès, Solís, and Zavala de Cosío 2017; Zavala De Cosío and Sebille 2023).
Prior research on Mexico using EDER indicates that coresidence is not only
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FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 11

a strategy of the disadvantaged: better educated single mothers, and par-
ticularly those who have never partnered, are more likely to coreside with
parents at the onset of single motherhood (Becca and Esteve 2025; Trias-
Prats, Floridi, and Esteve 2026). Drawing on these assumptions and prior
findings, we expect single mothers’ living arrangements in Latin America
to be stratified by both education and partnership status.

Together, these considerations motivate our central research ques-
tions: How has the composition of extended households changed over time?
How do living arrangements of single mothers vary by education and part-
nership status? And how do education and partnership trajectories intersect
to shape patterns of intergenerational support? While we cannot establish
causal links, analyzing these associations can clarify some mechanisms un-
derlying the variation in living arrangements of single mothers in contem-
porary Latin America.

Data and methods

Data and classification of living arrangements typologies

We use harmonized census microdata from the IPUMS-I project (Ruggles
et al. 2025), which allows for comparative studies over time and across
countries, with the earliest data dating back to the 1960s and 1970s. Our
sample pools 62 census datasets from 17 countries spanning five decades, as
shown in Figure 3, and focuses on women aged 25–34 who reside with at
least one child but do not coreside with a partner. For our analysis, we select
all private household, including a single mother. Single mothers are defined
as women in this age range who live with at least one child without a cores-
idential partner, regardless of marital status. This age range was chosen be-
cause, in Latin America, themean age at first birth is relatively early, somost
women have already transitioned into motherhood and are at risk of be-
coming single mothers. Women younger than age 25 are excluded because
adolescent and early fertility are strongly associated with extended coresi-
dence, whichwould inflate the prevalence of such arrangements for reasons
primarily related to age rather than to the socioeconomic and partnership
characteristics central to our analysis. Selecting this range also minimizes
cohort overlap, given that censuses are typically conducted at intervals of
at least 10 years, while maximizing the proportion of women who have
completed their educational trajectories, particularly at the tertiary level.
Variations in the age groups selected may affect the absolute levels of single
motherhood, but they do not alter the overall patterns or the educational
and partnership gradients that we illustrate here. To identify women who
coreside with their children, we use pointer variables derived from house-
hold members’ relationships (Sobek and Kennedy 2009). Pointer variables
are individual-level variables that combine information on the relationship
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12 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

FIGURE 3 IPUMS samples of census microdata by country and decade used
in this analysis

SOURCE: Census microdata (IPUMS-I).

of each household member to the reference person with basic demograph-
ics, like age, sex, andmarital status. Specifically, we use NCHILD (number of
own children in the household) to determine whether a woman coresides
with her children, and the partner location variable SPLOC, to determine
whether a woman’s partner is present, with a value of 0 indicating that the
partner is absent.

Once the reference population has been identified, the next step is
to classify women according to their living arrangements. We distinguish
three typologies: (1) nuclear, consisting of women who live only with their
children; (2) extendedwith parents, including womenwho live with at least
one child and at least one of their parents, with other extended kin possibly
present; and (3) extended without parents, grouping women who live with
at least one child and at least one other relative, but with neither parent
present.

To construct these typologies, we use pointer variables and the house-
hold classification provided by IPUMS. The most relevant pointer variables
indicate whether the respondent lives with a partner (SPLOC), information
already used to identify single mothers, and whether they live with their
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FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 13

father (POPLOC) or mother (MOMLOC). The household classification is a
constructed variable that describes the composition of the household based
on members’ relationship to the head and position pointer variables. It in-
cludes 12 possible categories, some of which are particularly relevant for this
study, such as “single-parent family” or “extended family, relatives only.”
Single mothers living in households classified as “single-parent family” are
assigned to the nuclear category. For single mothers living in extended
households with at least one parent present, we use the MOMLOC and
POPLOC variables to identify whether a parent resides in the household.
Finally, for the third group (extended without parents), we exclude those
already classified in the first two categories and cross-check household
composition using the IPUMS-I household classification variable, including
categories such as “extended family, relatives only,” “composite household,
family and nonrelatives,” and “nonfamily household.”

