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ABSTRACT

The validity of the notion that welfare receipt is
equivalent to "dependency" and work represents "self-sufficiency" was
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Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and 165 low-wage single mothers in 4
U.S5. cities were interviewed. The women were contacted through grassroots
community organizations. Nearly 90% of the women contacted agreed to be
interviewed. Three points relevant to the welfare reform debate emerged from
the study. First, the notion that welfare use equates to dependency should be
tempered by the fact that, in nearly all states, AFDC benefits are so low
that recipients must supplement their welfare with unreported work or covert
contributions from friends or relatives. Second, the presumption that a
transition from welfare to work represents a move toward self-sufficiency or
economic well-being ignores the fact that low-wage jobs neither pay enough to
remove a family from poverty nor guarantee future access to better-paying
jobs. Third, many unskilled or semiskillied single mothers use welfare as one
part of a broader strategy to improve their human capital so that they can
better compete for those jobs that will permit them to obtain some semblance
of economic security. (Contains 23 endnotes.) MN)
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Editor’s nore: In the heat of current public and political debate over welfare veform, it seemys especially fgportant 1o

disseminate aceurare, empirical information about the popidation of welfure recipionts whose dives will be ntost notably

dffected by proposed changes. Articles in this issue of Focus seek to do xo. Weiting frem different methodological
perspectives, Kathrxn Edin. Roberta Spalier-Roth and her colleagnes. and Peter Brandon iltiminate the realities of
welfare and work thar shape the lives of single mothers (pages {010, and 13); Roberr Moffitr oflers a cogent argtiment

concerning the unintended effects that can fristrate reform efforts (page 170 and Sylvie Morel offers a view of French

income-support policies tp. 21,

The myths of dependence and self-suificiency:
Women, welfare, and low-wage work

Kathryn J. Edin

Kathryn I. Edin is an Assistant Professor in the Center
for Urbun Policy Rescarch and Department of Sociol-
ogy. Rutgers University. Her rescarch applics qualita-
tive rescarch methods to the analysis of poverty and
publtc policy. She and collaborator Laura Lein, of the
School of Social Work at the University of Texas at
Austin. are the authors of Making Ends Meer: How
Single Mothers Swrvive Welfure and Low-Wage Work
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation. forthcoming).
which is based on six years of observation and multipie
interviewing of 450 Jow-income single mothers and
their familics.

Popular notions that welfare receipt is equivalent Lo
“dependency™ whereas  work represents Useff-suffi-
ciency™ persist partly because much of the discussion
about work. weltare. and poverty among ~ingle-parent
families occurs without any reference to the actual costs
of raising a family. This article summarizes interyiew
data from 214 AFDC recipients and 165 low-wage
workers in {our LLS. cities. These data suggest three
important points tor the welfure reform debate. First. the
notion that welfare use equates to dependency should be
tempered by the fact thut AFDC benefits are so low in
nearly all states that recipients must supplement their
welfare income with unreported work or covert contri-
butions tfrom boy friends. friends, or relatives. Sccond.
the presumption that a transition from welfare to work
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represents i move toward self-sufticiency or economic
weltl-being 1gnores the fact that fow-wage jobs neither
pay cnotgh (o remove a family from poverty ner guar-
antee fotore acceess o better-paving jobs, Thard. many
unshilled or semiskilled single mothers use welfare as
one part of a broader vrategy 1o improve their human
capital. ~o that they can better compete for those jobs
that will permit them to obtain some semblin ce of eco-
nomic security,

What is the mimimum income fieeessary o raise i Gim-
ilv? The official poverty tine used by the Census Bureau
i not @ particularhy good guide. Tor it s hased on family
expenditure patterns that sire seseral decades old.' Other
sources offer better clues. Since the 1930< the Gullup
Pell has ashed Amerrcans what they consider the nvne-
mun awmnount ol Income necessay for g famils ol fouy 1o
Hve on. Dunng the 19805, responses ranged from 140 w
160 pereent af the ofticial poverty hine. A budeet devel-
opad by John Sehwary wnd Thomas Volgy measured the
Towest readintic costs for baste frecessities.” This budue
included no mones for estris and evcluded child care.
Even oo they determned that o tanuly of four would
need S200660 in 19uls or 135 percent of the poverty
threshold, to survive. Yet the manimuin aimount s fam-
Hy can receive from both AEDC and the Food Stamp
program in g state that v at about the maedian totaled
slightly dess than 70 percent of the poverts line (S14.703
in 1993 tor o tamily el foun in fansary 1940 and no
state paysmmough in cash benclis to Lt a tamidy out of
“official” poverty.

