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As we move into the twenty-first
century, something is wrong
with the picture of the

American family. A recurrent theme in
the media is economic stress. This is
not about families in which the parents
are unemployed and/or receiving
welfare, but rather families in which the
parents are working, but simply do not
have enough income to make ends
meet. Though some have received
welfare, most have not, but nevertheless
many are exper iencing severe
hardships—lack of food, lack of access
to health care, and utility cut-offs.
While some of these struggling families
have become homeless, many more are
finding that on their wages alone, they
are no longer able to meet their most
basic needs.

This scenario was not supposed to
happen. “Welfare reform” promised that
work would lead to economic
independence and self-sufficiency. By
the late nineteen-nineties, that promise
seemed on its way to fulfillment, as the
number of families receiving welfare
dropped by almost fifty percent
(Besharov, 2002; Coalition on Human
Needs, 2003). With the help of an
economic boom that reduced
unemployment to historic lows, many
of those parents not only stopped
receiving welfare, but also found paid
e m p l o y m e n t . S u b s e q u e n t l y,
policymakers and politicians hailed the
success of welfare reform (Meckler,
1999). Yet even with substantially higher
incomes than when receiving welfare—
often well above official poverty levels—
many of these families (as well as others
who never received welfare) are
exper iencing substantial hardships
(Boushey and Gunderson, 2001).

How can welfare reform fall so short
of its goal of making families
economically independent and yet be
considered a “success”? These families
are not “poor”, yet are struggling to
make ends meet, with limited success
and many compromises and hardships.
The key to this paradox lies in how
“success” is defined. If “success” is
defined as simply no longer receiving
welfare, simply being employed, or
even as receiving a minimum level of
income without reference to whether
that income is adequate to meet needs,
it is hardly surprising that it results in
such anomalies as “successful” parents
becoming homeless.

Many Americans understand these
issues. They know that many jobs do
not pay enough, and that the official
measure of income adequacy, the
federal poverty line, is seriously flawed,
and when asked, they will cite
considerably higher levels of income

Introduction

How can welfare
reform fall so short of

its goal of making
families economically

independent and yet
be considered a

�success�?
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as the minimum necessary for families
today (Opinion Dynamics Corporation,
2001; O’Hare, 1990). Yet public/official
recognition of the problems created by
an outdated poverty measure has been
at best partial and indirect. While some
government programs use either a
multiple of the federal poverty line
(because it is too low), or alternatives
that provide better indicators of need
(such as a percentage of local median
income by family size1 ), the federal
poverty line continues to dominate
public discourse, public analysis, public
policy and public programs. In fact, the
Census Bureau itself recognizes that the
federal poverty line no longer serves as
a measure of what families need: “the
official poverty measure should be
interpreted as a statistical yardstick
rather than a complete description of
what people and families need to
live.”(Census Bureau, 2001).
Nevertheless, the federal poverty line
continues to be used to determine who

is poor, and who qualifies for assistance
of all kinds, across hundreds of
programs (Public Policy Institute of
California, 2002).

The poverty line (or any measure of
income adequacy) should distinguish
between those who have sufficient
resources to meet basic needs, and
those who do not. Those below the
threshold would be expected to
experience hardships, for even the most
skillful budgeters, making the very best
choices, cannot close the gap when the
cost of meeting basic needs exceeds
income. Those above the threshold or
line would be expected to be able to
meet their needs at a minimally
adequate level. While hardships would
not be expected to cease entirely for
families once their resources are
adequate—bad choices, bad budgeting,
or just plain bad luck could result in
hardships—it is expected to happen
much less.

1 A percentage of area median income is used by U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development to assess the need for housing assistance; families with
incomes below 80% of area median income (by household size) are deemed to be “low income”, families with incomes below 50% of area median income are
deemed to be “very low income”, and families with incomes below 30% of area median income are deemed to be “extremely low income.” Housing assistance can
be limited to any of these thresholds, but in practice, most housing authorities target their scarce resources to families who are “very low” or “extremely low income”.

To address this paradox—of “success”
accompanied by hardships, this paper
uses an alternative measure of income
adequacy, the Self-Sufficiency Standard.
The Self-Sufficiency Standard addresses
many of the problems of the Federal
Poverty Line as a measure of income
adequacy. The efficacy of this
alternative measure will be shown by
demonstrating how this measure better
explains the extent of hardships being
experienced by lower-income families,
as well as showing how it predicts the
extent of hardships experienced, using
a sample of mothers who are in the
workforce. The strategies used by
families with inadequate income,
including employment, help from
personal networks (e.g., in-kind
services such as child care), and/or
public supports, will be explored, as
well as their impact on mitigating
hardships. The paper concludes with
the implications of these findings for
public policy and research.



Conceived over four decades ago
by Mollie Orshansky, the
federal poverty line reflects

then-current culture, public policy, and
family lifestyles. As the basis of the federal
measure, Orshanksy used the only
standard for adequacy then available-the
nutrition standards developed by the
Department of Agr iculture. Since
consumer expenditure surveys showed
that the average family spent about one-
third of their income on food, she took
the cost of a food budget that met nutrition
standards and multiplied it by three to
calculate adequate income to secure food
plus other needs. With only minor
changes, and annual updating for
inflation, the same measure is used today.2

Over the last decade, there have been
many challenges to the measure,
starting with the claim that it is too low;
that is, there are many whose incomes
are "above poverty" according to the
Federal Poverty Line, and yet they are
inadequate to meet their basic needs.
In addition, it does not reflect the
differences in the cost of meeting basic
needs that families experience who live
in different places and/or are of a
different composition.

The Self-Sufficiency Standard, in
contrast, is designed to address the
limitations of the Federal Poverty Line
(FPL), and provide a more realistic
measure of income adequacy. As can

be seen in Figure 1, the Standard differs
from the FPL in methodology as well
as level, for it takes into account the
very real differences in costs that
families experience depending upon
where they live, and how many and
how old their children are. The Self-
Sufficiency Standard reflects the real
costs facing contemporary working
families. In short, the Standard is a
better benchmark for measur ing
income adequacy than the FPL. (For a
more complete explanation of data,
sources and methodology used to
calculate the Standard, see The Self-
Sufficiency Standard for Pennsylvania
(Pearce, 2001).

Measuring Income Adequacy:
A comparison of the Federal Poverty Line and the Self-Sufficiency Standard

That�s what I don�t understand�the levels that they say
you have to be at are, first of all, so low�.it�s like you�re
being penalized for doing the things you should be doing.
I�m not asking for a handout, I want to work.

� Focus group participant, discussing the FPL-based income eligibility levels

...there are many
[families] whose

incomes are �above
poverty� according to

the Federal Poverty
Line, and yet they are

inadequate to meet
their basic needs.
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2 The changes have been to drop the farm-nonfarm distinction (based on the assumption that farm families have “free” food available to them), and the gender of
the head of household difference. Attempts to make other changes have failed (see Fisher, 1992).
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The FPL is a based on a single cost, that of food,
multiplied by three.

The SSS is built up from the actual costs of all major
basic needs�food, shelter, health care, transportation,
miscellaneous items, taxes and tax credits.

FIGURE 1. HOW THE SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARD DIFFERS FROM THE FEDERAL POVERTY LINE

FEDERAL POVERTY LINE (FPL) SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARD (SSS)

The FPL implicitly assumes no cost differences for workers
compared to non-workers (such as child care,
transportation or taxes).

The SSS assumes that all adults are in the workforce,
and thus includes costs associated with paid employment,
including transportation, taxes, and for families with
young children, child care.

The FPL is the same no matter where a family lives.
The SSS varies geographically, taking into account local
differences in costs, particularly important for housing
and child care, which vary substantially.

While the FPL takes into account the number of
children, it does not vary by age of child.

The SSS varies costs by age of child (infant, preschooler,
school-age, and teenager), particularly child care, but
also health care and food.