In the end, our sample includes 2,131,170 observations, representing
approximately 21 million single mothers across five decades and 17 Latin
American countries.

Key individual characteristics and controls

In this section, we describe the individual-level variables used to examine
single mothers’ living arrangements, focusing on both the main predictors
of interest, education and partnership status, and relevant controls. Educa-
tional level, based on the harmonized IPUMS variable EDATTAN, serves as
our main predictor, as family trajectories in Latin America remain strongly
stratified by education and social class. For clarity, incomplete and complete
primary education are combined into a single category (“primary or less”),
while secondary and tertiary categories refer to completed education.

Partnership status, proxied by marital status and based on the harmo-
nized IPUMS variable MARST, is categorized into three groups to capture
different pathways into single motherhood. The first group, never in union,
includes single mothers who have never experienced either a legal or con-
sensual union, serving as a proxy for out-of-union births. The second group
combines separated, divorced, and widowed single mothers, who have ex-
perienced a partnership that ended either through union dissolution or the
partner’s death. The third category, partner absent, refers to single mothers
who are currently in a partnership but do not coreside with their partner,
reflecting situations such as partner out-migration, particularly relevant in
countries with high emigration rates (e.g., Venezuela, Mexico, Nicaragua).

We also include control variables to account for factors that may in-
fluence living arrangements. Age is treated categorically, with two five-year
groups (25–29 and 30–34). Household composition is captured through the
number of resident children (1, 2, or 3+) and the age of the youngest child
(0–4, 5–9, 10–14, 15+), as a proxy for child dependency. Employment status
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14 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

distinguisheswomenwho are employed from thosewho are unemployed or
economically inactive, providing a broad measure of labor market participa-
tion. We acknowledge that employment alone does not necessarily indicate
higher living standards and that more detailed occupational information is
unavailable across all samples.

Table 1 reports the samples, number of cases, and variables included in
this study. It presentsmean values for each variable alongwith the range ob-
served across available samples within each decade. In total, the data com-
prises 2,131,170 observations drawn from 17 countries over five decades.
Country-level details are provided in Online Appendix T2. The descriptive
patterns confirm the expansion of educational attainment across the re-
gion and the increase in the distribution of separated, divorced, or widowed
mothers. Those never in union remained relatively stable, while the propor-
tion of mothers with absent partners decreased over the decades. The age
composition of single mothers has remained fairly stable. Most single moth-
ers reside in urban areas. The share of single mothers with only one child
has increased over time, reflecting declining fertility levels in the region.
Finally, the percentage of single mothers who are employed has risen over
the decades.

Analytical strategy

In the first part of the analysis, we present descriptive trends on the preva-
lence of single mothers among the three typologies of living arrangements
and change over time. Then we break this prevalence down by education
and partnership status to compare groups and change over time.

In the second part of the analysis, we explore how educational back-
ground and partnership status are associated with different living arrange-
ments typologies among single mothers. Our analytical strategy follows a
hierarchical two-stage process. We fit two binary logistic regression mod-
els with country-fixed effects to account for unobserved country-specific
characteristics. In the first stage (outcome 1), we model the probability of a
single mother living in an extended household, of any type (extended with
parents and extended without parents are grouped), as opposed to living
in nuclear. Here, we aim to understand how single mothers’ education and
pathway into single motherhood explain differences between extended and
non-extended typologies.

In the second stage (outcome 2), conditional on living in an extended
household, we model the probability of living in an extended household
with parents, as opposed to living in extendedwithout parents (singlemoth-
ers living in nuclear are not included).With this model, we narrow our anal-
ysis by modeling only the extended typologies of living arrangements. We
control for all other abovementioned variables, andwe report results in odds
ratios. All estimations are weighted by census person-weights, and models
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are estimated using the Survey package in R for the analysis of complex
survey samples (Lumley 2004). Because there could be more than one sin-
gle mother living together, we cluster single mothers in households. More
than 75 percent live in separate households; thus, this unlikely biases our
estimates.

