
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Effect of Children on Residential Mobility: Revisiting the Concept Using a New 
Source 

 
By Alison Fields 

Journey to Work and Migration Statistics Branch 
Population Division 
US Census Bureau 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Abstract for a presentation to be made at the Annual Meeting of the Population 
Association of America, 

Philadelphia, PA, March 31 – April 2, 2005. 
 
 
This paper reports the results of research and analysis undertaken by the U.S. Census 
Bureau staff.  It has undergone a Census Bureau review more limited in scope than that 
given to official Census Bureau publications. This report is released to inform interested 
parties of ongoing research and to encourage discussion of work in progress. 



Introduction 
 
Using data from the American Community Survey (ACS) 2003, this paper uses 
descriptive statistics and multivariate regression analysis to examine the association 
between age of the household head and the age and number of children on residential 
mobility.  This concept has been explored over the years using the questions on 
residential mobility from the March Supplement to the Current Population Survey 
(CPS), most notably by Long (1972).  In the past, the CPS has been the only source of 
annual moving rates with characteristics of children (and the household) proximate to 
the time of a reported move (where did you live one year ago).  The American 
Community Survey now offers an additional source of data on this topic in addition to 
a wealth of other characteristics on the child and family members. This paper replicates 
earlier work on the topic of children and mobility in an attempt to both validate the 
gross residential mobility data in the ACS, as well as examine whether our common 
perceptions and previous associations between age and children on mobility persist as 
the population ages, marries later and enters childbearing at older ages. The analysis 
will compare the effects of children on mobility by the type of family household, 
married couple with both spouses present and single parent headed household.   
 
Background 

One of the primary concerns of this paper is to determine how well the American 
Community Survey can inform us of patterns of residential mobility on an annual basis. 
There is little data except the questions on mobility from the March Supplement to the 
Current Population Survey on which to examine this issue. With the elimination of the 
Decennial Census long-form items there additionally will no longer be a five-year 
interval migration question. Therefore it is imperative to determine the strength of the 
ACS as a research tool to explore the characteristics of geographic mobility in the 
United States. This paper chooses to replicate one of the only in-depth explorations of 
the effect of children on residential mobility to see how well the ACS can be used for 
this research, in addition to determining if their have been any changes in the pattern of 
this effect. Long’s (1972) work utilized pooled data from the March Supplement to the 
Current Population Survey from the years 1968, 1969 and 1970 to examine how the 
number and ages of children influenced decisions to move. In general he found that 
married couple households with children were less residentially mobile that those 
without children. This has also been noted in other work (Spear, 1970; Davanzo, 1977; 
Mincer, 1978; Sandefur 1985; Shauman and Xie, 1996); children in general constrain the 
mobility of a family. Because children are not usually the decision-makers when it 
comes to moving, most research on mobility and children is related to the life-course 
effects of family migration on children (Coleman, 1988; Hagan, et al. 1996), most notably 
the effect on educational success (Long, 1974, 1988; Astone and McLanahan, 1994; 
Haveman, et. al., 1991; Tucker, et al.; 1998). Little work has followed on Long’s paper 
that has looked at the effect of children on migration in a recent population, to 



determine if the pattern of constraint on mobility has been maintained as the population 
ages, marries later and enters childbearing at older ages.  
 
Data and Methods 

The data to be used come from the American Community Survey (ACS) sample that 
was interviewed in 2003. The sample for the ACS is a two-stage stratified sample of 
about 829,000 housing units that is designed to measure both the socioeconomic and 
demographic characteristics of the housing unit and its occupants. Approximately 
70,000 housing units are sampled each month across the United States. There were no 
Group Quarters housing units sampled in the 2003 ACS.  
 
In the ACS questionnaire, information is obtained on the residence of each member of 
the household “one year ago.” Prior to the implementation of the ACS, a one-year 
interval over which to measure migration was available only in the CPS. The Decennial 
Census questionnaire asked the migration question over a five-year interval, which 
meant the characteristics of families and ages of children in the Decennial Census did 
not lend themselves readily to an analysis on the associations between the current 
characteristics and the timing of the move. The data in the one-year interval used in 
CPS, and now available in ACS, make it easier to more closely link the timing of the 
migration to the characteristics of the family that are available in the collected data.  
 
This analysis will look separately at married couple households with spouse present, 
and at both single male and female-headed family households. The strength of the size 
of a sample such as the ACS is that there are enough single parent households with both 
male and female heads to look at the characteristics of their residential mobility 
separately. The children in question in the households to be examined are termed the 
“own children” of the householder. This refers to children under the age of 18, whom 
are never married, and can be the sons and daughters of the householder and/or the 
spouse of the householder in married couple families. This can include biological, 
adopted and stepchildren but does not include foster children, grandchildren or other 
relatives of the householder.  
 
As mentioned earlier, this work attempts to first replicate the analysis completed using 
the CPS by Long (1972). The first few descriptive tables simply test the following 
hypotheses on more current data: 
 

1) Regardless of age of householder, married couple households without 
children continue to be more residentially mobile in the one-year interval 
than married couple households with children 

2) The older the age of the householder, the less likely a married couple 
household is to move. This holds regardless of the gender of the householder 
respondent. 



3) Controlling for the age of the householder, married couple households with 
children who are below school-age will be the most residentially mobile. 
These same type of households with only school-age children will be the least 
mobile. 

4) This effect of the age of the children on residentially mobility will hold 
regardless of the number of children in the household, controlling for the age 
of the householder.  