In order to address whether the Self-
Sufficiency Standard is an accurate
measure of income adequacy, this

study examines the incidence of
hardships, and how they are distributed
in terms of poverty status (using the
official federal poverty line), compared
to family self-sufficiency status, using
the Self-Sufficiency Standard.
Presumably, on average those whose
incomes are at an adequate level (or
higher), should exper ience fewer
hardships than those whose income is
inadequate, who do not have enough
to meet their needs. If the “line” is too
low, one gets the contradictory situation
of households with “above the line ”
incomes, yet many hardships.

Measur ing hardships, however, is
complex, for it is difficult to determine
what constitutes a hardship, what may
be choice, and what is important versus
not important (or “critical”, “serious”,
etc.) What is considered a “necessity”
is a subjective choice, one that changes
over time and place. Many researchers,
from academics to advocates, have
looked at the issue of hardships in
recent years:

• In some areas, such as food, a
complex measure of hardship has been
developed —called the “food security”
index (Rose, 1999).

• Two surveys, one conducted by the
Census Bureau (the Survey on Income
and Program Participation, known as
SIPP), and the other conducted by the
Urban Institute (the National Survey
of American Families, or NSAF), both
looked at an extensive ar ray of
hardships in several areas: food,
housing, medical care, and child care.

• Baumann (2000) used the SIPP
questions on housing, health care, and
food hardships.

• Boushey and Gunderson (2001) from
the Economic Policy Institute (EPI)
used both the SIPP and NSAF surveys
in their study. However, the EPI study
divided hardships into “cr itical”
(defined as inability to meet basic
needs), and “ser ious” hardships
(defined as the lack of resources
necessary to support “employment and
a stable, healthy home environment”).

• Danziger et al (2000) used measures
of food insufficiency, lack of health
insurance and medical care, and
housing issues (including inability to
pay rent and utility shut-offs).

• Edin and Lein (1997) used measures
of housing (eviction, housing quality,
shared) and utility cutoffs, hunger, or
not going to a doctor when needed as
measures of hardships.

In this study, only “critical” hardships,
defined generally as lacking the
essentials to secure minimally adequate
well-being, are used. That is, only the
lack of a basic need (food, shelter, and
so forth), not a lack of (or limited)
choice in meeting a need, was deemed
a hardship. The hardships used here also
reflect the “bare bones”, “no frills”
nature of the family budgets that
underlay the Standard. The actual
measures are drawn from several
different sources, including the SIPP,
NSAF, Edin and Lein (1997).
Sometimes several measures are used
to capture increasing levels of hardship.

Measuring Hardships

For example, when resources are
limited, adults will skip meals in order
for their children to have enough to
eat; the phenomenon of skipped meals
by children as well is more rare,
reflecting more severe hardship
(WROC, 1999).

The issue of timeframe is always
difficult in studies of poverty and
hardship. Of necessity, some variables
are measured currently (such as age,
marital status, and employment status),
while others cover events or
characteristics over a relatively long
time period (such as income over the
past year, loss of a job, etc). Although
ideally all hardships would be
measured over the same time period,
recall is not likely to be equal (events
such as an eviction are more likely to
be remembered a year later than a
skipped meal or two). Therefore, time
per iods differ (as is true in most
studies), or are non-specific,
depending on the nature of the
hardship.

6 � Public Policies Private Strategies



To achieve a diverse sample of
experience across a number of
character istics, including

welfare receipt and work experience,
age, race/ethnicity, and location,
PathWaysPA (formerly Women’s
Association for Women’s Alternatives—
W.A.W.A.) contracted with 10 different
community-based agencies, reflecting
a diversity of populations served and
locations throughout Pennsylvania,
although all agencies target their
services to low-income households.3

Recruiting participants via a
“convenience sample” drawn from
community agencies enhances trust,
ensuring full and open responses, but
such a sample is not representative of a
larger population. While this sampling
technique does not allow generalization
of findings to all of Pennsylvania, it does
allow for internal comparisons and
analysis.

Given the focus on income adequacy,
hardships, and coping strategies, the
study sought respondents who are
mothers with children less than 18 years
old, and who are employed or have

Study Design

7

3 The agencies and their location were: Allegheny Valley Employment (Just Harvest), Pittsburgh, PA;
Belmont Improvement Association, Philadelphia, PA; Education Data Services-Reemployment Transition
Center, Philadelphia, PA; Fayette County Community Action Program, Uniontown, PA; Greater Erie
Community Action Program, Erie, PA; Jewish Employment and Vocational Services-Project Promote,
Philadelphia, PA; Lancaster County Community Action Agency, Lancaster, PA; Montgomery County Community
Action Program, Norristown, PA; To Our Children’s Future with Health, Philadelphia, PA; and Warren-
Forest Economic Opportunity Council, Warren, PA.

been employed within the previous six
months—and have not received welfare
in the previous six months. They may
or may not have work supports such as
Food Stamps, child care subsidies, or
Medicaid. Participants were asked to fill
out questionnaires that had been
developed with the aid of focus groups.
Questions explored the employment
situation and income/resources of
respondents, hardships experienced,
and various strategies used by families
to make ends meet. In some cases,
participants with limited literacy levels
received help with completing the
questionnaire, and the questionnaire
was translated into Spanish.



> A PROFILE OF THE
STUDY SAMPLE

In Table 1, a demographic profile of the
study sample is compared with all
Pennsylvanians, drawn from Year 2000
Census data. The study sample reflects
diversity in terms of age, education, and
welfare receipt, etc., but is clearly a low-
income population:

• About one-sixth of the sample is
married (compared to over half of
Pennsylvanians who are marr ied),
although almost another fifth live with
a partner or boyfriend.

• About half are white (compared to
85% of Pennsylvanians at large), about
one third are Afr ican Amer ican
(compared to about 10% of
Pennsylvanians), and about one-eighth
are Hispanic (compared to 3% of
Pennsylvanians).

• About one-third of the sample has a
high school diploma or a GED

(compared to 38% of Pennsylvanians
generally and 7% of the sample
(compared to 22% of all
Pennsylvanians) have a college degree
or more.

• Two thirds of the sample have
received welfare at some point,
although for over half of those, total
(lifetime) receipt was two years or less
(not shown in Table 1).

• Most in the sample are currently
employed (85%), but median
household income is only about
$19,000. In contrast, the median
household income in Pennsylvania for
the Census sample is $40,106.

• The study sample has a larger
number of children per mother than
the population at large (3.2 compared
to 1.75 children per female
householder family (Census Bureau,
2002)), and the children are younger
(about 40% of the children are less than
six years old). (Not shown in Table 1).

> HARDSHIPS
EXPERIENCED BY THE
SURVEY RESPONDENTS

Three types of hardship are examined
here: food, housing, and health (see
Table 2).

Food Hardships

The most common food hardship
exper ienced by respondents was
experience of having to reduce the size
of their own meal or skip their own
meal because there was not enough
money for food in the last six months
(42%). The least common hardship was
that of their own children having to skip
a meal, or having to cut down the size
of children's meals (16%). Altogether,
two out of five respondents
exper ienced one or more food
hardships, averaging 1.11 out of a
maximum of four possible food
hardships.

[Respondents said
they had to]

...reduce the size
of their own meal

or skip their own meal
because there was not
enough money for food

in the last six
months (42%).

Findings

8 � Public Policies Private Strategies



Given that food is less expensive than
other costs such as child care and
housing, and given that there are many
ways to augment limited resources to
meet food needs (both public and
private, such as Food Stamps, soup
kitchens, food pantries, etc.), this is a
high level of hardship.

Housing Hardships

Over half of the sample reported that
they had been threatened with having
their heat or electricity shut off in the
last year (53%), with 13% actually
experiencing a utility cutoff. Just under
half had trouble meeting the rent, and
one-fourth were threatened with
eviction. The housing hardship that the
fewest number of respondents reported
experiencing was considering moving
in with someone who previously
abused either the respondent or the
respondent's children (2%). Over half
of survey respondents reported
exper iencing at least one housing
hardship, and overall, an average of 1.69
housing hardships (out of a possible
eight housing hardships) was
experienced.