When designing the analysis, we faced the choice between estimating
a single model including all countries with country fixed effects or run-
ning separate models for each country. The second approach would gen-
erate a much larger number of results, while the first is simpler but limits
some country-specific insights. Preliminary country-specific analyses indi-
cate that the direction of the results is consistent across countries and that
the stratification patterns we present do not vary substantially by country.
For this reason, we opted to estimate a single pooled model, reinforcing
the idea that certain family patterns are common across Latin America, as
previous studies on family dynamics have also shown.

Results

Time trend in single mothers’ living arrangements typologies

Figure 4 shows the distribution of single mothers in Latin America by typol-
ogy of living arrangement. Panels correspond to the three typologies, and
within each panel the values from the earliest and latest sample for each
country are displayed, with exact sample years shown in brackets after the
country name. Solid purple circles represent the latest sample, while black-
outlined circles indicate the earliest, allowing for straightforward compari-
son over time. Countries are ordered by the values of the latest sample for
single mothers living in extended-with-parents arrangements. The results
show that the proportion of single mothers living in nuclear (only children)
households does not exceed 50 percent in any country or year observed.
Thus, the data confirm that most single mothers reside in extended house-
holds, and the balance between nuclear and extended arrangements has re-
mained relatively stable over time. Uruguay, Costa Rica, and Mexico stand
out as the countries with the largest shifts. In Uruguay and Costa Rica, the
share of single mothers living in nuclear households increased by at least
13 percentage points, whereas in Mexico it decreased by approximately 14
points.

This stability over time between nuclear and extended households
does not apply to the two types of extended living arrangements. First, the
most common extended arrangement is coresidence with parents, while ex-
tended households without parents are generally less frequent and repre-
sent the least common option overall. Inmany countries, livingwith parents
accounts for more than 50 percent of all single mothers, and it is the form of
extended living that has either grown the most or remained stable. In fact,
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18 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

FIGURE 4 Share of single mothers by living arrangement, country, and
earliest and latest census year available

SOURCE: Census microdata (IPUMS-I).

the share of single mothers living with parents has increased in nine coun-
tries. In contrast, there has been a widespread decline in the proportion of
single mothers living in extended households without parents in almost all
countries. Overall, we find that the prevalence of extended households has
remained stable throughout the study period and continues to be a widely
used strategy among single mothers, especially in the context of rising single
motherhood at these ages. However, we also observe changes in the nature
of these arrangements, marked by a growing presence of parents compared
to earlier decades.

Living arrangements by education and partnership status

Figure 5 shows the proportion of single mothers in each typology of living
arrangements by educational attainment. As in Figure 4, we compare values
from the earliest and the latest census samples available. Two main results
emerge. First, there are significant differences by education. The share of
single mothers living with their parents is higher at higher levels of educa-
tion, whereas the share living in nuclear households, without other adult
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FIGURE 5 Cross-country distribution of single mothers’ living arrangements
by educational attainment in the earliest and latest census years

SOURCE: Census microdata (IPUMS-I).

members, declines as education rises. By contrast, no clear educational gra-
dient appears among single mothers living in extended households without
their parents. Second, educational differences in living arrangements re-
main relatively stable over time. Consistent with Figure 4, we observe an
expansion of extended living with parents and a decline in extended house-
holds without parents across all educational groups.

Figure 6 presents the cross-country distribution of the share of single
mothers in each living arrangement typology by partnership status: never
in union, separated/divorced/widowed, and partner absent. As before, we
compare the earliest and latest census observations available for each coun-
try. Two main findings emerge. First, as in the case of education, there
are clear differences by partnership status. Never-in-union mothers are the
most likely to live with their parents and the least likely to live indepen-
dently, whereas mothers in unions whose partners are absent, as well as
those who were ever in a union (separated, divorced, or widowed), show
higher levels of residential independence and a lower tendency to live with
their parents than never-in-union mothers. Differences by partnership sta-
tus in the likelihood of living in extended households without parents are
less pronounced. Second, the overall pattern remains relatively stable over
time.
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20 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

FIGURE 6 Cross-country distribution of single mothers’ living arrangements
by partnership status in the earliest and latest census years

SOURCE: Census microdata (IPUMS-I).