Thus ttas hardiy surprising that weitare mothers -
cally report speadmy far more than they receive
benefits. To exvplore this apparent discrepancy between
need and income. o study of the cconomic survival
strategies of single mothers receiving ARFDC was under-
tuken in ~several sites: Chicago tHlinois, Boston (3 as-
sichusettsi, San Antonto (Texasy, and Charleston
(South Carolman, Conducting intensive interviess with
a broad range of AEFDC recipients who were dentified
through o trusted thitd party. interviesers were able 1o
construct income and expenditure freares that are
raughly in balance and that provide a more realistic
picture of single mothers™ incomes than do conventional
surveys. The aities in which they worked represented
some of the range of state wellare systems nationadiy,
Chicago provided AFDC benefits that approsimated the
nationul average. whercas benelits in Boston were
amone the most generous 1 the United States, Charles-
on and San Antonio, on the other hand. paid benefits
that were signiftcantly below average”

In cach sites imervicwers began by making contact with
wellure mothers through grassroots commuity organti-
sations mowhich they swere memberse and through these
mothers reached our 10 others: close to 91 pereent ol
those we approached agreed o participate. The sam-
pling (echnigue resubted in respondents willing to pro-

2

vide detarled and accurate information on their eeo-
nomic and personal circumstances. The necessary
tradeodt wav o4 convenience sample that cannot be
claimed defintively 1o represent the universe of welfare
recipients. In each location. approximately hall of our
sample fived in subsidized housing uand half o private
housing. Recipients in public housing were oversampled
intentionally (nationally, only 23 pereent of welfure
mothers have subsidies) to masimize our chances of
finding weltare mothers who could Hve solely on their
we fare benetits.” The final sample of 214 welare moth-
ers incloded 36 African-American and 26 white women
in Chicago, 23 Atrican-American and 21 white women
in Charleston. 18 Afvican-American and 27 white
women in Boston, and 19 African-Awmerican. 21 white.
and 23 Lating women i San Apmonto. Although the
~ample s neither randon nor pertecty representatn e it
dues include both never-varried and divorced mothers
of Wl age groups. mothers at all educational levels.
mothers (rom adl parts of cach ety und ts ~uburbs. and
long-term and short-term weltare recipients,

The myth of dependence

This rescarch was iniended 1o document the actual -
come needs ot mothers i various locations and o deter-
mine how closely weiture transters «AFDC, food
stamps and SSD peflecied those needs. On average.
wellare mothers el S3HE short of mecting their ex-
penses when relyving solely on weltare income teal. 1ot
Table T Fer women who Tived on their own and paid
muarket rents. the shorttall was $319—-und more than
wo-thirds of welfare recipients neither receive housing
subsidics nor are doubled up with another family”

Some 36 pereent of all respondents reported they did not
get enough i welfare benefits o cover housing and
food costst 84 percent of matiers pading market rents
feld into this categors. Another 26 mothers €12 pereenn
came withi S3 of meeting their expenses with their
welfare cheeks, but no one who paid market rent was
able o do sao Twelve of these 26 received substantial
in-kind assistance from community  organizations and
frony their families and friends. St another 13 mothers
cime close ondy because they ~old most of their tood
stamps e cash and purchased admose all of their food
and other necessities from neighborhood (ences who
sald stolen food. clothing. and toiletries ot cut-rate

pricc\

1T those items which contribute: most to variation in
focal hiving costs cies ousing and transportation costsy
are exdluded. mother<in cach city typically spent about
the same amount for the ather items in their budgeis—
SSTS per moenth. lems most Americans would consider
“hivuries” entertnment costs, cigarette and afcohol
expenditures. cable TV subscriptions. or money spent
Jor an vecasional meal at MeDaonald™sy constituted only
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7 percent of the average mother’™s budget. No mother
could have made emds meet on her welfure benefits by
climinating these items. Onee the average welfare
mother had paid for housing and food (generathy consid-
ered necessary and nonsubstitutabie expenditures). she
had $90 left o cover the rest of her monthly bills.
Mothers in private housing ran a deficit of SIS3 per
month after subtracting the amount spent on these basie
ttems from their benefits,

How did these mothers 1ill the gap betw cen their wellare
income and expenditures? Earnings. acluding covert
carnings. cither in the informal cconomy tworking for
cash or under a false identityy or in the underground
acanomy (selling sev. drugs. or stolen goodsy, made up
14 percent ol their tatal monthly income. on average.
The remaining income (21 percent) came from contribu-
tions from others that were not received through official
channels nor reported 1o caseworkers. Seven pereent
came from family and [riends. 6 pereent from bhoy-
friends. and 3 percent through the covert payinents of
absent fathers. Aboul 4 pereent came as cash contribu-
tions from community organizations or money from the
portion of studeni grants and loans leftover after paving
for tuition and books.,

Thus the respondenty clearly retied on outside income
and/or in-kKind contributions to mahke ends mect.
interviewed. almost half (46 percent) were engaged in

A
valeh

covert work to meet their espenses. Approvimately two-
fifths (39 pereents of the sample worked ofT the books or
under a fulse identity to generate this additional income.
Eight percent worked in the undereround cconomy. ~el-
ing sen. drugs. or stolen goods. Eighty -siv percent of
mothers were currenty receiving covert contributions
from tfumily or fricnds. boyfriends. absent fathers, or
from other sources in order to mahe ends meet: nearly
hall relied on tamily and friends for financial help cach
month: 29 percent reecived contributions from boy-
friends on a regubar basis: 21 pereent relied on covert
payments from the fathers of their children:s 31 percent
got extra income from student loans and grants. or from
comminity organiziations. ™