Health Care Hardships

Almost half of respondents (47%),
reported going without seeing a dentist
in the last year when they needed to

because they did not have the money
to pay for dental care. Additionally, a
large proportion of respondents
reported that they were not able to
afford needed medication in the last
year (41%), while 37% went without
seeing a doctor when they felt they
needed to because they could not
afford health care. Although less
common than adult hardships, 13%
reported that their kids did not get a
needed visit to the dentist, 10%
reported that they could not afford
needed medicine for their children, and
3% had not gone to a doctor when
needed. Almost half experienced at
least one health care hardship, and on
average, study respondents experienced
1.88 health care hardships.

Child Care Hardships

Child care “hardships” are not shown
here. Although child care is an essential
“need” for parents who are in the
workforce, it is difficult to determine
when there is a “lack” of child care,
much less a “hardship”. Use of less
expensive (or free)/ informal child care
instead of more formal child care may
be a choice, or it may be driven by
income, with those with higher
incomes able to use more formal child
care. In this sample, child care choices
are strongly correlated with income.

That is, those who are lower in terms
of income adequacy, as measured by
the Self-Sufficiency Standard, are more
likely to choose informal child care, or
use older siblings or relatives, as
opposed to formal centers or day care
homes. This strongly suggests that child
care choices are at least constrained, if
not driven, by economic constraints, as
much if not more than individual and/
or cultural preferences. Using
informal/less expensive child care is
one of the few ways parents can
substantially reduce costs.

Total Hardships

Altogether, survey respondents
experienced an average of almost five
hardships (related to food, housing, or
health care). While this was not a
random sample, the respondents in this
study report more hardships than
respondents involved in similar studies.
Whether this reflects the method of
respondent recruitment, the careful
honing of questions, or a real level of
hardship being exper ienced by
Pennsylvania families at lower income
levels, we cannot say. It does, however,
provide an opportunity to ask the
question of who experiences these
hardships, and therefore, how we can
help prevent this level of hardship
among families with children.

Over half of the sample
reported that they had been
threatened with having their
heat or electricity shut off
in the last year.

Just under half had trouble
meeting the rent, and one-
fourth were threatened with
eviction.

Almost half of respondents,
reported going without
seeing a dentist in the last
year when they needed to
because they did not have
the money to pay for dental
care. Additionally, a large
proportion of respondents
reported that they were not
able to afford needed
medication in the last year
(41%), while 37% went
without seeing a doctor
when they felt they needed
to because they could not
afford health care.

9



> MEASURING INCOME
ADEQUACY

If the experience of hardships is related
to lack of resources, then families with
inadequate income should experience
more hardships. In Tables 3 and 4, the
two measures of income adequacy
discussed here, the Federal Poverty
Level (FPL) and the Self-Sufficiency
Standard (SSS), are used to explore the
extent of hardships by level of income
adequacy. Both measures are from the
year 2001.

First, each respondent's total household
income was calculated, including
earnings, child support, and any cash
assistance. To create a score, total
income is divided by the FPL or SSS
measure, and expressed as a percentage.
If income exceeds the threshold, then
the score is above 100% (or above the
line), and the family is above the
threshold, and by that measure, has
adequate income. Likewise, if income
is less than the threshold, then the
score is less than 100%, and the family
is below the threshold, and has
inadequate income by that measure.

For example, a family with one adult
and two children, an infant and
preschooler, with an annual income of
$18,000 would have a FPL "score" of
123%, as this income exceeds the 2001
federal poverty line for a family of three:

In fact, this FPL "score" would be the
same no matter where they live, and
regardless of the ages of the children.
On the other hand, this same family
would have different, and much lower,
Self-Sufficiency Standard (SSS) scores,
depending upon where they live: 38%
if they live in Montgomery County
(outside of Philadelphia), 45% if they
live in Allegheny County (Pittsburgh),
or 59% if they live in Warren County.

Income $18,000
SSS $46,454 = 38% SSS Score

(if Montgomery County)
=

Income $18,000
SSS $39,991 = 45% SSS Score

(if Allegheny County)
=

Income $18,000
SSS $30,711 = 59% SSS Score

(if Warren County)
=

10 � Public Policies Private Strategies

1 ADULT, 1 INFANT & 1 PRESCHOOLER

Income $18,000
FPL $14,630 = 123% FPL Score=

If the two children were teens, for whom
there would be higher food costs, but
no child care costs, the scores would be
77%, 85%, and 104%. In contrast to the
FPL, the SSS measures income adequacy
more specifically in terms of both family
composition (taking into account not
only the number of adults and children,
but also the ages of children, which
affects costs, especially child care), and
place (with Philadelphia and Pittsburgh
being more expensive than smaller cities
and rural areas in Pennsylvania). (See
Figure 2.)
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1 ADULT

FIGURE 2. SELF-SUFFICIENCY STANDARDS (SSS) AND MEDIAN FAMILY INCOME
COMPARED TO FEDERAL POVERTY LINE (FPL), FOR SELECTED FAMILY TYPES, Pennsylvania, 2001*

1 ADULT &
1 PRESCHOOLER

1 ADULT,
1 INFANT &

1 PRESCHOOLER

2 ADULTS,
1 INFANT &

1 PRESCHOOLER

Source: The Self-Sufficiency Standards in this table
are from The Self-Sufficiency Standard for
Pennsylvania, Summary Report, September 2001.
The Federal Poverty Guidelines for 2003 were
published in the Federal Register, Vol. 68, No. 26,
February 7, 2003. Median Family Incomes were
retrieved from http://www.huduser.org/Datasets/IL/
FMR03/hud03pa.pdf on 6/1/03.
* The Self-Sufficiency Standard for Erie County
excludes the higher cost area of Edinboro Borough.

** The Median Family Income (MFI) for Lancaster
County represents the MFI for the City of Lancaster,
while the Self-Sufficiency Standard for Lancaster
County is representative of the entire county.
*** The Self-Sufficiency Standard for Montgomery
County excludes the higher cost areas of Nottsville
and Pottstown.

2003 Federal Poverty Guideline

Allegheny County - Pittsburgh

Self-Sufficiency Wage

Median Family Income

Erie County - Erie

Self-Sufficiency Wage*

Median Family Income

Lancaster County**

Self-Sufficiency Wage

Median Family Income

Montgomery County

Self-Sufficiency Wage**

Median Family Income

Philadelphia County - Philadelphia

Self-Sufficiency Wage

Median Family Income

Warren County

Self-Sufficiency Wage

Median Family Income

$8,980 $12,120 $15,260 $18,400

$16,850 $30,139 $39,991 $47,248

$37,900 $43,300 $48,700 $54,100

$13,805 $23,483 $33,139 $40,196

$35,400 $40,500 $45,500 $50,600

$15,904 $28,133 $35,655 $42,744

$42,800 $48,900 $55,000 $61,100

 

$20,510 $35,597 $46,454 $54,103

$47,700 $54,600 $61,400 $68,200

       

$17,581 $31,949 $41,701 $46,673

$47,700 $54,600 $61,400 $68,200

       

$14,060 $22,277 $30,711 $38,090

$33,700 $38,500 $43,300 $48,100



> HARDSHIPS
EXPERIENCED BY
INCOME GROUP

Using the scores on these two measures,
respondents are divided into three
income groups. The first group consists
of respondents whose reported income
is either at or below 100% of the FPL
(N = 64) (Note that because the FPL is
low, everyone whose income is below
the FPL is also well below the Self-
Sufficiency Standard). The second
group is comprised of respondents
whose income is above the FPL but
below the SSS (N = 83). The third group
includes respondents whose income is
at or above 100% of SSS (N = 18).

The number of hardships experienced
by each of the three income groups is
shown in Table 3. There is a very clear
pattern with regard to income and
hardships: as income adequacy
increases, hardships decrease. Further,
this pattern remains consistent in nearly

every hardship category. Moreover, it is
clear that those families who are
“above” poverty, using the official
federal poverty thresholds, but below
self-sufficiency—as measured by the
Self-Sufficiency Standard—nevertheless
exper ience significant levels of
hardship. This suggests that incomes at
(or below) the FPL are still far below
the level needed to meet adequately
basic needs—and avoid hardships. At
the same time, hardships are also
experienced by those whose incomes
are above self-sufficiency, although at a
lesser rate, suggesting that the family
budgets at Self-Sufficiency Wage levels
are indeed “bare bones”, and not always
adequate to meet even the bare
minimum of basic needs.