Factors associated with single mothers’ living arrangement types

Table 2 reports the estimates from two binary logistic regressionmodels. The
first two columns represent results for Model 1 and Model 2 (M1 and M2),
whose dependent variable (outcome 1) is living any typology of extended
living arrangements ( = 1), compared to living in nuclear ( = 0). The last
two columns correspond to the second set of models, Model 3 and Model
4 (M3 and M4), whose outcome variable (outcome 2) is living in extended
with parents ( = 1) as opposed to living in extended without parents ( = 0).
For outcome 2, single mothers living in nuclear are excluded from the anal-
ysis. M1 and M3 include only education, partnership status, and decade as
predictors, while M2 and M4 add the full set of controls described in the
Data and Methods section. References categories are reported in brackets.
Coefficients are expressed in odds ratios with 95 percent confidence inter-
vals. Odds ratios below 1 indicate a lower likelihood of the outcome, and
those above 1 a higher likelihood, compared to the respective reference
category. We opted for two sequential binary logistic models, rather than a
single multinomial regression, because of our interest in a hierarchical com-
parison. In the first stage, we place the focus on the differences between
living in extended and non-extended typologies. In the second stage, we
disaggregate the extended typologies to narrow our results and identify the
characteristics associated with each one.

 17284457, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/padr.70075 by M

PI 368 D
em

ographic R
esearch, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/10/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 21

T
A
B
L
E
2

L
o
gi
st
ic

re
gr

es
si
o
n
re

su
lt
s
(o

d
d
s
ra

ti
o
s)

p
re

d
ic
ti
n
g
th

e
li
k
el
ih
o
o
d
o
f
li
v
in
g
in

an
ex

te
n
d
ed

v
er

su
s
a
n
u
cl
ea

r
h
o
u
se

h
o
ld

(M
o
d
el
s
1
an

d
2)

an
d
o
f
li
v
in
g
in

an
ex

te
n
d
ed

h
o
u
se

h
o
ld

w
it
h
p
ar

en
ts

v
er

su
s
w
it
h
o
u
t
p
ar

en
ts

(M
o
d
el
s
3
an

d
4)

O
u
tc
om

e
1
(A
n
y
ex
te
n
d
ed

=
1
)

O
u
tc
om

e
2
[E
xt
en
d
ed

w
it
h
p
a
re
n
ts

=
1
)

M
1a

M
2b

M
3a

M
42

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

In
te
rc
ep

t
2
.5
2

[2
.4
5
,
2
.5
9
]

4
.7
7

[4
.6
1
,
4
.9
3
]

3
.9
3

[3
.7
8
,
4
.0
9
]

3
.5
4

[3
.3
9
,
3
.7
0
]

D
ec
ad

e
1
9
6
0
–1

9
7
0
s

1
.2
7

[1
.2
5
,
1
.3
0
]

1
.3
9

[1
.3
7
,
1
.4
2
]

0
.3
3

[0
.3
2
,
0
.3
4
]

0
.2
7

[0
.2
7
,
0
.2
8
]

1
9
8
0
s

1
.4
3

[1
.4
1
,
1
.4
5
]

1
.4
7

[1
.4
5
,
1
.4
9
]

0
.6
7

[0
.6
6
,
0
.6
8
]

0
.6
6

[0
.6
5
,
0
.6
7
]

1
9
9
0
s

1
.1
1

[1
.0
7
,
1
.1
4
]

1
.1
2

[1
.0
9
,
1
.1
6
]

0
.8
5

[0
.8
2
,
0
.8
8
]

0
.8
8

[0
.8
4
,
0
.9
2
]

20
00

(r
ef
.)