The claim that wellure recipients are “dependent™ onan
income source that cannot meet basic needs seems aver-
drawn: welfare might better be descerthed as an income
floor which must be supplemented with other. often un-
reliuble. sources,

The myth of seit-sufficiency

Though welfare benefits are insufficient. what realistic
alternatives exist? Evidence on wellare evits shows tha
about 11 percent of recipicnts leave the rolls because of
marriage and 46 pereent leave for a job. One vear after
leaving welfare. roughly one-third ol both groups re-
main poor. And after five years, a substantial minority

Table t
Monthly Encome and Expenses of 214 SFDC
Recipients and 163 Low-Wage YWaorking Single Mothers
in Four Cities (1991 dollars)

Weltare Fow - Wage
Mathers Working Mothers
TOTALEXPENSES 876 1243
Housing costs 213 [N
Food costs 262 249
Work-related costs
Chuld cane - 60
Medical I~ A6
Clothiny (] 93
Teamsponation 3 b
Can pay ments and msatanee 0 S|
Other costs 4R ALERY
TOTALENCOME 892 1239
Welfyre and in-kind income
NDC i
Food stansps 222 A
SS A6 i
Other contributions
Iromy tannls and Toends 02 Al
From bostriends S0 o)
From absent fathers NI 127
Other income T N
Earnings
M treporieds ob 1o o
Second job sy
Osernne 2
EYre b
lncame from uoreported job Ui
income from underground
ceonnmy A >
Welfare vzl SSYH
Mings toial cavpones Ay
Vs iowsene arid teod i
Reenlar carnpnes vincd 111
Mings toial cvpeonnes A4
Yings hovearng ond food 22

Lotals may not mach due o rouwndimg

“Regulab cimmings” defined as catmngs Bom mam crepoiteds job only

of those swho leave for marriage and two-thirds of those
who feave Tor work return to the welfare rofls for an-
other speft!! These high rates ol post-weltare-receipt
poverts and welfare recidivism ican that neither mar-
riage nor low-wage work can guaraniee welfare recipi-
cits that they will be better of [ than they are on welfare,

How much does a single mother need to carn to leave
AFDC?

nan
the Tabor market 1o maintain their welfare standard of

How much would these mothers have needed to v

living? The mothers interviewed reccived an average of
S307 in cash from AFDC and S222 in food stamps cach
month. Yer their budgets showed that they needed $876
a manth an wver

g toopay their expenses tsee Table

Iy and over STO0O per month il they paid markel
rents. Budgets Tor working mothers can hardly be Tower.
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since they typical’v face additional costs for medical
care (health benefits are rare in low-wage jobs), work-
related transportation (and possibly transportation 1o
and from theiv day care provider), child carve, and work
clothing,

in previous work. Christopher Jencks and T used the
Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES) of 1984-85 1o os-

timate that single mothers who worked spent a total of

S2.800 more on these four ttems than their welfare

counterparts.'” To generate estimates {from a group of

working mothers more comparable to the welfure
mother sample than CES mothers. my colleagues and 1
collected data from a group of 165 single mothers who
worked at low-wage jobs within the wage range reported
hy the welfare mothers for jobs they had held in the past.

In 1991, the working mothers earned an average of

$3.76 per hour. Three-fifths had received welfare at
sonte point in the past: two-fifths had been on welfare ¢
some point during the past five years. The mothers were
focated in the same cities as the weltare mothers intey-
viewed for this study and voughly matched the ethnic
compositic.c of this welfare samplie. Tuble 1 shows that
these working mothers spent about $38 more per month
for health care. $67 more per month for transportation
tincluding car expensesy. 5539 more per month for child
care. and $26 more per month lor clothing than weltare
mothers did. Taken together. these additional expenses
total S190 per month. or $2.280 per year. Beyond these
work-related costs. these working mothers spent S128
more per month for housing than the welfare mothers
did. both because working mothers tind it harder to gual-
ify for subsidized housing and because working peopie
who do live in such housing receive Tower subsidies.

Iu sum, the working mother would need S1.194 (5870 +
S190 + S128) per month iv tukhe-home pay o maintain
the same living standards as her welfare-reliant counter-
part. That i, she would have to - rn about 516,000 per
vear before taxes. or between $s and $9 an hour. In
contrast, Charles Michalopoulos and Irwin Garfinkel
have estimated that full-time. vear-round. low-wage
workers with meager gualifications can expect to carn
only $5.15 an hour in 199§ dollars."” If a sing.e mather
worked 35 hours a week for 50 weeks—the average
amount our low-wage worker sample reported work-
ing—she would carn only $751 per month. or about
$9.000 after taxes and the Earned Income Tax Credit
were applied to her income. The average mother who
left welfare for full-time, low-wage work would. there-
fore. experience at least a 33 percent gap between her
expected earnings and her expenses. She would have to
continue gencrating outside income. yel working in «
full-time job, she would have tess time to do so.