5) The number of children in the household will be inversely related to the 
probability of moving – households with more children will be less mobile.  

6) The mobility of households with more children or only school-age children 
will be more likely restricted to same state, same county moves, compared 
with longer distance moves. 

 
In the earliest work on children and mobility the ability to study single-parent family 
households was hindered by small sample sizes. The ACS should enable analysis of 
both single male- and female-headed households to examine mobility rates. As noted in 
the literature review, the high level of geographic mobility, particularly of single-
female-headed households has been well documented (Astone and McLanahan, 1994; 
Haveman et al., 1991; Long, 1972; Speare and Goldscheider, 1987; Long, 1992). Most of 
this work has been done with respect to looking at the effects of children’s residential 
mobility on educational outcomes. It has not been clearly explained however, whether 
despite this pattern of higher mobility among single-parent households, the effects of 
age and number of children still hold. There has also been no work done on comparing 
the geographic mobility of single-male-headed households. Additional descriptive 
tables showing only data for single-parent family households will consider the 
following hypotheses: 
 

1) Family households headed by a single person will be more residentially 
mobile than married couple households with both spouses present. 

2) Single female-headed households will be more residentially mobile than 
single male-headed households. 

3) The pattern of the age and number of children shown for married couple 
households, controlling for the age of the householder, will still persist for 
single-family households but at higher levels of mobility.  

4) Single family-headed households will be more restricted to shorter distance 
moves than married couple households, at all ages and numbers of children 
in the household.  

 
Planned Multivariate Methods 

 
After reviewing the results of the descriptive statistics I plan to present a table of 
geographic mobility by selected characteristics known to influence mobility, including 
age, race, nativity, education and income. I then plan to conduct a series of multivariate 



regressions, using the logistic method, to test whether the findings noted from the 
descriptive tables of the influence of age and number of children on mobility hold 
controlling for the race, tenure, education and income level in the household. In married 
couple households I plan to look at both the education level of the householder and the 
spouse. In single headed family households, I also plan to see whether the presence of 
other family members related to the householder is influential in the residential 
mobility rate over the one-year interval, given the age and number of children in the 
household.  
 
Preliminary Descriptive Results and Conclusions 
 
Attached are the preliminary results from the descriptive statistics. Table 1 shows the 
residential mobility of married couple households with spouse present in the United 
States. All moves from abroad have been excluded from the analysis. The table also 
shows the percent of moves in the past year within the same county, within the same 
state and between states. The mobility levels are shown for all householders, by the 
presence and age of own children in the household, and then by the age of the 
householder. In this table the householder is as reported on the ACS questionnaire and 
can be of either sex. The age breakdowns of the children correspond to what has been 
used in previous studies. Traditionally children under 6 are not considered to be of 
school age and therefore pose less of a constraint to a family’s mobility. The expectation 
is that the families with only school age children (own children 6 to 17) will have the 
lowest rates of mobility and families with both young children and school age children 
will have intermediate levels of mobility.   
 
The table shows that the overall moving rate for all married couple households is 9.9 
percent – somewhat lower than the level of 14.6 percent for all individuals one year and 
older in the ACS 2003. For all householders, those with no own children under 18 are 
much less mobile than households containing children under 6. But they are slightly 
more mobile than the married couple households containing only school-age children. 
There is also an expectation that the age of the householder will impact the mobility 
rate. Age is one of the most important factors in mobility. The pattern is that people are 
most mobile at the younger ages. Looking just at the age of the householder it is clear 
that the married couple households with the householder in the 15 to 24 age group were 
almost 10 times more likely to change residences in the year than the householders in 
the oldest age group (60 and older). The table shows that across all but the oldest age 
group, the married couples with children under age 6 only are more mobile than the 
couples with children only of school age. The inconsistency of the pattern for the age 
group 60 and older is due to the rarity of the events in this older age category.  Overall 
this table supports the initial hypotheses to be tested. Even as the level of annual 
geographic mobility of the United States population has declined slowly, the expected 
pattern of the effect of the age of children on this mobility has not been altered. There is 
also a clear pattern to the type of domestic move made. All married couple households 



with children had lower proportions of interstate moves. Most moves are made within a 
state and within the same county. As the age of the children increases, an even higher 
proportion of the moves made in a year are within the same county. Across all the 
householder age groups, the families most likely to move within the same state and 
same county were those with both children under 6 and 6 to 17.  
 
Tables 2 and 3 attached continue to show additional effects of children on mobility, by 
looking first at the number of children in the household and then at the number and age 
of the children in the household. Tables 4, 5 and 6 replicate this same analysis for single-
female headed family households and tables 7, 8 and 9 do the same for single-male 
headed family households. The details of these results will be provided in the 
forthcoming PAA paper presentation. Some tables will be reduced in size to focus on 
relevant details.  
 
Table 10 and 11 show the effect of the sex of the householder on the results of the table 
of age and number of children, separately, for the married couple householder analysis 
in tables 1 and 2. There are some differences in the rates, but the overall pattern is the 
same. It is unlikely that there are sufficient numbers of married couple households with 
female householders to warrant separate multivariate analyses. 
 
Table A shows geographic mobility by selected characteristics for 2002 to 2003 for all 
persons 1 year an older in the ACS 2003 sample (excluding moves from abroad). This 
detail is provided as the launching point for the work that will continue in the 
multivariate analyses. A table of these characteristics by type of household will be 
forthcoming as well as any relevant tables associated with the multivariate 
characteristics.  
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