-
-

-
-

2
0
1
0
–2

0
2
0
s

1
.0
9

[1
.0
7
,
1
.1
0
]

1
.0
9

[1
.0
7
,
1
.1
1
]

1
.2
2

[1
.1
9
,
1
.2
5
]

1
.2
4

[1
.2
1
,
1
.2
7
]

E
d
u
ca
ti
o
n
al

le
ve

l
(r
ef
.p
ri
m
ar
y
or
le
ss
)

S
ec
o
n
d
ar
y

1
.5
1

[1
.4
7
,
1
.5
5
]

1
.2
4

[1
.2
0
,
1
.2
7
]

1
.4
3

[1
.3
9
,
1
.4
7
]

1
.5
0

[1
.4
5
,
1
.5
4
]

Te
rt
ia
ry

1
.5
5

[1
.4
8
,
1
.6
2
]

1
.2
1

[1
.1
5
,
1
.2
8
]

1
.5
2

[1
.4
0
,
1
.6
4
]

1
.6
5

[1
.5
2
,
1
.7
9
]

M
ar
it
al

S
ta
tu

s
(r
ef
.
n
ev
er
in

u
n
io
n
)

S
ep

/D
iv
/W

id
0
.3
9

[0
.3
8
,
0
.4
0
]

0
.4
9

[0
.4
8
,
0
.5
1
]

0
.7
1

[0
.6
8
,
0
.7
3
]

0
.7
4

[0
.7
1
,
0
.7
6
]

P
ar
tn
er

ab
se
n
t

0
.4
3

[0
.4
1
,
0
.4
4
]

0
.4
8

[0
.4
6
,
0
.5
0
]

0
.4
2

[0
.4
0
,
0
.4
4
]

0
.3
9

[0
.3
7
,
0
.4
1
]

A
ge

(r
ef
.2
5–
29
)

3
0
–3

4
0
.6
4

[0
.6
3
,
0
.6
6
]

0
.7
8

[0
.7
5
,
0
.8
0
]

U
rb
an

/r
u
ra
l
re
si
d
en

ce
(r
ef
.u
rb
an

)
R
u
ra
l

0
.9
0

[0
.8
8
,
0
.9
3
]

1
.3
4

[1
.2
9
,
1
.4
0
]

/.
..

 17284457, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/padr.70075 by M

PI 368 D
em

ographic R
esearch, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/10/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



22 LIVING ARRANGEMENTS OF SINGLE MOTHERS IN LATIN AMERICA

T
A
B
L
E
2

(C
o
n
ti
n
u
ed

)
O
u
tc
om

e
1
(A
n
y
ex
te
n
d
ed

=
1
)

O
u
tc
om

e
2
[E
xt
en
d
ed

w
it
h
p
a
re
n
ts

=
1
)

M
1a

M
2b

M
3a

M
42

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

O
R

[C
I
95

%
]

N
u
m
be

r
o
f
ch

il
d
re
n
(r
ef
.1

)
2

0
.5
5

[0
.5
3
,
0
.5
6
]

0
.9
8

[0
.9
5
,
1
.0
2
]

3
+

0
.3
3

[0
.3
2
,
0
.3
5
]

0
.9
2

[0
.8
8
,
0
.9
7
]

A
ge

o
f
yo

u
n
ge

st
ch

il
d
(r
ef
.0
–4

)
5
–9

0
.8
5

[0
.8
3
,
0
.8
7
]

0
.9
9

[0
.9
6
,
1
.0
3
]

1
0
–1

4
0
.7
2

[0
.7
0
,
0
.7
5
]

0
.9
0

[0
.8
6
,
0
.9
5
]

1
5
+

0
.6
2

[0
.5
9
,
0
.6
7
]

0
.5
4

[0
.4
9
,
0
.5
9
]

E
m
p
lo
ym

en
t
st
at
u
s
(r
ef
.e
m
pl
oy
ed
)

U
n
em

p
lo
ye

d
/i
n
ac
ti
ve

1
.3
0

[1
.2
7
,
1
.3
3
]

1
.1
3

[1
.1
0
,
1
.1
7
]

N
(u

n
w
ei
gh

te
d
)