Past experience in the labor market

Gov_.ament efforts to move welfare recipients into the
fubor market typically rest on two ¢elated premises:

4

many welfare mothers have little or no work experience.
thos any job will do: und employment at a low-wage job
will eventually provide access to better jobs.™ By ex-
tension. the solution to welfure dependeney is often
defined as labor force participation in any kind of job:
once a mother gets in. it is assumed. she will move up.
More recently, the welfare reform debate has focused on
pushing unskilled and semiskilled mothers “out of the
nest™ as soon as possible. The high rates off welfare
recidivism suggest that though such tactics may margin-
ally reduce welfare costs, fledgling mothers more often
crash than fly.

The women interviewed emphasized that they did not
forgo low-wage work in favor of welfare because of
their lack of experience in the abor force. but precisely
because they had such experience. Among the welfare
respondents interviewed. 83 percent had work expen-
ence and 65 percent had worked within the last five
vears. On average, these mothers had accumulated 5.6
vears of work experience before their current wellare
spell. Natonal data from the Panel Study of Incorw
Dynamics. though not dircetly comparable. show an
even higher rate of work experience among welfare
mothers. "

FFrom their experience in the low-wage labor market. the
unskilled and semiskilled mothers in our sample ab-
sorbed two seminal Tessons. First, they learned that the
kinds of jobs they could get didn’t make them any better
off than they were on welture tand made some worse
off. a point discussed below ™ See ad. no matter how
long they stayed at a job nor 1oa diligendy they
worked. jobs in this sectar did not lead to better jobs
later vn. Their experience bears out the findings of
those social scientists who have found evidence that

johs in the low-wage labor market provide little return

on experience for women workers.” The kinds of johs
available to them are not avenues to success gor even
bare-bones self-sufficiency. They are usually dead ends.
produ:ing neither the human capital that women could
use 1o et better jobs nor the social capital (contacts that
lead to other opportunities)y that might link them 1o
better jobs later on. Dead-end jobs affect informal sup-
port systems as welll since relatives may be willing to
help in the short term, but be unable or unwilling to help
indefinitely.

The respondents reported that the fow-wage jobs they
had held paid poorly and scldom offered benefits. More-
over, they often involved hard physical work. required
work at odd or irregular hours. did not reliably guaran-
tee a given number of hours of work per week. and were
subject to frequent layofts. Nowhere was this more true
than for mothers who had worked in the fast-food indus-
try. Fast-food job- are representative of the kinds of jobs
suggested by coseworkers to welfare mothers in the
JOBS program—the national welfare-to-work program
created by the [988 Family Support Act. JOBS pro-
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grams have several components: work readiness, job
search. the Community Work Experience Program. and
full-time on-the-job iraining. In rhis sample. most
women who participated had been placed in the job
scarch or raining portions of their JOBS program.
Women who had been through the job scarch component
weren't interested in the tow-level jobs their workfare
caseworkers suggested, because they knew from their
own experiences and the experiences of too many others
that workfare jobs were “stupid jobs.” One Chicago
motaer who attended several Project Chance meetings
conmented:

It was disgusting. Here were these women getting
jobs at McDonald s for [$4.25) an hour and people
were clapping and cheering. And then they would
find aut that they couldn’t make it on that amount,
s0 they would just come right back on welfare a
month or so later, And that was the best they
seemed to do. They didn’t ofter any real good jobs
to anyone.

The respondents” skepticism regarding JOBS progirans
extended to JOBS-sponsored training programs such as
nurses” or teachers” aide courses. courses in housckeep-
ing, or low-level seerctarial and word-processing
courses. Women knew that if they left welfare for jobs
where they found themsetves unable to make it finan-
ciatlv, it would take several months to get their henefits
going again. leaving their families with no source of
legal income in the interim.

For women living in subsidized housing. working means
a double tax on carnings. Housing subsidies are deter-
minced on the basis of cash income. For welfare mothers,
only their cash AFDC payment (and not their Food
Stamp benefiv) is used in determining their rent subsidy.
I a mother takes a job that pavs exactly what her com-
bined AT'DC and Food Stamp benelit would have netted
her. she will receive less subsidy and thas pay more
rent.

Because jobs in what some interviewees called the "S5
an hour ghetto™ ¢ntail both benefit reductions and in-
creased capenses, they in effect encourage profonged
welfare use. A respondent who had left a waitressing job
for welfure in 1986, and had spent the last sin vears
combining welfare with part-time schoaoling, where she
wis pursuing  degree in clementary education, argued
the following:

AFDC is a total trap. Once vou get sucked into the
svstem there is no way to get out because they are
paying for your food, your [housing, your medical
care], and it is hard to find a job that does all that
for you. You go out and get a job and they take
away [your rent stubsidy or your AFDCI. My rent
[would be] $580 a month [without my subsidy].
For me to work a job comparable to that .. . if' 1

ChH

were (0 totally get ofl JAFDC, food stamps. Med-
icaid, and housing] I would not be able to make
ends meet the way they make ends meet for me.
For me to go out and get another waitressing joh
there is no way I would make enough money to
support my ciild, {and pay for] preschool. housing
and all that, and stay at the same pay scale. I mean,
my pay scale would not amount to what [welfare]
gives me.