In Table 4A, the relationship between
income adequacy and hardships
experienced is examined in a slightly
different way, using just the Self-
Sufficiency Standard. Here the sample
is divided into five (roughly equal-

sized) groups based on the family’s
Standard score (see above). With this
somewhat finer distribution, a familiar
pattern emerges: as income adequacy
(as measured by the family’s Self-
Sufficiency Standard score) increases,
the number of hardships decreases.
Again, this is most apparent for the
highest income adequacy group.

 This relationship is not linear however;
that is, the number of hardships should
be highest for those with the least
income adequacy, those in the first
quintile. However, it is the second
quintile that experiences the highest
number of hardships, even though their
income adequacy is higher than the first
quintile. One possible explanation is
that those with the very lowest incomes
may be receiving public and/or private
non-cash assistance, which may well
mitigate hardships for some of the
lowest income families. At the same
time, eligibility rules limit access to
many of these benefits to those with

...families who are
�above� poverty,

using  the official
federal poverty

thresholds,
but below

self sufficiency�
as measured by

the Self-Sufficiency
Standard�

nevertheless
experience

significant levels
of hardship. ...

incomes at
(or below) the FPL
are still far below

the level needed to
adequately meet

basic needs�and
avoid hardships.

...the second quintile...experiences the highest number
of hardships, even though their income adequacy is higher
than the first quintile.
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the very lowest income, leaving those
with slightly higher incomes ineligible
to receive such help. To test the impact
of receiving assistance that reduces costs,
or effectively raises incomes, thus
making limited incomes more
“adequate”, the cash value of two types
of benefits was estimated, Food Stamps
and housing assistance. Using the
formulas that determine the amount of
benefits available to families given their
income and size, for those who stated
they were receiving benefits, the
amount of benefits was - estimated and
an adjusted SSS score was created. With
costs lowered by receipt of one or both
of these benefits, this recalculation
increased the income adequacy of 13
respondents, so that their income now
exceeds the FPL, and two respondents
moved from being below SSS to being
above SSS. The fact that almost all the
impact of these benefits on the SSS
scores of respondents is on those with
the lowest incomes, i.e., below the FPL,

reinforces the fact that these programs
are most likely to help those with the
very lowest incomes. In Table 4B, the
sample has again been divided into
quintiles, using the adjusted Self-
Sufficiency Standard scores. The
changes alter the pattern such that, for
housing and health care, and most
importantly, the overall scores, now
show that the greatest number of
hardships is found in the lowest
quintile, i.e., those with the lowest Self-
Sufficiency Standard scores. In the two
charts following Table 4B, one can see
how this adjustment affects the
relationship between income adequacy
and the number of hardships, most
clearly for the Total line, which after
income is adjusted for receipt of
benefits, shows an even stronger
relationship between income adequacy
and number of hardships. This is all the
more str iking, as the amount of
adjustment is only estimated, not a
direct measure of the exact amount of
benefits received.

> THE IMPACT OF
INCOME ADEQUACY
COMPARED TO OTHER
FACTORS IN EXPLAINING
THE NUMBER OF
HARDSHIPS

Of course, the experience of hardships
may be related to other factors that are
somewhat correlated with income, and
not be directly the result of the degree
of income inadequacy (as measured by
the SSS score). For example, African
Amer ican families are dispropor-
tionately low income, as they
experience race-based discrimination
and segregation that limits their
economic opportunities.4 To test
whether other factors may actually be
behind this cor relation between
income adequacy and hardships,
regression analysis was employed,
which reveals how well the Self-
Sufficiency Standard predicts who is
likely to exper ience hardships,
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4 See Council of Economic Advisors for the President’s Initiative on Race and Joe R. Feagin. The first
documents disparities by race; the second provides a comprehensive perspective on systemic racism in the
United States and how it causes economic inequality (such as, underserved impoverishment and unjust
enrichment).



compared to other predictors. The
regressions include factors that would
be expected to be major predictors of
having either low/inadequate income,
or high expenses, and therefore result
in an increased likelihood of
experiencing hardships. For example,
families with a larger number of
children, other things being equal
(including income and other
demographic variables), will have more
costs, and therefore are more likely to
experience income inadequacy and
hardships.

Multivariate regression compares each
variable, or factor, so that it is possible
to see the comparative “weight” or
“strength” each has as a predictor of the
dependent var iable, in this case,
hardships. Because each measure has a
different scale, we use beta coefficients
that have made the different scales

equivalent, so that each variable (or
factor) has the same potential range,
from -1 to +1. The closer to either -1
or +1, the higher the value of the
coefficient, the more important it is as
a predictor of the dependent variable,
holding all other variables constant.
The major factors tested in this
regression analysis include:
respondent’s age, presence of a second
adult, education, race, Hispanic
ethnicity, welfare receipt5, and SSS score
or FPL score (using income adjusted
for estimated value of benefits received,
if any; see above). As can be seen from
the first column of Table 5, welfare
receipt and the Self-Sufficiency
Standard are the best predictors of the
number of hardships exper ienced
(with each having coefficients that are
.2 or higher6), and are the only two
variables that are statistically significant.7

Since this analysis does not take into
account the fact that those who receive
welfare are also more likely than others
to face a number of bar r iers to
achieving self-sufficient incomes not
measured here (such as chronic health
problems, learning disabilities, children
with disabilities and so forth), it is not
surprising that welfare receipt is related
to the level of hardships. Nor is it
surprising that the level of income
adequacy is a significant factor in
predicting the number of hardships.
What is surprising, however, is that
none of the other variables, such as
education, have any significant impact
on explaining the level of hardships.
Of course, some of the influence of
these variables is already felt through
their impact on income that is
incorporated in the measure of income

5 Although the sample excluded those who currently receive welfare, a proportion of the sample has received welfare in the past. It has been asserted that receiving
welfare in and of itself may undercut self-sufficiency efforts. We measured welfare receipt three ways, first in terms of total lifetime use (never received welfare,
received welfare less than two years total, and received welfare more than two years total), then in terms of recency (never received welfare, stopped receiving welfare
within last two years, and stopped receiving welfare more than two years ago), and finally a composite measure reflecting both total time and recency. The variable,
length of time received welfare, was the strongest predictor, so that was the measure used.
6 A “coefficient” gives a quantitative, and comparative “score” on how important a particular factor is. The higher the coefficient, the stronger the relationship
between this factor and the dependent variable (in this case, number of hardships is the dependent variable).
7 That is, only these two variables have a probability of less than 5% (or p < .05) that these results could occur by chance; if the significance level is greater than 10%,
it is considered likely that this relationship could occur by chance, and it is therefore not likely to reflect a real correlation/relationship.
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adequacy. However, that is exactly the
point: it is income adequacy that matters
most for explaining hardships, not some
other factor that acts independently
from income, such as culture.

Running the same set of variables using
the federal poverty level as a the
“income adequacy” measure instead of
the Self-Sufficiency Standard yields
similar results, but with lower
coefficients for both welfare receipt, and
most importantly, the income adequacy
measure, the federal poverty line.
Moreover although both the FPL and
the SSS score are significant predictors
of the number of hardships
experienced, using the Self-Sufficiency
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Standard as a benchmark of income
results in both a higher coefficient, and
overall higher R squared. (A higher R
squared means that more of the
variation in number of hardships is
explained when the regression uses the
SSS rather than the FPL (See Table 5).

What this means is that, even though
we know that the average income of
African American families is lower, or
that those with more education
generally have higher income, it is
knowledge of how well resources cover
expenses, (i.e., how adequate the income
is) that best predicts how many
hardships they will experience. Though
each of these factors, such as education,

may be individually correlated with
hardships, sometimes quite strongly,
none of these other factors except
welfare receipt predicts the likelihood
of experiencing hardships. In short, the
lower the SSS score, i.e., the less
adequate the income the more
hardships the family is likely to
exper ience, controlling for other
factors. This analysis suggests that the
hardships experienced by this sample
of Pennsylvanians is most directly a
result of inadequate income, rather than
because of poor budgeting or poor
choices, or other character istics of
individuals such as education, race/
ethnicity, or age.