2
,0
9
5
,5
4
9

2
,0
2
4
,9
7
9

1
,3
5
9
,2
1
4

1
,3
1
1
,8
5
5

D
ev

ia
n
ce

(×
1
0
3
)

2
,5
7
0
,3
1
5

2
,3
6
2
,9
5
3

1
,5
2
8
,3
6
9

1
,4
4
4
,8
0
6

P
se
u
d
o
R
2

0
.0
5

0
.1
3

0
.0
7

0
.1
2

N
O
T
E
:
C
o
u
n
tr
y
fi
x
ed

ef
fe
ct

in
cl
u
d
ed

in
al
l
m
o
d
el
s
to

ac
co
u
n
t
fo
r
be

tw
ee
n
-c
o
u
n
tr
y
d
if
fe
re
n
ce
s;
re
su
lt
s
o
m
it
te
d
fo
r
br
ev

it
y.

O
R
st
an

d
s
fo
r
o
d
d
s
ra
ti
o
s;
C
I
st
an

d
s
fo
r
co
n
fi
d
en

ce
in
te
rv
al
.

a
E
d
u
ca
ti
o
n

+
m
ar
it
al

st
at
u
s.

b
E
d
u
ca
ti
o
n

+
m
ar
it
al

st
at
u
s

+
ag
e

+
u
br
an

/r
u
ra
l
+

n
u
m
be

r
o
f
re
si
d
en

t
ch

il
d
re
n

+
ag
e
o
f
yo

u
n
ge
st

ch
il
d

+
em

p
lo
ym

en
t
st
at
u
s.

 17284457, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/padr.70075 by M

PI 368 D
em

ographic R
esearch, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/10/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 23

The first two models (M1 and M2) estimate the likelihood of living in
an extended household rather than in an independent nuclear household
without other adults. Consistent with Figures 5 and 6, we find that both ed-
ucation and partnership status are strongly associated with household type:
women with higher educational attainment and those never in union have
a higher likelihood of living in extended households compared to less edu-
cated women and those who have ever been in a union or whose partner
is absent from the household. These two variables operate independently
and do not show meaningful interactions, which is why we do not include
an interaction term in the model. M1 also includes decade. The temporal
pattern shows a modest decline over time, suggesting that, net of education
and partnership status, the probability of living in an extended household
has decreased slightly across decades. The model also adjusts for country of
residence. Importantly, the influence of education and partnership status
remains consistent when estimating the models separately for each country
(results not shown).

Model 2 adds five additional controls to assess whether education and
partnership status continue to play a key role. Although the controls in-
troduce nuance, both variables remain significant predictors. Higher edu-
cational attainment continues to be associated with a greater likelihood of
living in an extended household, and never-in-union mothers also show
a higher probability than mothers in the other partnership categories. The
control variables provide additional insights worth highlighting. Extended
living arrangements are less common among the older age group, less fre-
quent in rural than in urban areas, less likely as the number of children
increases, and less likely as the age of the youngest child increases. In con-
trast, extended living arrangements are more common among unemployed
or inactive single mothers.

Models 3 and 4 examine whether extended households include the
single mother’s parents or not, and in both models, with or without con-
trols, education and partnership status are significantly associated with the
likelihood of coresiding with parents. As educational attainment increases,
the probability of living with parents also rises, and never-in-union sin-
gle mothers are more likely to coreside with their parents than those who
are separated, divorced, widowed, or in non-coresidential unions. Changes
over time show a clear increase in parent–child coresidence, replacing other
forms of extended households without parents. Adding control variables
does not alter these main patterns, but it provides additional nuances: liv-
ing with parents is less common among women aged 30–34 than among
those aged 25–29, more frequent in rural than in urban areas, relatively
stable across different numbers of children, substantially less likely when
the youngest child is aged 15 or older, and more prevalent among inactive
or unemployed single mothers.
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Conclusions

In this study, we have examined the living arrangements of single moth-
ers in Latin America and how these vary according to education and part-
nership status. The article complements and updates earlier research that
documented the numerical importance and social relevance of extended
coresidence among single mothers in the region. Building on the existing
literature, our study deepens the analysis of behavioral heterogeneity across
social groups and partnership trajectories. Results from both the descriptive
analysis and the multivariable models reveal clear and stable patterns of
stratification over time, generalizable to the set of 17 countries analyzed.
We organize the conclusions into those that confirm and update previously
observed trends, and those that offer new insights into family organization
dynamics in Latin America as a whole.