Most of the welfare mothers interviewed believed they
coutd eventually get a job if they tried. particularly if
they were willing o do minimum wage work. However.
they also belicved that a minimum wage job would get
them nowhere. These women had modest expectations
of the benefits that should accrue from work: they
wunted (o be just slightly better off than they had been
while combining welfare with covert income-generating
activities. Some wanted to be able to move out of
project housing and into a better neighborhood. Others
wanted to be able to afford better clothing for their kids.
so their peers wouldn't ridicule them at school. Instead.
after several years (five to six. on average) in the low-
wage job sector. many found themselves getting further
and further behind in their bills. Not surprisingly, these
mothers concluded that the future they were building
though low-wage work was a house of cards.”

One Chicago welfare mother. with twelve years of low-
wage work experience. had worked as head housckeeper
at a large hotel. Although this job provided her with
henefits and a two-week paid vacation, in seven years
her wages had risen only from $4.90 1o $5.15 per hour.
Two yeurs prior to our interviews, she had left this job
for welfare with the hope that she could use the time off
to find a better job.  After months of persistent job-
hunting. she had «oncluded that better jobs were siinply
not available for someone with her skills and experi-

CHUe.

In sum. it is quite Jifficult for the v pical unskitled or
semiskilled welfare recipient to escape poverty solely
through private carnings. In the face of this reality.
many of these single mothers showed remarkable dedi-
cation to the work cthic and tried repeatedly to leave
welfare for work, Some had low-wage job histories so
varied that they bore a striking resemblance 1o a
newspaper’'s “help wanted™ advertisements. as they
moved from one low-wage job to another, looking lor
some slight advantage

more hours, a better shift, some
marginal medical benefit package. more convenient
transportation. less strenuous or less monotonous
work—but without substantially improving their carn-
ings over the long term. Those respondents who tried to
stay at one job in an attempt to work their way up lound
their efforts were often hampered by layoffs." Unem-
ployment insurance provides no safety net. for those in
the Tow-wage sector are the least likely to have cover-
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Table 2
Work Plans of 214 AFDC Recipients

Plan to teay e weltare Tor work 80

Nom 2T I

In the futirs A T

Chld™s aye only I °

Need tor trranmine only [ ‘.

Chald s ape ond need for e jos 19

Temparary disainliy 24 o

No plans to leave welfure foy work 29 14

Pevmanenthy disabled N <

Plin ta maris 3 2

Sitttation oo uns~table to phan 4 !
Profer v ombrne woeltane wonh

unrcpurh‘d work a 2

Kathleen Harrs's analysis of o Tongitadmal study tha
tolloned 288 Baltimore teenage mothers Tor newrly two
decades provides some mtriguing data on the work of -

fort of wellure recipients. The Baltimore mothers i this

stady evidenced social characteristies (hat would place
them at the Tow end of the weltare distoibution in werms
of SKitls and work prospects. Over then wellare tenure,
haft of these single mothers combined swellare with
work and two-thirds lelt wellare Torajob withm athree:
vear period. Althougeh hall o those who ettt retnmed for
one or more spells on welfare, most eventually made
permanent trunsition otf welfare and into a job,”

Welfare mothers as long-term strategists

Confronted with this bleak scenarmos many weltare
mothers nonetheless take apon themselves the responsi-
bility Jor providing for therr fanilies” futures, The vast
majority of mothers we interviewed were making plans
o leave wellare for work as soon as their health, skills,
and/or child care arrangenents were sufficient o allow
them o make ends meet an then carmmes. OF the 214
weltare mothers intersiewed. only 14 percent (29 moth-
ersy had no real plans wo get of weltare for work in the
future. OF these. more than one-third ¢(HO mothersy were
receiving disabilinn payments tor themselves or a child
because of w permanent disability wnd received AFDC
only because therr disability payments did not cover
their nondisabled fumily members. About hall of the
remaining 19 helieved they were better off cambining
welfare with unreported work in the informal or under-
ground cconomy. primarily because thes could keep
their housing subsidies wnd medical benefits. OF the
tinal ¢ mothers, 4 planned to Teave wellie thiough
marriage and 3 claimed that their current situations were
simply oo unstable to allow them to think about the
future. (See Tuble 20

6

Fighty-ax percent (185 mothersy of the totad sample or
the welfare mothers intervicwed talked at length about
their strong desire to feave weltlare for work, © Yet only
27 mothers telt they could aftford o do so at the present
time. The other 158 mothers said that they could not
atford to tahe the hind of job they helieved they might
actually get.