...it is income
adequacy that
matters most for
explaining
hardships, not some
other factor that
acts independently
from income, such
as culture.



I had no sleep. I worked at a nursing home nights from eleven to seven then I came home at seven, got the children ready for
school, sent them off to school or daycare, then came to Head Start and worked there �til two o�clock�went home, tried to
get some sleep�which I didn�t, because then the kids got out of school. So, I make them dinner, change them, get them
ready for bed and then go back to the job. I kept it up for 3 months but then I got tired out and I couldn�t do it anymore.

� Focus group participant, discussing a work-based strategy

Among mothers with
incomes below the

Standard, more than
eighty percent had one

job, with a few also
having a second job and/

or odd jobs, with little
difference between those

whose incomes were
above or below the FPL.

... mothers with incomes
above the Self-Sufficiency

Standard were more
likely to be both currently

employed (94%) and to
have a second job as well

(24%).

> STRATEGIES
TO MAKE ENDS MEET

The previous tables have shown that
over 90% of the mothers in the study
sample exper ienced at least one
hardship in the last year and that those
with less adequate income, as indicated
by the Self-Sufficiency Standard,
experienced more hardships. Using the
typology developed by Edin and Lein
(1997), this next section explores the
use of three types of strategies-
employment-based, network-based,
and public program-based-by mothers
at the three levels of income adequacy
used above.

Work-Based Strategies

Employment strategies include having
a main job, a second job, and/or "odd
jobs" (the latter include extra income
sources that are not regular paying jobs
such as babysitting, house-sitting, or
collecting cans or bottles). Among
mothers with incomes below the
Standard, more than eighty percent had
one job, with a few also having a second
job and/or odd jobs, with little
difference between those whose
incomes were above or below the FPL.

However, mothers with incomes above
the Self-Sufficiency Standard were more
likely to be both currently employed
(94%) and to have a second job as well
(24%). In addition, no mothers in this
group supplemented their income with
additional "odd" jobs. Clearly, regular
employment is associated with incomes
that are more adequate, and therefore,
lesser hardships. (See Chart A).
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Network-Based Strategies

The second type of strategy used to
make ends meet is to call upon
networks for resources in cash or in
kind. Networked-based strategies
include asking the church, friends or
family for help, and/or receiving child
support or “in kind” help (such as free
babysitting by relatives or boyfriends).
Mothers with income below the
Federal Poverty Level or between the
FPL and the SSS were more likely to
ask a church for help, while mothers

with income above Self-Sufficiency did
not report turning to relig ious
institutions for help at all. Likewise,
mothers with income below the FPL
and mothers with income between the
FPL and SSS were twice as likely to
seek “in-kind” help as the mothers
with income above SSS (42% and 41%
compared to 22%, see Chart B). In
contrast, mothers with incomes above
the Standard were more likely to ask
friends and family for money than
mothers with incomes below the

Standard. Of course, these differences
by level of income adequacy may reflect
differences in network resources:
friends/relatives in one’s network may
have similar resources, so that those
with less may only be able to provide
“in-kind” help, while those with more
resources, are more likely to be able to
provide cash aid. In addition, research
has documented that families who
experience the most critical type of
hardships, such as loss of housing or
inadequate food, are also families who
are somewhat socially isolated; as such,
they lack a network of family and
friends who can help mitigate crises
with financial or in-kind aid
(Weinberg, M.H. and S. Weinger, 1998;
Smith, 2001). Thus the type of strategy
used may both reflect one’s income
adequacy, and be a cause of the level of
income adequacy.

Mothers with income
below the Federal
Poverty Level or between
the FPL and the SSS
were more likely to ask
a church for help, while
mothers with income
above Self-Sufficiency
did not report turning to
religious institutions for
help at all.

...mothers with income
between the FPL and
SSS were twice as likely
to seek �in-kind� help as
the mothers with income
above SSS (42% and
41% compared to 22%).

...mothers with incomes
above the Standard were
more likely to ask friends
and family for money
than mothers with
incomes below the
Standard.
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NETWORK-BASED STRATEGIES

Income below FPL Income between
FPL & SSS

Income above SSS



Public Program-Based Strategies

Public program-based strategies are the
third type of strategies families use to
make ends meet. Edin and Lein’s (1997)
research documents that this is the “last
resort”, turned to by families when the
first two types of strategies (employment-
based and private network-based) fail.
Public program strategies in this study
are either direct cash transfers (such as
SSI or EITC), or subsidies/work

supports that reduce the costs of basic
needs, such as child care assistance, but
do not include cash assistance. (Recall
that this sample excludes those who
currently are receiving welfare). All of
these programs are income or means-
tested; therefore many of the mothers
in this sample may not qualify for the
public program shown, particularly those
with incomes above Self-Sufficiency, but
also for many with incomes above

poverty but below Self-Sufficiency. (The
major exception to this tendency is that
of EITC, for which most with earnings
will qualify (unless their income is quite
high). If a respondent’s income is too
high to qualify for the assistance, then
the strategy is not available for them to
use. What this means is that the greater
use of this type of strategy by lower
income families may reflect eligibility
as much as need. (See Chart C).
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Public program-
based strategies

are...the  �last
resort,� turned to
by families when

[other] strategies...
fail.�

Income below FPL Income between
FPL & SSS

Income above SSS

CHART C.
PUBLIC PROGRAM-BASED STRATEGIES



Families with incomes that fall between
the FPL and the SSS, though not
officially designated as “poor”, lack
adequate income. Indeed, their average
SSS score is .66; this means that on
average, their income is adequate to
cover only about two-thirds of the cost
of meeting their basic needs.
Nevertheless, they utilized each of the
public programs available (housing,
LIHEAP (utilities assistance), CHIP/
Medicaid, Food Stamps, and SSI) at
lower rates than those with incomes
below the FPL (see Table 6/chart).
Undoubtedly, this reflects in part the
fact that they are not eligible for some
programs if their income is not below,
or close to, the FPL; to be eligible for
Food Stamps, for example, total income
must be less than 130% of the FPL.

There are two exceptions, however; the
two strategies more likely to be used
by the middle group (those with
incomes above the FPL but below the
SSS) are child care assistance and the
EITC, both of which are work-related.
It is probable, as shown above, that the
families who are in the middle group
are likely to have incomes that are not
low enough to qualify for assistance,
even though their incomes are not yet

high enough to achieve self-sufficiency.
Unlike all other public program
assistance, however, EITC increases with
earnings, and tapers off gradually to
zero when household earned income
reaches the high twenty thousands (one
child) or low thirty thousands (two or
more children). (The child tax credit
also increases up to a maximum, and
then stays at that maximum until very
high income is reached).

Overall, the mothers with income
below the Federal Poverty Level had
the highest mean number of strategies
used, 4.3. The second group had a mean
of 4.00 and those with income above
the Self-Sufficiency Standard had a
mean of 2.89 strategies (see Table 6A).
Moreover, although a very high
proportion of respondents at all
levels of income adequacy are
employed, the strategies of those
with incomes above Self-Sufficiency
are the most focused on
employment, and the least on
public program assistance or work
supports to help make ends meet.
However, it is difficult to solve the
“chicken and egg” problem here. That
is, families with lesser incomes/greater
need are more likely to qualify for

assistance. Even with the other types
of strategies, it is difficult to untangle
whether the use of a strategy reflects less
adequate income, or alleviates the less
adequate income (thus reducing the
number of hardships). Only in the
case of employment does there
seem to be a fairly clear
relationship, with the more regular
employment being associated with
incomes that are more adequate.