Regarding the results that update long-term trends, three conclusions
stand out. First, the share of mothers aged 25–34 who do not live with a
partner has increased over time in a context where age at first union has
remained stable and consensual unions have replaced marriage as the main
pathway into partnership (Esteve, Castro-Martín, and Castro Torres 2022).
Second, the proportion of mothers without a partner has grown across all
educational levels, but most notably among women with higher levels of
education. In the most recent census rounds, differences across educational
groups have nearly disappeared. This trend has unfolded alongside a major
expansion of education in the region. Third, two-thirds of thesemothers live
in extended households, a share that has remained stable in recent decades.
In summary, the high and persistent prevalence of single mothers raising
children in extended households confirms that this living arrangement is a
structural feature of family life in Latin America (De Vos 1995).

Turning to the original contributions of this research, four main points
emerge. First, although the overall prevalence of extended households
among single mothers has remained stable, their internal composition has
changed markedly: coresidence with parents has become increasingly com-
mon over time, replacing more complex extended arrangements without
parents. Second, the residential organization of single mothers is strongly
stratified by education and partnership status. Women with higher levels
of education and those identifying as never in union are the most likely to
live in extended households, whereas such arrangements are less frequent
among mothers who have ever been in a union or have a non-coresidential
partner, and among those with lower educational attainment. Third, the
inclusion of controls, such as number of children, urban–rural residence,
and employment status, does not weaken these associations, underscoring
the central role of education and partnership trajectories in shaping liv-
ing arrangements. Fourth, these stratified patterns show remarkable sta-
bility over time, suggesting that inequalities in residential strategies are a
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persistent feature of family organization in the region. In summary, the in-
terplay between education, partnership histories, and access to family sup-
port consistently and enduringly shapes the living arrangements of single
mothers in Latin America.

The findings of this study also raise broader considerations beyond
the empirical contributions presented above. To begin with, the category of
“single mother” conceals substantial heterogeneity in residential arrange-
ments and pronounced social stratification, factors that must be incorpo-
rated into any research examining implications for mothers and their chil-
dren. Material conditions and children’s opportunities vary significantly
across household types (Cross 2018; Esteve, Castro Torres, and Becca 2025;
Pilkauskas and Cross 2018). In contexts where the nuclear family predom-
inates, and where single mothers therefore tend to raise children without
support from other adult relatives, single motherhood is often associated
with social disadvantage (Hogendoorn and Härkönen 2023). Indeed, be-
cause poverty measures commonly relate household income to the number
of household members, single-parent households routinely appear among
those most likely to fall below the poverty line (McLanahan and Percheski
2008). However, although we did not directly assess this dimension, sin-
gle motherhood within extended households may be associated with lower
poverty levels, given the presence of additional adult earners and a similar
number of dependent children. In this sense, intergenerational coresidence
constitutes an essential protective mechanism in Latin America, challenging
assumptions drawn from Western societies.