Tite wark-ready. Those 27 mothers who wanted to leave
wellare for work immediatels had more education and
wark eaperience than others in the sample. They were
signiticantly more hikely to hiave carned a high school
diploma or GED (89 versus 68 percenti. and more thun
@ third of them had parucipated i post-high-school
taining. (Sce Table 3, discussed in more detait befow
Furthermore, 90 pereent had worked during the past five
sears. versus 60 pereent of the other respondents. The
workh-ready gronp had also wveraged signilicantly more
veurs of work esperience 10,6 versus L4 v earsy than the
other mothers i the sample. Finally, these mothers had
fewer proschool children (33 versas 63 percenty, With-
out exeeption. mathers in this group were hotding out
for jobs that pard well above minimum wage. had the
potentiad for advancement. and offered beaefits. On av-
crage. mothers in this group cited reservation wages tthe
threshold amount at which one wonld accept a joby in
the S8-ST0 per hour runge. When ashed "What s
decent wage?  What coutd you support your Family
with 2 one respondent replied: At feast S8 an hour and
with benefits.” When asked. ™ What would you do i yvou
were offered u job tor S8 an hour with no benetits und
without possibility for advancement?” <he was em-
phatic: T wouldn™t take it 1 would go into training or
back o school, but T wouldn™t take it This respond-
ent's children had had serious health problems in the
past. making it necessary Tor her to retain her medical
heaefits, Mothers whose families had no history of
health problems were more wilting (o take the visk of a
jub without benehits, hut believed such a job would have
1O pay more,

Those wanting to work, hut not now. Sceventy -three
pereent of the weltiare mothers we interviewed were
choosing to defer work until they could lower the
“costsT of waork in their present circamstances and im-
prove their carning power. Twenty -seven of these moth-
s were eapertencing afemporary disability tsach as an
inury sustained inoan acadent oroa gh-rish preg-
nancy ), or were caring for actemporart iy disabled family
member e child with a serious iliness or o parent who
was critically ill and needed constant carer. Most ol
these women had worked in the past and planned o
wturn to work onee the headth erisis had abated.

Atatad of 12T mothers <aid they couldn™talford to work
because they had o acee-s 1o free o mespensive child
cure. Al had children under the age of sissand hall had
children under thiee years of age. These women knew
that the welfare system would briefly subsidize their day
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Table 3

Four Measures of Education for AFDC Recipients and Low-Yape Workers, by Work-Readiness Category

Mean Y eais
al Lducaton

ALL 1.7
Weltare mathers
Permancaty sk 1o
Don't want to waork [
Need traimmg [EEN
Cluldren™s age ortemip. sick Lo
Ready now o
Lov -wage workers
Can’tnmake 1 workime Lo
Speatal vrrewimskimee 123
fob has Tiaddes 179

Oh

SN

High School
Inplong

Percentage wath

High School Posi-Thizh-

Inploma or GID Scheol Tramimy N
77 20 179
10 ] 2
AR b 14
[ te (R
°s I~ 10
Ny i b
s )2 M
S 2" Pii
v 24 41

O the thres Zroups hered the fastconsists of those maothers who old us that they couldi tpay therr bills woth thers camigs and were planming o leave

work ferwelfore. The second includes those who were planmiag to stay an the fubor toree because of arcimstances that lowered the cost ol working

e S8 nerce et pand less than nsarket raees tor rent 47 percentreceived full ramiely medical benefies Trom their emploser, 77 percent hud tew o oo child

care costs, Inthe thud group are those women who sorked ot jobs whnchs they bebievedy ad sigmiticant oppostamties tor advancemions waithin the neat

yaaror two

care costs, but feared that their incomes would not en-
able them 1o pick up that cost onee the subsidies Tapsed
and that they would need to return to welfure. From this
group. virtwadly afl (118 mothersy helieved they taced
another ditficulty: deticiencies in education and train-
ing that created a significant gap between what they
could carn and what they would need 1o carn o survive
ceonanitcaliy.

Becuuse the jobs they had in the past were largelhy dead-
end jobs, the women we interviewed had conte to con-
sider work in the S5 an hour ghetto™ as poer futire
planning. Respondents emphusized that they traded
low-wage work for welfare as part of a strategy fo
achieve their long-term goal of cconomic self-sutfi-
cieney. One San Antonio weltare mother with (welve
years of work experience left her fow-wage factory job
in 1985 and began o combine wellare with part-time
schooling, At the time of our 1991 interviews. she was
sin mo=zhs awvay Irom completing a foar-year degree
clementary education. She told us that she viewed the
striategy of combining welture with schooling as the best
way of “looking out for the future.”

Almost hatf (42 pereenty of the women who told us they
could nol alford to Jeave welfure for work withowt fur-
ther training were already enrolled v an cducational
program. Yet AFDC program statistics identify only
12,5 pervent of the wral caseload in 1991, versus the 23
pereent of our saunple, as currently enrolled in school ar
training.  Some mothers reported that they were hiding
their school attendance from their caseworkers, Test they
be obliged to trade their current educational pursuits for
immediate job search or short-term training.