What impact do these strategies have
on the SSS score of participants? Again,
the numbers in Table 6A were
recalculated to reflect the changed
scores and distributions when income
was adjusted to take into account
estimated benefits from Food Stamps
and housing assistance. As can be seen
when Table 6A and 6B are compared,
the group with the most number of
strategies shifted from the lowest group
(those with incomes below the FPL)
to those with incomes between the FPL
and the SSS. This reflects their
circumstance of reduced access to
public program benefits, and increased
need (because income is still not
adequate) to employ a range of
strategies.

Families with incomes
that fall between the FPL
and the SSS...[can]
cover only about two-
thirds of the cost of
meeting their basic
needs. ...[they] utilized
each of the public
programs available
(housing, LIHEAP
(utilities assistance),
CHIP/Medicaid, Food
Stamps, and SSI) at
lower rates than those
with incomes below
the FPL. ...

...Although a very
high proportion of
respondents at all levels
of income adequacy are
employed, the strategies
of those with incomes
above Self-Sufficiency
are the most focused on
employment, and the
least on public program
assistance or work
supports to help make
ends meet.
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Three conclusions emerge from this research.

Conclusions

Using the Self-Sufficiency Standard helps explain the paradox of welfare reform “success” resulting
in substantial hardships. With this more accurate and nuanced measure of income adequacy used
instead of the FPL, then it is clear that hardships are experienced because income levels are below
what are needed to meet basic needs.

Using multivariate analysis to explain the number of hardships revealed that the Self-Sufficiency
Standard rather than the federal poverty line is not only a more accurate measure of income
adequacy, but also makes clear that the hardships experienced by working mothers as they
struggle to make ends meet are directly and substantially the result of the lack of income and
resources. Thus, in spite of substantial work effort, and other strategies, these families are experiencing
many and serious hardships. This is happening not because they are not working hard enough,
nor is it because they are bad “budgeters” or are making bad choices, but simply because their
incomes are too low and their expenses are too high.

These numbers suggest the role of work supports/public program assistance in the relationship
between income adequacy and number of hardships experienced. When the sample is divided
into quintiles, those in the second lowest quintile, rather than the lowest as one would expect,
experienced the most hardships in each area. However, when incomes and the SSS scores were
adjusted for the estimated value of benefits received, this relationship changed, so that in total,
those with the lowest income adequacy experienced the most hardships.
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Much more is at stake here than
an academic debate about
the proper measure of

poverty. Using a more nuanced and
powerful measure of income adequacy
has helped us deepen and refine our
understanding of the dynamics of
poverty, and thus point to the types of
policy solutions that would truly
address family economic self-
sufficiency today. Clearly, it raises the
question of whether a simple “work
first/any work is good” policy is
achieving the goal of welfare reform
and workforce development, i.e.,
economic independence/self-
sufficiency. If in fact family incomes from
some jobs are not sufficient to meet
basic needs, then this research suggests
that hardships are inevitable—if one
does not have enough, something will
be shortchanged—and maybe even
result in more hardships as work
increases expenses (child care, taxes,

transportation) while supports decrease
(Food Stamps, subsidized health
insurance). Obviously, this issue is not
confined to those who are transitioning
from receiving cash assistance, but faces
all families struggling to make ends
meet. Now that many families have
made the transition from welfare to
work, and have lost the assistance that
is increasingly limited to the very lowest
income, it is time to examine how these
families can be supported as they move
towards economic self-sufficiency.

Our findings point to a “policy gap”:
while public policy in recent years has
focused on “welfare reform” and those
who are defined as “poor”, those who
are “above poverty” but whose incomes
are inadequate to meet their needs have
been ignored, again both publicly and
in policy. As a result, they are
experiencing substantial hardships,
with apparently less public help to

mitigate those hardships. These are
parents who are in the workforce and
are not receiving (and many never
received) welfare, yet their earnings
alone are not enough to meet their
needs. While their incomes are not
adequate, they are nonetheless too high
to qualify for most types of assistance.
They live in the “policy gap”, between
public supports for the low income and
tax breaks for the middle class, and they
are not only not “making it”, they are
experiencing a disproportionate share
of hardships, a clear indicator of policy
failure. While much of our rhetoric
would support these families’ efforts to
move towards economic self-
sufficiency, the reality is quite different,
one of abandonment as they struggle
alone with little or no help to bridge
this gap.

Implications for Policy
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Now that many families
have made the transition
from welfare to work,
and have lost the
assistance that is
increasingly limited to
the very lowest income,
it is time to examine how
these families can be
supported as they move
towards economic self-
sufficiency.

[Many families]...live in the �policy gap�, between public supports for the low
income and tax breaks for the middle class, and they are not only not �making it�,
they are experiencing a disproportionate share of hardships, a clear indicator of
policy failure.



Closing this gap begins with naming
it. This means that we need to
acknowledge publicly what it really
takes for families to make it, at the most
minimum level. With such an
acknowledgement, we can then move
toward supporting families in moving
towards the goal of self-sufficiency, by
building bridges across this gap. These
“bridges” are of two kinds: those that
help parents achieve higher incomes,
e.g., through increased skills via job
training and education, and those that
help reduce some of the larger costs
that families face that precipitate
hardships, such as housing and child
care costs (for those with young
children), or health care costs (for those
with family members with substantial
health issues).

As just one example, the Food Stamps
program has the potential of helping
to bridge the gap between limited
income and basic needs. However, the
Food Stamps program currently uses
the Federal Poverty Line, with
eligibility limited to those with
incomes at or below 130% of the FPL
for their family size. By not taking
account of the substantial differences
in costs by place, this program is
essentially limited to those families in
which parents are not employed, or
have limited earnings, in all but the
lowest cost areas where wages are low
as well. Elsewhere in Pennsylvania,
higher costs mean a higher
“minimum” wage, yet one too high for
the family to qualify for help with food
costs through Food Stamps. This is true
even though in high cost areas, family

resources are often devoted heavily to
rent, child care, health care, leaving too
little to meet family nutritional needs.

In the same way, housing is not only a
very large part of many family’s budgets,
but is the area where there is the least
help available, and the most need. In
some areas of the state, families seeking
housing assistance must wait months,
or even years to be placed; many
smaller jurisdictions have simply closed
their lists altogether. The affordable
housing cr isis results in not only
homelessness, but also in frequent
moves, doubling up, and the use of
shelters. Children and their parents are
affected in extremely negative ways
(psychologically, inability to secure and
maintain employment).

Closing this
[policy] gap
begins with

naming it.
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Policy Recommendations

Incorporate the Self-Sufficiency
Standard into state and local
policies and programs.

The Self-Sufficiency Standard, an accurate
measure of family financial well-being,
should be used to replace or supplement
the federal poverty measure in a variety of
public and private settings, thus better
targeting resources on those most in need.

• Pennsylvania should adopt the Self-
Sufficiency Standard as a measure of
the state’s living costs and use the
Standard as a benchmark for policy
in workforce development,
education, work supports, and other
areas. Pennsylvania’s goal should be
to increase the number of families
with incomes above self-sufficiency
wages.

Use the Self-Sufficiency Standard
as the basis for career counseling.

The Self-Sufficiency Standard provides
clients with much more specific and realistic
information about what level of income they
need to achieve self-sufficiency.

• Public benefits caseworkers should
use the Self-Sufficiency Standard as a
tool in counseling clients transitioning
from welfare and in workforce
development programs, as a financial

In the short term, Pennsylvania
should at least protect Medicaid from
budget cuts.

• Pennsylvania should provide
transitional income support or asset-
building capabilities to people when
they leave TANF, as well as to all
workers with low earnings, to assist
with work-related expenses and to
stabilize income, housing and child
care.

• Pennsylvania should enhance access
to work supports by reducing barriers
to the receipt of child care assistance,
and improving access to housing aid
(the two biggest cost items in family
budgets).

• Public and pr ivate agencies and
institutions that serve low-income
families should explore the
development of one-stop service
centers or worker support centers that
allow recipients to access a variety of
benefits and services most
conveniently and efficiently.

yardstick in determining income
adequacy, and in planning future career
paths.

• The Standard should also be used to
help individuals understand the
benefits of continuing education,
namely higher income and reduced
reliance on government supports.

• State welfare administrators should
ensure that frontline workers are trained
to provide information routinely about
what programs are available to
employed TANF recipients and those
preparing to enter the workforce.