Relatedly, several studies indicate that single motherhood is not neces-
sarily associated with poorer educational outcomes for children. In a com-
parative study of 25 Latin American countries, Esteve and colleagues (2025)
show that the schooling levels of children in single-mother households
are similar to or only slightly lower than those in married-couple house-
holds, and higher than those observed among children living with parents
in consensual unions or other family arrangements. This pattern suggests
that extended households may play a protective role. Similar conclusions
have emerged from studies in African contexts, which find that children
in single-mother households do not necessarily experience worse school-
ing outcomes, likely due to support from extended family members (Pohl,
Batyra, and Esteve 2026). Yet, single mothers must not be treated as a
homogeneous group. For example, among single mothers whose partners
have migrated, remittances and other forms of support may alleviate eco-
nomic hardship. It is likely that women with lower levels of education and
frommore disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly those in nuclear house-
holds, experience the most acute material and socioeconomic constraints
and work–family tensions. Capturing these differences, as well as the eco-
nomic and caregiving transfers that occur within and between households,
is essential for advancing research in this area.
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The growing number of single mothers, together with the high and
persistent prevalence of extended family structures among them, invites re-
flection on how these patterns compare with those documented elsewhere,
particularly in Western societies. A central question concerns the relative
importance of different pathways into single motherhood across contexts.
Increases in single motherhood may arise from the spread of transnational
family arrangements, rising divorce and union instability, or the expansion
of childbearing outside stable unions, each with distinct social implications
for mothers and children that are strongly conditioned by women’s class po-
sitions. However, the patterns documented in this study do not fit well with
narratives of individualization or family disengagement commonly associ-
ated with the Second Demographic Transition (Lesthaeghe 2010). Instead,
our findings point to dynamics rooted in social disadvantage in settings char-
acterized by widespread informal unions, where available evidence suggests
that women with higher education and status are disproportionately able
to rely on family support for childrearing.

Many of the assumptions and interpretative hypotheses raised in this
discussion would require more detailed data than those currently avail-
able for a period this long and a sample of countries this large, although
they could be examined in-depth using specialized surveys in selected na-
tional contexts. Nonetheless, the analysis presented here provides a broad
comparative overview of the phenomenon, despite limitations related to
the use of cross-sectional data from censuses, which constrain the mea-
surement of stratification by partnership status and social class. Regarding
partnership status, we relied on marital status as a proxy. While it captures
the bulk of union histories, it does not do so with complete precision. The
widespread prevalence of consensual unions in the region complicates the
identification of individuals who are unpartnered at the time of the census
but were previously in nonmarital unions, and it also conceals the status of
non-coresidential partners among women who report being married or in
a union. Regarding education as a proxy for social class, it remains a widely
used indicator in the region due to its strong correlation with parental ed-
ucation and socioeconomic background, as demonstrated in previous re-
search (De Vos 1995; Esteve, Castro-Martín, and Castro Torres 2022). How-
ever, in a context of rapid educational expansion, its explanatory powermay
be diminishing, underscoring the need for more refined measures of social
stratification in future work. Further consideration concerns the age range
of mothers included in our sample. Restricting the analysis to women aged
25–34 likely leads to an underestimation of both the prevalence of single
motherhood and the proportion living in extended households, particularly
given the high levels of adolescent fertility in the region. At the same time,
the analysis does not assess whether these patterns persist at older ages,
when processes such as repartnering and multipartner fertility may further
shape household arrangements.

 17284457, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/padr.70075 by M

PI 368 D
em

ographic R
esearch, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [23/10/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



FEDER ICA BECCA / DIEGO ALBUREZ-GUT I ERREZ / ALBERT ESTEVE 27

Future research should draw on longitudinal information, such as
panel surveys or retrospective histories, to address the limitations inherent
in cross-sectional census data. Longitudinal information would allow for a
detailed analysis of partnership histories into single motherhood, as well as
of full living arrangements trajectories. Such data would provide a more
nuanced understanding of single motherhood and household dynamics in
Latin America by addressing several unanswered questions. For example,
is the increase in single motherhood among tertiary-educated mothers led
by rising union dissolution rates? Are extended arrangements among sin-
gle mothers temporary, or do they represent long-term household config-
urations? To what extent is exiting an extended household associated with
repartnering among single mothers? These questions can be adequately ad-
dressed using longitudinal data; however, the limited availability of such
data in the region constrains cross-national comparability.

Finally, this article contributes to reconstructing the map of family
forms and strategies in the region by highlighting a pattern insufficiently
recognized in the comparative literature and largely overlooked in global
theories of family change. The persistence and centrality of extended house-
holds among single mothers in Latin America challenge dominant interpre-
tations, call for a rethinking of global models of family systems, and high-
light the universal, yet contextually shaped, role of family and coresidence
as strategies of support and protection.
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