(s

Women in the sample with high school diplomas en-
tered directly into training programs and qualified lor
substantial finarcial aid. High sehool dropouts began by
carotling m GED programs. hut most planned to use
their high school equivaleney diplomas as a stepping-
sane 1o postsecondary vocational and technical trun-
ing  The mothers we interviewed displased o striking
degree of confidence in education as 2 way 1o improve
their cconomic positions. But they also believed that
combining child rearing. full-time work. and full-time
schoolir g was nearly impossible. They could, howeser.,
combine wellfare with schooline much more easity with-
ont sacrin cing their children™ wellare,

The first question mothers ashed regarding o training
program was hew much they could make per hour when
they completed it The majorty wanted to enroll in
programs that would Tead to “meal-ticket jobs<.” The
most common four-year educational goals were nursing
and teaching--jobs that have aditionally offered retfa-
tively decent wages and tlenible schedules to women.
Mare typically, women wanted o pursue shorter-term
training 10 vocational and technical calleges, two-tear
degrees in pharmacy. dental, and medical technology.
accounting. business. and cosmetology . Many of the
women had already been through fow -level training pro-
grams such as nurses” aide taining. housckeeping, or
six-month seerctarial or word-processing progrims and
had fou,.& iney could not make ends meet on the johs
that resulted from such investments,

How valid are the clamms of those wellare mothers who
siadd they needed more training betore they could Teave
welfuare for work?

Table 3 examines the ceducational
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standing and work readiness of the welfare mothers,
divided into five work-readiness categories. As the table
shows. those who didn™t plan 1o work in the future were
the lcast educited. whereas those who felt their skills
were sufficient (the fourth and fifth groups of welfure
mothersy had the best educational credentials. For pur-
poses of comparison. cducational data for the 165 low-

wiage working mothers interviewed are included. 10

mean vears of education and high school graduation
rates alone are considered (columas 1 and 2). all groups
of working mothers have more education than any of the
welfare-mother groups. Furthermore, the educational
credentials of the two skills-sufTicient welfiare groups
most closely resemble those of the working mothers,

Work and role strain

The majority of American families still have two par-
ents to split child-rearing responsibilities and/or can
afford o hire someone to mind their children, but the
vast majority of poor tfamilies hive only one pareni.
Faced with a job that doesn’t pay the hilis. some com-
mentators claim, the poor should surmount their diffi-
culties by simply working more hours.”* But for parents
who have sole responsibility tor their children. every
hour spent in the work place is an hour children must
spend without a parent tor often without any adult su-
pervision). This tradeofT has implications for teenage
delinguency and pregnancy as well: when the influence
of the peer group expands. single parents may fose con-
trol over their children, i

Respondents convineingly stressed they had one simple
but overriding drive—to provide for their children. This
explains why they had twraed to welfare in the' first
place, why they “worked™ the welfare system. why they
cyeled between welfure and low-wage reported work,
and why mothers told us they had voluntarily exited the
low-wage labor market (0 return to welfare and school.
Perhaps part of the reason why poverty has increasingly
become a women's and children™s issue 1s that men,
whether married or single. parents or not. have seldom
had to take child-minding into consideration as they
have made their cconomic choices.

It is now a truism that individuals living in houscholds
headed by single mothers are America’s poorest demo-
graphic group. Single mothers who work seldom earn
cnough to bring thetr famities out of poverty. and most
cannot get child support, medical benefits, housing sub-
sidies, or cheap child care. So, despite meager und de-
clining welfure benefits. the number ol welfare recipi-
ents continues to rise. It is no wonder that nearly
evervone—including those who use. administer. and

study the system—believes that it is in desperate need of

reform.

The rescurch presented here has obvious implications
for these welfare reform efforts. These data show that

any set ol reforms that fails to recognize the fundamen-
tu] inadequacy of low-wage jobs will simply add further
instubility to the already precarious economic situations
of many poor tamilies. Furthiermore, the data should
cast serious daubt on the most fundamental assumption
of many of these proposals: thart just beyond the barders
of welfure dependence, there are jobs availuble with
decent pay, Rather. this rescarch suggests that the ma-
jurity of women on welfare will not achieve self-suffi-
cieney with the hinds of jobs they can get with their
current skills and education, particularfy if’ they have
voung children or poor health. Finally. ihe findings here
should provide @ cautionary note about the long-term
usefulness of short-term training programe. Il mothers
need to earn roughly $16.000 per vear to live as well as
they would on their welfare benefits. they must com-
mand wages ranging from at least $8 to $9 per houy.
Training programs geared toward jobs that pay less than
these amounts will not help the bulk of welfare-reliant
mothers attain self-sufficiency through work. B

For a discusston of the official poverty Hine and recommendations by

a panclof the Natienal Academy of Sciences foribs res ivion, see Foces
17. no 1 (Summer 1995, 2-28. The NAS panel suggested that a
reasonabie range for a revised measure of poverty for a reference
tamifs of two adults and tea children would a1l between S13.700 and
ST3.906G an 1992 doltars.

John E Schwars and Thomas 1o Volgy, The American Prospect.
Spring. 1992: 67-73.