• Nonprofit agencies should maintain
or expand their benefits counseling
services and use the latest technology
to facilitate the provision of eligibility
information and application assistance
for families.

Enhance access to education and
training for adults who are seeking
work, or are in low-wage
employment.

Access to education and training are essential
to achieving self-sufficiency.

• Colleges and universities, including
community colleges, should be
encouraged to make structural

improvements to better accommodate
working adult students.

• Incentives should be provided for
educational and social service
institutions to collaborate on
developing education and training
career pathways. These partnerships
link college educational resources with
the support services of community-
based organizations.

• Student aid programs should be
expanded to better support the
education and training needs of
working adults.

Ease �policy gaps� and strengthen
service delivery of public benefits
and work support programs.

Many families find that as their incomes
increase, eligibility for key supports—such
as child care assistance—ends well before
incomes reach self-sufficiency, leaving many
in a “policy gap.”

• Pennsylvania should move toward
ensuring continuous Medicaid coverage
for all family members, up to Self-
Sufficiency, or to at least 250 percent of
the federal poverty level and extending
public health coverage to immigrant
families ineligible for federal assistance.
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TABLE 1. Demographic Characteristics of Sample Compared
to State of Pennsylvania (Census 2000)

Characteristic Census Sample

Age (Median) 38 31.5
Average household size 2.48 3.62
  
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT  

Less than High School 18.1 10.9
High School Grad (or Equivalent) 38.1 33.9
Some college 21.4 29.7
College (or more) 22.4 6.7

  
MARITAL STATUS  

Never married 27.2 37
Married 54.3 17
Separated, Widowed, Divorced 18.5 44.8

  
EMPLOYMENT STATUS  

Employed 58.3 86.7
Unemployed 3.5 13.3

  
INCOME  

Median household income (dollars) 40,106 19,008
Percent below poverty level 7.8 29

  
RACE/ETHNICITY  

White 85.4 52.7
Black or African American 10.0 30.9
Multi-racial 1.2 2.4
Hispanic or Latino origin 3.2 12.1

Appendix

TABLE 2. Hardships Experienced by Full Sample (N=165)

FOOD HARDSHIPS
Had to cut size or skip a meal 41.5%
Received food from food bank or other source 36.6%
Gone a day or more without food 17.7%
Children had to cut size or skip a meal 15.9%

Average Total Number of Food Hardships 1.11
Standard Deviation of Food Hardships ± 1.15

HOUSING HARDSHIPS
Been threatened with having heat or electricity shut off 53.4%
Had trouble paying rent 44.4%
Been threatened with eviction 25.5%
Have lived without proper heating or plumbing 14.1%
Had to move in with family or friends 13.5%
Had heat or electricity shut off 13.4%
Had to move to a less safe neighborhood 4.9%
Considered moving in with someone abusive 2.5%

Average Total Number of Housing Hardships 1.69
Standard Deviation of Housing Hardships ± 1.51

HEALTH CARE HARDSHIPS
Gone without seeing a dentist when needed 47.3%
Could not afford needed medicines 40.6%
Gone without seeing a doctor when needed 37.4%
Had to go to free health clinic 22.0%
Usually go to emergency room to see doctor 15.9%
Children gone without seeing a dentist when needed 12.9%
Could not afford needed medicines for children 9.8%
Children gone without seeing a doctor when needed 3.1%

Average Total Number of Health Hardships 1.88
Standard Deviation of Health Hardships ± 1.73

Average Total Number of Total Hardships 5.30
Standard Deviation of Total Hardships ± 3.64

Percent
experiencing

hardships
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FOOD HARDSHIPS
Had to cut size or skip a meal 45.5% 51.5% 36.4% 36.4% 36.4%
Received food from food bank or other source 36.4% 48.5% 48.5% 30.3% 18.2%
Gone a day or more without food 33.3% 21.2% 21.2% 6.1% 6.1%
Children had to cut size or skip a meal 24.2% 21.2% 12.1% 12.1% 9.1%

Average Number of Food Hardships 1.39 1.42 1.18 0.85 0.70
Standard Deviation of Food Hardships 1.43 1.06 1.24 0.94 0.88

HOUSING HARDSHIPS
Been threatened with having heat or electricity shut off 54.5% 60.6% 45.5% 63.6% 39.4%
Had trouble paying rent 57.6% 51.5% 42.4% 33.3% 33.3%
Been threatened with eviction 39.4% 27.3% 18.2% 24.2% 15.2%
Had to move in with family or friends 15.2% 18.2% 12.1% 12.1% 9.1%
Have lived without proper heating or plumbing 24.2% 9.1% 18.2% 12.1% 6.1%
Had heat or electricity shut off 18.2% 18.2% 9.1% 12.1% 9.1%
Had to move to a less safe neighborhood 6.1% 3.0% 6.1% 6.1% 3.0%
Considered moving in with someone abusive 0.0% 6.1% 6.1% 0.0% 0.0%

Average Number of Housing Hardships 2.15 1.94 1.58 1.64 1.15
Standard Deviation of Housing Hardships 1.8 1.66 1.46 1.34 1.06

HEALTH CARE HARDSHIPS
Gone without seeing a dentist when needed 54.5% 45.5% 63.6% 39.4% 33.3%
Could not afford needed medicines 36.4% 42.4% 60.6% 30.3% 33.3%
Gone without seeing a doctor when needed 45.5% 42.4% 45.5% 24.2% 27.3%
Had to go to free health clinic 39.4% 27.3% 21.2% 12.1% 9.1%
Usually go to emergency room to see doctor 27.3% 21.2% 12.1% 12.1% 6.1%
Children gone without seeing a dentist when needed 15.2% 12.1% 15.2% 18.2% 3.0%
Could not afford needed medicines for children 15.2% 12.1% 15.2% 6.1% 0.0%
Children gone without seeing a doctor when needed 6.1% 3.0% 0.0% 3.0% 3.0%

Average Number of Health Hardships 2.39 2.06 2.33 1.45 1.15
Standard Deviation of Health Hardships 2.03 1.73 1.67 1.56 1.35

Average Number of Total Hardships 6.61 6.18 5.64 4.52 3.55
Standard Deviation of Total Hardships 4.38 3.76 3.76 2.95 2.67

* Adjusted for estimated value of Food Stamps and/or Housing Assistance when received.

TABLE 3. Hardships Experienced by Percent of
Federal Poverty Level and Self-Sufficiency Wage

N=64
Below
FPL

N=83
Above
FPL &
Below
SSS

N=18
Above
SSS

FOOD HARDSHIPS
Had to cut size or skip a meal 50.8% 36.1% 33.3%
Received food from food bank or other source 49.2% 31.3% 16.7%
Gone a day or more without food 28.6% 12.0% 5.6%
Children had to cut size or skip a meal 22.2% 12.0% 11.1%

Average Number of Food Hardships 1.48 0.92 0.67
Standard Deviation of Food Hardships ± 1.35 ± 0.94 ± 0.97

HOUSING HARDSHIPS
Been threatened with having heat or electricity shut off 53.2% 56.6% 38.9%
Had trouble paying rent 51.6% 42.7% 27.8%
Been threatened with eviction 31.1% 25.6% 5.6%
Had to move in with family or friends 17.7% 9.6% 16.7%
Had heat or electricity shut off 17.5% 10.8% 11.1%
Have lived without proper heating or plumbing 16.1% 13.3% 11.1%
Had to move to a less safe neighborhood 3.2% 7.2% 0.0%
Considered moving in with someone abusive 1.6% 3.6% 0.0%

Average Number of Housing Hardships 1.86 1.69 1.11
Standard Deviation of Housing Hardships ± 1.59 ± 1.52 ± 0.96

HEALTH CARE HARDSHIPS
Gone without seeing a dentist when needed 53.1% 44.6% 38.9%
Could not afford needed medicines 40.6% 41.0% 38.9%
Gone without seeing a doctor when needed 42.2% 35.8% 27.8%
Had to go to free health clinic 35.9% 15.9% 0.0%
Usually go to emergency room to see doctor 27.0% 9.6% 5.6%
Children gone without seeing a dentist when needed 14.1% 13.6% 5.6%
Could not afford needed medicines for children 12.5% 9.8% 0.0%
Children gone without seeing a doctor when needed 3.1% 2.5% 5.6%

Average Number of Health Hardships 2.28 1.71 1.22
Standard Deviation of Health Hardships ± 1.92 ± 1.57 ± 1.52

Average Total Number of Total Hardships 5.62 4.32 3.00
Standard Deviation of Total Hardships ± 3.91 ± 3.37 ± 2.91

TABLE 4A. Hardships Experienced by Percentile of
Self-Sufficiency Wage Score (Adjusted)*

N=33
20th

N=33
40th

N=33
60th

N=33
80th

N=31
100th



TABLE 5. Regression of Income Adequacy Measures
and Demographic Factors on Hardships
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FOOD HARSHIPS
Had to cut size or skip a meal 45.5% 51.5% 36.4% 36.4% 36.4%
Received food from food bank or other source 36.4% 48.5% 48.5% 30.3% 18.2%
Gone a day or more without food 33.3% 21.2% 21.2% 6.1% 6.1%
Children had to cut size or skip a meal 24.2% 21.2% 12.1% 12.1% 9.1%

Average Number of Food Hardships 1.39 1.42 1.18 0.85 0.70
Standard Deviation of Food Hardships 1.43 1.06 1.24 0.94 0.88

HOUSING HARDSHIPS
Been threatened with having heat or electricity shut off 54.5% 60.6% 45.5% 63.6% 39.4%
Had trouble paying rent 57.6% 51.5% 42.4% 33.3% 33.3%
Been threatened with eviction 39.4% 27.3% 18.2% 24.2% 15.2%
Had to move in with family or friends 15.2% 18.2% 12.1% 12.1% 9.1%
Have lived without proper heating or plumbing 24.2% 9.1% 18.2% 12.1% 6.1%
Had heat or electricity shut off 18.2% 18.2% 9.1% 12.1% 9.1%
Had to move to a less safe neighborhood 6.1% 3.0% 6.1% 6.1% 3.0%
Considered moving in with someone abusive 0.0% 6.1% 6.1% 0.0% 0.0%

Average Number of Housing Hardships 2.15 1.94 1.58 1.64 1.15
Standard Deviation of Housing Hardships 1.8 1.66 1.46 1.34 1.06

HEALTH CARE HARDSHIPS
Gone without seeing a dentist when needed 54.5% 45.5% 63.6% 39.4% 33.3%
Could not afford needed medicines 36.4% 42.4% 60.6% 30.3% 33.3%
Gone without seeing a doctor when needed 45.5% 42.4% 45.5% 24.2% 27.3%
Had to go to free health clinic 39.4% 27.3% 21.2% 12.1% 9.1%
Usually go to emergency room to see doctor 27.3% 21.2% 12.1% 12.1% 6.1%
Children gone without seeing a dentist when needed 15.2% 12.1% 15.2% 18.2% 3.0%
Could not afford needed medicines for children 15.2% 12.1% 15.2% 6.1% 0.0%
Children gone without seeing a doctor when needed 6.1% 3.0% 0.0% 3.0% 3.0%

Average Number of Health Hardships 2.39 2.06 2.33 1.45 1.15
Standard Deviation of Health Hardships 2.03 1.73 1.67 1.56 1.35

Average Number of Total Hardships 6.61 6.18 5.64 4.52 3.55
Standard Deviation of Total Hardships 4.38 3.76 3.76 2.95 2.67

* Adjusted for estimated value of Food Stamps and/or Housing Assistance when received.

TABLE 4B. Hardships Experienced by
Self-Sufficiency Wage Score (Adjusted)*

N=33
20th

N=33
40th

N=33
60th

N=33
80th

N=31
100th

Hispanic*** -0.105 0.205 -0.093 0.261
African-American -0.026 0.759 0.012 0.888
Age of Respondent -0.062 0.462 -0.095 0.258
Number of children 0.059 0.489 0.085 0.308
Presence of 2nd adult -0.044 0.583 -0.034 0.668
Education -0.061 0.477 -0.074 0.390
Welfare Receipt: # of Years 0.206 0.015 0.173 0.045
Income Adequacy Measure
(SSS or FPL) -0.225 0.012 -0.175 0.046

         R squared 0.13 0.008 0.116 0.019

*Respondent’s income as percent of respondent’s Self-Sufficiency Standard

**Respondent’s income as percent of respondent’s Federal Poverty Threshold

***Hispanic may be any race; Includes multi-racial

Dependent Variable:
Number of Hardships

Beta
Significance

Level,
p <

Beta
Significance

Level,
p <

Model 1:
Income Adequacy

Measure =
Self-Sufficiency

Standard*

Model 2:
Income Adequacy

Measure =
Federal Poverty

Level**

Independent Variables:
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TABLE 6A. Percentage of Mothers Engaging in Strategies

Mean Percent of
Self-Sufficiency Standard 0.29 0.66 1.33 0.59

WORK BASED STRATEGIES
1st job 81% 89% 94% 87%
2nd job 5% 5% 24% 7%
Odd jobs 7% 9% 0% 7%

NETWORK-BASED STRATEGIES
Asked church for help 22% 18% 0% 17%
Asked friends/family for money 56% 58% 70% 58%
Child support 36% 54% 28% 44%
“In-kind” help 42% 41% 22% 40%

PUBLIC PROGRAM STRATEGIES
Housing assistance* 40% 35% 25% 36%
LIHEAP 60% 41% 50% 47%
CHIP/medical assistance (children) 60% 39% 39% 48%
Transitional/medical assistance (mother) 34% 16% 6% 2%
Child care assistance 30% 36% 20% 33%
Food Stamps 56% 23% 0% 33%
SSI 9% 1% 0% 4%
EITC 59% 69% 72% 65%

Mean # of strategies 4.27 4.00 2.89 3.99

Used 1 strategy 6% 5% 11% 6%
Used 2 strategies 16% 15% 28% 16%
Used more than 2 strategies 78% 81% 61% 78%

*Housing assistance includes: Section 8, Public Housing
 and housing assistance from a private agency

N=64
Income
below
FPL

N=83
Income
between
FPL &

SSS

N=18
Income
above
SSS

N=165
Full

Sample

TABLE 6B. Percentage of Mothers Engaging in Strategies
(Using Income Adjusted for Benefits)*

N=49
Income*
below
FPL

N=96
Income*
between
FPL &

SSS

N=20
In-

come*
above
SSS

N=165
Total

Mean Percent of
Self-Sufficiency Standard
with Adjusted Income* 0.28 0.64 1.33 0.59

 
WORK BASED STRATEGIES  

1st job 82% 88% 95% 87%
2nd job 4% 6% 16% 7%
Odd jobs 9% 7% 0% 7%

 
NETWORK-BASED STRATEGIES  

Asked church for help 18% 23% 0% 17%
Asked friends/family for money 47% 60% 45% 58%
Child support 30% 53% 35% 44%
“In-kind” help 40% 43% 20% 40%

 
PUBLIC PROGRAM-
BASED STRATEGIES  

Housing assistance** 10% 25% 20% 36%
LIHEAP 37% 26% 10% 47%
CHIP/medical assistance (children) 57% 43% 40% 48%
Transitional/medical assistance (mother) 31% 21% 5% 22%
Child Care Assistance 6% 33% 40% 33%
Food Stamps 46% 32% 5% 33%
SSI 7% 3% 0% 4%
EITC 58% 68% 70% 65%

 
Mean # of strategies 3.86 4.25 3.00 3.99

 
Used 1 strategy 8% 4% 10% 6.02%
Used 2 strategies 20% 13% 25% 16.27%
Used more than 2 strategies 71% 83% 65% 77.71%

 
* Income is adjusted for value of estimated
Food Stamps and housing assistance benefits

**Housing assistance includes: Section 8,
Public Housing and housing assistance
from a private agency
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Telephone: (610) 543-5022
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