TS0 House of Representatives. Committee on Wass and Meuns,
Overvien of Enntdement Programs: 1994 (Green Book ¢(Washington.
D.CUS Government Printing Office, 19940, pp. 368-64. Tables 10 -
12. The cash AFDC benefitin the typical state at the beginning of 1994
was $5.220 per vear.

‘Rathryn Edin, There's a Lot of Month Left at the End of the Mones:
How AFDC Reciprents Make Ends Meer i Clicago «(New York: Gar-
fand Press. 1993,

‘The Chicago project was completed in 1990, the other projects were
campleted m 1992,

U8 House of Representatives. Comnntiee on Wass and Means,
(heerview of Emtitlement Programs: 1993 Green Book (Washington,
D.C.: US. Government Printing Office, 1993), pp. 636-37, Tabje Y.
Few Amerteans realize how little welfare actuadly pays its recipients.
sinee (he program hegan. legislators have been raning and lowering
benefits according to the program’s public fav or, with little conception
of the impact these changes would have on the linves of program
tecipients. To show how wellare benefits have changed over the last
25 vears Folter the example of California. In 1970, the <tate of
California pad AFDC benefits that were only $2 more than the median
sale Howeser, between 1970 and 1992, only California kept pace
with anflation, meaning that by 991 it became the most generous
sate. except ALiska. by default.

19958 Green Book. p. 712
‘Thid.. p. 704,

Thi~ figure represents an average across all four sies. which ranged
from a lugh of $625 10 Boston to a fow of $557 in San Antonio

These figures do nalinclude tn-kind contrtbutions or any sasmgs
icadized from shophtuing ar purchasing stolen goods ’

" 1992 Green Book, pp. 714-20.
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“Kathryn Edin and Christopher Jencks, “Reforming Welfaee,” chap 6
in Jenchs. Retltinkmg Soctal Poliex: Race, Poverty and the Underclass
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992y, pp. 204 35,

HCharles Michalepoulos and Irwin Garfinkel, "Reducing the Weltaie
Dependence and Poverty of Single Mothers by Means of Earnings and
Child Suppori. Wishful Thinking and Realistic Possibiliny,” IRP Ihs-
cussion Paper no 882-8Y9 (1989

"Diana Peirce. "Chutes and Ladders.” paper presented to the Amerr-
can Sociolugical Assactation, August 1991,

USinty -six percent ot all first-time recipients and 60 percent of all who
had received welfare at any one point in ume had worked duting the
previous (wo years, 1993 Green Book, p. 718,

“cher analysis of the PSED, Diana Pearce found that for 70 percent of
weifare mothers, spells of low-wag  cmploy ment left them ¢ither no
better o1 even worse oft than they nad been before ¢*Chutes and
Ladders™.

USheldon Danvziger and Peter Gertsehaik, eds.. Cneven Tides Riviny
Iequaling in America (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1993):
Sar AL Levitan and saae Shapiro, Working bt Poor (Baltimore: fohns
Hopkins Universny Press, 19870 For example. Levitan and Shapiro
write that "Evidence of mobility among the working poar <hould not
abscure the serions and enduring labor market probiems that this
group fuces, Thetr prospects may be better than those of the nonwork-
ing poor, but many of the working poor have long-term carnings
nroblems More than any other indicator, including demographic char-
acteristics such as education or race, the best predictor of futare status
in alow-wage jobis whether or nota workeris currently ina low-wage
job. A core group of the working paor remains impoverished for many
vears. .. [Furthermore]. the deteriorating condians of the 19808 niy
hiuve exacerbated the labor murket ditficulties of the working poor and
oxtended the duration of their poverty spells™ (p. 25y

“The wamen in the welf e sample were carrving well over $1.000 of
debt on average. most acerued while working, Aboat one third of
these years at work eapersence oceurred before the women became
mothiers.,

"Sheldon Danzager and Peter Gottsehalk found thatwomen workimg i
the low-wage libor market were three times ore prone o job fay offs
than other workers: “Unemployment Insurance and the Safety Net for
the Unemploved.” IRP Discussion Paper no. 8OK-N6 1086

“Kathleen Mullan Harris, “feenage Mathers and Wellare Depens
deney: Working off Weltare™ Jowrnal of Tanily Ivsuey 120 no 4
(December 19913 492518,

“This is potsurprising, sinee s aeey researchens have found lfaverable
attitudes toward work among the weltare poor See Leonard Goodwan,
Do the Poor Want 1o Waork ? A Social Pavveholovieal Studs of Orienta-
tion (Washigton, D.C: Brookings Tostitution. 1972y and AMarta
Tienda and Haya Stier, “loblessness and Shiftlessness: Labor Toree
Activity in Chicago™ Inner City.” m Christopher fenchs and Paul B
Peterson, ed. Fhe rban Underclass OVashiagton, D.Co Brookings
Institution. 1991, pp. 13554,

SIYR Green Book. p. 699,

“Thivas the general theme of Lawrence Mead™s e New Polities of
Poverts: The Nomworkie Paor an Antertca eNew York: Basie Books,
1092).
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